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  Dobby Defeated

Magical Girl Lyrical Nanoha and the Wizarding World; Lyrical Witch Two
Chapter 1: Dobby Defeated
 My name's Nanoha Takamachi, and I'm eleven years old. I used to be an ordinary kid, but two years ago I met a talking ferret and entered a world of magic. I made some really good friends and a year ago got to go to a school with even more magic! It's dangerous some of the time, but I really like it.
 After school let out a few months ago I started texting Harry almost every day. His relatives make him work really hard and I don't think they like him much. The weirdest thing, though, every time I've sent him a letter by owl, it never got to him.
Nanoha shook her head at her phone. "I don't believe this."
She was sitting at home, working quietly at a table while her family went about their day. It was a bit like being back in the Ravenclaw common room at Hogwarts, except it was completely different. For one thing, at Hogwarts she wouldn't be studying a science textbook,  Hogwarts, a History,  Honored History of Mahoutokoro School of  Magic, and  TSAB Air Force Academy: An Introduction . She also wouldn't have her sister, Miyuki, sitting next to her trying to get her head around differential equations.
Miyuki glanced over. "What happened?" she asked.
"Remember how I blew my allowance on a postcard to Harry?" Nanoha asked glumly.
Miyuki thought back a bit. "Oh, right. Because of the owls not getting there."
"Yeah. I thought maybe a regular mailman would have more luck."
"Did it?" Miyuki asked.
"Harry's uncle burned the letter in front of him."
Miyuki blinked. "You're kidding."
"I'm really not," Nanoha said glumly. "They're not nice people."
"Understatement," Miyuki snorted.
"Yeah."
"Why are you worrying about this so much?" Miyuki asked. "It's bad, but it's not like you can't keep in touch."
"Fate and I are the only ones Harry's talked to all summer," Nanoha protested. "Ron, Hagrid, and Hermione are really frustrated. And I can't believe the other Gryffindor's haven't tried to send a postcard or… or something. And it's almost his birthday, and we can't send him any gifts."
"I thought you got Ron a magic-proof phone for Christmas."
"His father got his hands on it."
"Yeesh, another mean parent?"
"No," Nanoha said quickly. "Just… really enthusiastic about electronics. And he doesn't know a lot about them."
Miyuki winced at the combination. "Bye bye phone."
"Yeah."
"Look kiddo, I know you're worried about your friend, but don't freak out too hard, okay? You still need to decide where you're headed to school." It had been absurdly obvious after Nanoha got back from her first year at Hogwarts that she was  not going back to any school her family had ever heard of. She liked helping people and she had strong magical powers, her career choices were going in that direction. Given her father's former line of work, no one could fault her for it either.
"Yeah," Nanoha sighed. "It's not easy to just pick one," she complained. "The Air Force Academy would help me and Raising Heart the most, but…"
"But?" Miyuki pressed.
"Well, I think I could get through the course work in summer classes. I mean, this is really easy." She waved her hand over the TSAB primer and it projected a three dimensional representation of a decompressed magical circle that made Miyuki's brain hurt. "This is supposed to be for advanced students, but all you have to do is connect these nodes," Nanoha casually adjusted the image and the eldritch abomination mutated into a Belkan triangle, "and there it is. Easy."
Miyuki shook her head at just how smart her sister was. No, that wasn't quite right. Skilled, that was better. Nanoha still didn't quite get how extraordinary her regimen of training simulations and telepathic educational supplements was. "What about Mahoutokoro?"
Nanoha made a bit of a face at that one. "The tour was nice but they seemed a bit freaked by my wand." Cherry wands were prized by Japanese wizards, but the combination of cherry and dragon heart was one of the most volatile in wandlore, and usually signified a witch whose raw power was to be respected, whatever her age or skill. "They were also a little traditional and, um…"
"Sycophantic?" Miyuki suggested.
"Probably," Nanoha agreed as Raising Heart explained the word to her. "They traced Dad to the Fuwa clan and bam, I'm a samurai-witch and offered a position among the Malfoys in the school."
"Malfoy? Oh, one of the Hogwarts students?"
"Yeah," Nanoha said. "He's convinced he's better than everyone else in the school. Probably the world." She blinked. "I wonder if coming from a samurai clan would leave an impression on him."
Miyuki snorted. "He'll grow out of that. So, that leaves Hogwarts."
Nanoha nodded without enthusiasm. "Which is really far from home and not really helpful with being a mage."
Miyuki thought that over a bit. "You're ranked what, AAA?"
"AAA air combat," Nanoha corrected.
"Right, and Fate?"
"Same as me," Nanoha said.
"What about Hayate?"
"AAA+ composite," Nanoha said. "She'd probably only rank around B air combat."
"So the TSAB values mages with weird skills?"
"Yeah… heeey," Nanoha gave her sister a punch on the shoulder. "You tricked me!"
"So are you telling Mom that you're heading back to Hogwarts or do you want me to?"


"So, Nanoha is going back to Hogwarts?" Lindy asked
Fate nodded. Like Nanoha, she was studying at home over the summer, but her most of her texts came straight from schools on MidChilda. She also had a small collection of local books that she was using to help deal with some of the eccentricities of Earth cultures. One,  The Magical Guide to Muggles, she was planning on gifting to the Takamachis. They would doubtless find it hilarious. "Yeah. She's going to look into a correspondence course and summer lessons with the Academy."
Lindy considered her adopted daughter carefully. While Nanoha had pushed an impossible amount of education into two short years, Fate had been born… created with much of that knowledge in place and then trained to use what she had been… programmed with. Not for the first time she silently cursed Presea Testarossa for her innumerable crimes against their daughter. One of those crimes was the brutal isolation the child had underwent before meeting Nanoha.
It was absolutely stunning the difference a single term at Hogwarts had made in Fate. She was a serious child, goal-oriented, even dour. But over Christmas she was laughing and teasing and had a  life to her that normally only shone in the middle of pitched combat against a worthy opponent. "That sounds like a good idea" Lindy said. "If she went to the Academy she'd be enrolled with much older students."
"She's a year ahead at Hogwarts, Mom," Fate grumbled.
"Better than five or ten years," Lindy pointed out. "Ask Chrono how the Enforcer training was for him some time."
Fate drummed her fingers. "Hogwarts was pretty fun," she said wistfully.
Lindy smiled. "I'll make the arrangements then."
Fate startled. "But Mom, I haven't decided yet."
Lindy just kept smiling. "Yes you have." She got up and headed to her den. "And when you figure it out, I'll be ready."
Fate just stared after her mother. "How can she know what my decision is?" she asked no one. "I don't even know what it is." She looked down at Bardiche. "Am I that predictable?"
"Yes sir."
"You were not supposed to agree, Bardiche."


"And you'll be?" the large man asked nastily.
"I'll be up in my room, making no noise and pretending I'm not there," the child answered dully.
"Too right you will."
All things considered, being ignored was better than Harry Potter usually expected for a birthday. In his whole life he only had two good birthdays. The first was when he was one year old, which he only remembered through photographs. The other was just last year, when he made his first friend. Between those two, birthdays were just a day of chores. Sometimes extra chores, just to drive home the point. But those were better than the years that no one remembered at all.
You see, Harry lived with his aunt and uncle ever since his parents were murdered by a madman called Voldemort. Tragic enough on its own, but Harry wasn't just a victim of a psychopath. He was a wizard, like his parents before him. And, well, his aunt didn't like that. And his uncle really didn't like it. And because of it, neither of them liked him.
Things were looking better this year, if only because the Dursleys were terrified of him. A couple nonsense words would send Dudley screaming. Aunt Petunia was made of sterner stuff, she was pretty sure that he couldn't do any real magic at home, but she didn't think about it much. That would mean thinking about her sister. Her chest always hurt when she was forced to think about the freakishness she endured as a child.
Then there was Uncle Vernon. He was a lot louder than Petunia, with a shorter temper and a lot more muscle. Petunia was more dangerous when she got mad, but Vernon was  always dangerous. He'd yell and rant and even throw things.
Harry idled most of his day wandering around the yard. Long experience made him nearly as good a cook as Petunia, but he was never allowed to cook anything important. He might contaminate the meal. Worse, he might be complimented for it.
Harry pulled out his cellphone once he was well out of sight of Number 4. Keeping the phone a secret had nearly driven him spare, but it was worth it. He found a bunch of texts waiting and grinned. He left the thing on silent, not even letting it vibrate. If the Dursleys ever had a clue that he wasn't isolated… well Nanoha's letter was still fresh in his memory.
Hm. A few messages from Nanoha and Fate. Nothing exciting, really, but he read every word like it was the best novel in the world. Then a real gem, a full transcribed letter from Ron. He didn't get much from Ron or Hermione since every word had to be copied by Nanoha. Apparently Mr. Weasley had tried to fix the "tell fone" again and had managed to turn it into a chicken. (Harry quickly resolved not to ask how that had happened. He was afraid it might make sense.) And Mr. Weasley had no luck finding out if the department in charge of owls had found out where Harry's mail was going. The owls all came back just fine, so clearly they were being delivered. No one had risked addressing letters to one of the Dursleys - Harry had made it very clear that the letter vanishing was a best case scenario for such a test.
Harry sent off some replies and checked the phone's time. Almost supper. He hid it away and turned back. Back at the Dursley's Petunia shoved a bit of bread and a wedge of cheese at him and then Vernon tossed him in his room. Harry sighed and sat on his bed.
Only, someone was sitting on it.
Well, some thing .
And that was how the Boy Who Lived met the Elf Who Ruined the Japanese Golfer Joke.


Harry studied the closet for a long moment. He had a slightly deranged house elf in his closet. A slightly deranged house elf demanding he renounce his only way out of this horrible house and, more than that, was making no effort to  not get Harry in trouble with his relatives. He'd gotten a warning, the next to come would be throwing stuff, and if things got really bad Vernon might hit him. Maybe if he left the elf in there he'd be quiet.
But then, Dobby would never leave. And it wasn't like Harry could just never open the closet again. Wincing, he opened the door. " Please be quiet, Dobby," he begged.
That, clearly, was the wrong thing to say. "Please!" Dobby shrieked. "Never,  never has Dobby been  asked to do something, sir!"
"Dobby, if you aren't quiet, that big muggle is going to come up here and kill me," Harry whispered urgently. "And if I don't go back to Hogwarts, same thing!" He flinched at the sound of his own voice. Why couldn't he keep it under control? Was Dobby infectious? Lose-control-of-voice-flu?
Dobby looked down at the floor. "Dobby is thinking the fat muggle is not so dangerous to Harry Potter as Hogwarts."
Harry rolled his eyes.  That was a right laugh. "But Dobby, even if it is a bit dangerous, I've got friends at Hogwarts. I'm all alone here. I can't even do magic."
"Friends that don't even write to Harry Potter?" Dobby asked.
Harry had a denial on his tongue when his brain caught up with him. His eyes narrowed. "How did you know about that?" he asked dangerously.
Dobby flinched. "Harry Potter must not be angry with Dobby."
"What did you do?" Harry hissed.
Dobby pulled out a stack of letters. It wasn't that big, he saw most of them were dated before they figured out that someone had stopped his mail. "Dobby did it for the best. If Harry Potter thought his friends had forgotten him…"
Harry wasn't about to tell the elf how badly he'd bungled that. The lengths his friends went to trying to keep in touch were, in some ways, a great deal more heartwarming than the letters themselves. "Give those to me," he ordered.
Dobby shrunk back. "Harry Potter must promise not to go to Hogwarts."
"No," Harry said flatly. "I'd rather see my friends than read their letters.
Dobby sagged. "Then you leave Dobby no choice." Before Harry could stop him, he flung open the door and sprinted down the stairs.
Harry felt sick to his stomach. "Oh bugger me," he swore, and tore off after the elf.
That… didn't end well.
Armed with a letter of reprimand from the Improper Use of Magic Office, and half crazed by the loss of the biggest business deal of his life, Vernon repeated the grand family tradition of going completely insane. He installed seven different locks on Harry's door, including two deadbolts and a chain, while the windows were barred. He put a cat flap in the door to stick food through, but only after making sure there wasn't any possibility that Harry's shoulders could fit through the hole. By the next evening, Dudley's second bedroom was a prison cell.
Harry waited for the snores to fill the house and scrambled for the loose floorboards. It had been so hard making sure they didn't suspect… cellphone in hand, Harry started texting frantically. Vernon had promised never to send him back to Hogwarts. He couldn't let that happen. Someone needed to tell Dumbledore or McGonagall or Hagrid, bloody hell he'd take Snape's help at this point. But who to ask, Nanoha or Fate?
Harry briefly remembered that Nanoha was famous for nearly blowing up three Obliviators after they chased a muggle man who wasn't really a muggle. She was scary enough that he'd believe it, too. She'd probably blow the wall off the house or something and get them into even more trouble. He sent the message to Fate.
When the little icon flashed that the message had been sent, he collapsed on his bed. Soon, someone sensible and level headed would take the bars off his windows and let him go to Hogwarts. Uncle Vernon would probably rant and scream and throw things, but it would be worth it.


Fate's eye twitched as she read the text message.
 Help my family's gone nuts because they think I did magic but I DIDN'T and now they've locked me up and put bars up and aren't going to send me to Hogwarts
"Mom?" she called sweetly. "Is the  Arthra still in orbit?"


Harry woke up when Petunia's hand shoved a bit of toast and a glass of water through the flap. He stared morosely at a breakfast that was even more pathetic than normal, but cheered a bit that at least he didn't have any chores while he was locked up. Hey, when Uncle Vernon calmed down, he'd want Harry doing chores again. They'd have to let him out and go to Hogwarts!
Feeling absurdly light hearted, Harry got out his phone. Three new messages.
Fate:  Don't worry. We'll take care of everything.
Nanoha:  Fate told me. Try and survive the night. We'll get you out of there.
Fate:  The team will be ready and we'll be there at eight. Make sure you're not near the door. Stay strong.
Harry's eyes flicked to the time. 7:59. Distantly he heard a familiar voice draw out the word "Divine."
Wait, now it read 8:00. "BUSTER!"
He didn't have time to think beyond that when the explosion shook the building.
"Secure the area!" an unfamiliar voice shouted. A woman, same accent as Fate.
"Yes ma'am," a chorus of gruff voices answered.
"What the bloody!" Vernon bellowed before his voice cut off with a gurgling noise.
"Ring bind." That was Raising Heart's voice. "Let's shoot it."
"Don't tempt me," Nanoha growled. Raising her voice she asked, "Where is Harry?"
"Potter?" Vernon sputtered. "What do you want with that freak?"
That was not the right answer. "I can be shot," Raising Heart offered again.
"Who are you people?" Petunia shrieked. "What are you doing here?"
"Vernon and Petunia Dursley," the woman announced formally. "You are under investigation for child endangerment, child abuse, willful negligence, and probably a few other things once our legal team has sorted this mess out. We are executing an emergency warrant for the extraction of the minor Harry James Potter to be placed in asylum."
"You're going to put the freak in the nuthouse?" Dudley asked. "You didn't need to blow up the door to do  that . He's in my second bedroom."
"That would be the one with all the locks and the cat flap?" Fate snarled.
Harry realized with a start that Fate was just outside his door. He jumped up and stuck his head out the flap. "Fate!" he yelled. "I'm here."
Fate looked down. "Harry!" she yelled in relief. She turned towards the stairs. "Hostage located!" she yelled.
Harry wondered briefly why they weren't doing that telepathy thing when Fate winked at him. "A bit of a production for the muggles," she whispered. "Now Harry, get back would you?"
Harry suddenly realized Fate had Bardiche in hand. The black staff gleamed. "Load cartridge Haken form."
Harry launched himself to the back of the room. "Okay!" he called out.
Fate's scythe made short work of the door in a single diagonal slash. Half the door just fell to the floor and the other half swung loosely on the hinges. "Got your stuff?" she asked.
Harry shook his head. "It's locked up in my cupboard," he said. At her expression he added, "The cupboard under the stairs."
"Right," Fate said darkly. "Is there anything in this room that belongs to you?"
"Hedwig," Harry said quickly. "And that phone Nanoha got me."
"You had a what?" Vernon bellowed from downstairs. "I'll flay you alive for this, boy!"
Harry shivered. "I really thought you were going to contact someone at Hogwarts," he said. "All this, they'll be impossible to live with after all this!"
"Then it's a good thing you won't be living with them," Fate said calmly.
Harry blinked. "What?"
Fate smiled a bit sadly. "For now we're taking you to Mom's place. Come on, we'll figure the rest out there."
Harry picked up Hedwig's cage and followed Fate down the stairs. The sight he saw became one he'd cherish forever (especially after finding out that the TSAB kept recordings of all official actions). Petunia's pristine house was a wreck, with a great big crater where the door used to be and a faint scent of ozone filled the air. The hallway beyond the door was lightly scorched and a glance at the kitchen told him that Nanoha had at the very least blown up the refrigerator. The house was filled with uniformed men and women carrying blue and gold staves that made him wonder if they were from Ravenclaw for the second or so it took for him to realize that had been a dumb thought.
The Dursleys themselves were no better off. Vernon was held in place with glowing pink rings while Nanoha held Raising Heart threateningly at his face, which had gone red with blood and rage. Petunia was bone-white and rigid, mouth hanging open and looking like she had fainted but forgotten to fall down. Dudley was just standing off to the side, blinking stupidly and looking like he wanted to ask about breakfast.
The tall, green-haired woman he assumed was in charge smiled at him. "You must be Harry," she said kindly. "I'm Admiral Lindy Harlaown, Fate's mom." Vernon made an ugly sound when Lindy called herself an admiral, but all that earned was Raising Heart getting a centimeter closer to his face. Lindy's tone turned professional with shocking suddenness. "Now, get your things together if you please. We can't stay here long."
Harry had no doubt as to that. The neighbors would be calling for police any moment. He spotted Arf near the cupboard trying to get it open - Nanoha's buster had melted the lock and hinges. In the end Arf simply ripped the door away, filling Harry with a deep satisfaction that his old prison couldn't hold anything anymore. They quickly emptied the cupboard of everything, still packed up from when he first arrived. Despite the convenience, it only made Nanoha put her device closer to Vernon. If he wasn't careful he'd lose an eye to one of the bident's tongs.
"Admiral," Arf said softly. "Look at this."
Lindy walked over and inhaled sharply at the old bed in the cupboard. She looked at the door and saw how the lock was set, and saw on the inside an old faded crayon scrawl. "Harry's Room."
Lindy straightened and gave Vernon Dursley as dark a look as she had offered Prescia Testarossa. "It is with great sadness that I must inform you that you are only the  second worst excuse for a guardian I have ever known," she said softly. "Harry, is that everything?"
Harry knew that none of the Dursleys could have conceived of opening his trunk of freakishness and only checked his wand and broomstick. He pocketed the former. "Yes ma'am," he said. "I mean, yes, Admiral. Aye?"
Lindy smiled. "Ma'am was fine," she said. She raised her voice and announced, "Hostage secure. Everyone to designated departure coordinates. Miss Takamachi, you may release him."
Nanoha dropped her staff and the rings holding Vernon vanished. The man collapsed to the ground and rolled a bit.
Everyone clustered into three groups. Harry found himself surrounded by Lindy, Arf, Fate, and Nanoha. White magic circles formed under all three groups.
Vernon got to his feet with a roar and lunged for Harry just as the world vanished in a rainbow of light.
Harry looked around, stunned, at the strange metal room he was suddenly in. Lindy walked off issuing orders that sounded really important while most of the soldiers just chuckled and chatted about the "easy mission" and "political shit storm" coming their way.
Nanoha and Fate stayed beside Harry, switching their devices to standby. "Welcome aboard the  Arthra, Harry," Nanoha said.


Albus Dumbledore sat in his office, poking away at three instruments on his desk that were giving the most bizarre readings.
THIS one measured the blood wards erected by Lily Potter in her dying moments. It was spinning along as it had most of its existence, only slowing over the year Harry spent at Hogwarts and shrieking only once, the day with the Stone.
THIS one was tied to a ward Dumbledore created at Privet Drive that measured active magical energy. It was shrieking like a banshee, which would only be possible if two wizards were dueling at a level Dumbledore had only reached in his fights with the various Dark Lords of his life or if an entire platoon of hitwizards and aurors had been deployed. Or Death Eaters or some other group, but the blood wards were still working.
And THIS one was an ancient device that headmasters had used for centuries, a relay point in the Trace used to monitor underage magic. It was utterly silent, save for one muggleborn casting a Lumos spell. He'd be getting a warning shortly. Not a problem worth thinking on at the moment.
So, what this meant was that someone, who was not allied with or working for Voldemort, had arrived at Privet Drive and was throwing around enough magic to explode the house but without using anything that the Trace recognized as a spell.
And that just didn't make sense.
Drawing himself up, Albus decided a quick visit was in order. He walked over to his fireplace and threw a bit of powder at it. "Arabella Figg!" he called and the flames turned green.
In Little Whinging, Dumbledore walked out of a fireplace only to be beaten over the head by an irate squib. "You took your sweet time!" Figg shrieked. "Explosions and soldiers apparating all over the place and talk of hostages and the muggles are calling the police for sure!"
Dumbledore dearly wanted to get a clearer explanation but the urgency in the woman's voice and what little he understood was enough that he knew he had to act immediately. He rushed from the house, shouting to Figg to owl the aurors immediately. They'd need to call in obliviators to fix this mess already, so Dumbledore took no care in hiding his wand of his magic. He arrived just in time to see Harry vanish in a rainbow of colors, leaving only a familiar magical circle.
Dumbledore exhaled. The Time-Space Administration Bureau had taken the Boy Who Lived. The  Daily Prophet was going to explode. He could only hope that Trent Lacrosse or Nanoha Takamachi or whoever was behind this could give them answers.
For now, Vernon Dursley was yelling obscenities at him and there were sirens in the distance. This was going to be… unpleasant.


   
 
The Boy Who Sought Asylum

Chapter 2: The Boy Who Sought Asylum
Harry gawked at the starscape out the window. He had, obviously, never been in space before and was still having some trouble getting his head around it. The fact that this was actually a warship didn't help him at all.
The  Arthra didn't have nearly as powerful teleporters as the  Kaithya and had opted for a high terrestrial orbit for the duration of her time at Earth. Technically under the command of young Lieutenant Amy Limietta while Admiral Lindy was on leave, the  Arthra based herself on non-administrated 97 and took over jurisdiction for the surrounding dimensional space. Such assignments were common in the TSAB Navy's disaster relief divisions - especially around worlds that were under the process of being reevaluated.
Harry neither knew of or cared for the political details of the  Arthra 's deployment. An older boy named Chrono (who was both Fate's older brother and a kind of police officer!) gave him a tour of the vessel while the adults talked about whatever it is adults talk about. Nanoha and Fate went with them, and Harry knew the younger girls were enjoying his reactions. He couldn't really bring himself to care. Arf had disappeared with his luggage, saying he was getting his own cabin until they figured out something permanent.
He'd gone from a cupboard to a spare bedroom to a cabin on a  spaceship . He almost wished Dudley was here to see it.
"Can I ask something?" he asked suddenly.
Chrono nodded. "Of course." They were in the  Arthra 's engine room. So far the tour was just killing time and getting Harry settled into this new reality, or more accurately waiting to see when stress and information overload would force him to sit down. The boy hadn't asked for any technical details and Chrono certainly hadn't volunteered any, but even so he had a dazed, gawking expression that didn't bode well for his ability to process how dramatically his life had changed, again.
"Why weren't you at the Dursleys'?" Harry asked.
Chrono blinked in surprise. He had been thinking about that foolish assault all this time? Maybe he was dealing better than Chrono gave him credit for. "That attack was the brainchild of the geniuses behind you," he said somewhat snidely. Harry turned and saw Fate and Nanoha grinning sheepishly. Chrono continued, "I wanted a quick extraction using the ship's teleporter. There was no need to make a scene or do that much collateral damage."
"They deserved it," Fate said. Harry felt a shiver go down his back at her tone. It was like ice.
Chrono frowned. "That's not your call to make, Fate."
Fate scowled at her brother. He was  right, dammit, and she knew it. She just didn't care. She was right, too.
Harry frowned. "I don't want anyone to get into trouble because of me," he objected.
Nanoha managed to smile at that. "Harry, do you know how long Fate has been planning this morning?"
Harry thought back. When had he sent that text? "Eight hours?"
"All year," Fate said. Harry's jaw dropped. "Ever since we first met you in Diagon Alley. You were clearly being mistreated. Arf and I would have gotten you out of that house then, if we could."
The ship spun around Harry as he thought that through. Was the ship caught in a storm or something? "What… why couldn't you?"
Fate fished out her phone and showed Harry his last text.  Help! "You had to ask," she said simply.
The  Arthra 's deck jumped up and smacked Harry in the face. All he knew was blackness.
Nanoha lunged to grab Harry as he fainted. The quiet hum of magical machinery was the only noise in the room for several seconds.
Chrono rubbed the back of his head. "This is going to be harder than I thought."


Dumbledore appeared outside Stockholm with a crack. Apparating over international distances was always hard, which naturally made it noisier, but this was too important to hunt down an international floo. Time was of the essence!
The TSAB Embassy was an unusual building by wizarding standards simply because of how muggle it looked on the outside. Most disguised buildings were dilapidated wrecks that attracted the attention of no one. The TSAB building was pristine and obviously inhabited. It was three stories tall, modern construction with large windows that were polarized to be highly reflective. The building was surrounded by a seven foot high wall with a single gate, which had a guard house with a small collection of gold plaques naming it the TSABE Facility with several dire warnings for trespassers.
The Embassy had been completed only a month ago, at which point Trent Lacrosse revealed he had been named Ambassador and relieved of command of the  Kaithya . Dumbledore was worried for the man he considered a friend, but Lacrosse waved him off from any protest. "I'm a diplomat, Albus," he had said. "They gave me a ship because I needed one. I don't need her anymore, and her crew can certainly be put to better service than idling around here. Don't think on it again."
Dumbledore approached the guardhouse. "Hello," he called politely.
The guard looked him over. "Hello, can I help you?"
"Albus Dumbledore," he introduced himself. "I'm here to see about an incident a few minutes ago in Surrey." At the man's blank expression he added, "That's in England."
"Ah, right, Mr. Lacrosse was expecting you." The guard did something under his desk and the gate slid open. "Go on in."
Dumbledore nodded and walked through the gate. The embassy courtyard was almost muggle, he noted, but patrolled by three mages. Their uniforms were muggle enough, but the magitech staves they carried were… well they were TSAB. He noted a fourth guard at the door into the embassy carrying a spear with similar ornateness. Dumbledore had seen enough Bureau mages to suspect that this, too, was a mass produced "device" like the staves used by the others, rather than a unique piece like Raising Heart or Bardiche. Perhaps that guard had special training for close combat? A question to ponder later; apparently having been cued by the gate guard, the spear man opened the door as Dumbledore approached. They exchanged polite nods.
Dumbledore entered the embassy and found himself quietly impressed. He'd never been in the building since its completion and had only visited the location once, when the TSAB had revealed that there wouldn't be a single muggle-repelling ward on the site. Dumbledore knew that the Swedish wizards had picked up strong magic from the place on a number of scrying tools, yet he saw absolutely no evidence of it. The embassy's atrium was as muggle as any room he had been in. There were comfortable chairs and stacks of magazines and a receptionist who did something behind her desk that opened a door with a simple mechanical arm.
Ambassador Lacrosse was hurrying down the hallway beyond the door. "Albus!" he called. "You don't miss a trick."
"I flatter myself well informed," Dumbledore said seriously. "I saw the magic circles at Privet Drive and came here hoping you might shed some light on the situation."
"I'm still trying to figure that out," Lacrosse growled. "Operation Heroic Rescue was given a mandate last night but it looks like a couple hotheads abused operational discretion to create that farce of an extraction."
Dumbledore blinked. "Maybe you should start from the beginning?" he suggested.
"My office," Lacrosse said. He led the older man up to the third floor.
The deeper into the building they got, the more the TSAB's magitech was evident. Holographic computers were in use all over the second floor, and Dumbledore recognized teleporter alcoves from his tour of the  Kaithya . Even so, they were simply furnishings on top of a muggle structure. "You blend in to muggle society well," he complimented.
Lacrosse shrugged. "In some ways we're closer to muggles with magic than wizards with technology. It also helps us keep a low profile without the intent based wards you've developed."
Dumbledore nodded and soon they were in Lacrosse's office. Dumbledore chose a seat for himself. "Now, what has happened to Harry Potter? Is he safe?"
"Completely," Lacrosse said.
"Can I see him?" Dumbledore asked.
Lacrosse looked pained. "Regulation is for the child to have at least a few hours to settle after an extraction. If he doesn't ask for you, I can't take you to him for at least six hours."
"That's… unfortunate. Can you tell me where he is?"
Lacrosse gestured and an image appeared over his desk, the  Arthra in high orbit. "TSAB dimensional cruiser  Arthra, flagship of Admiral Lindy Harlaown. Her marine detachment, two part time mages, and one familiar formed the assault party."
Dumbledore felt a mild headache. "Miss Takamachi, Miss Fate Harlaown, and Arf."
"Right," Lacrosse agreed. "Those would be the hotheads in question."
"Miss Harlaown did not strike me as particularly volatile," Dumbledore mused.
"She reacts violently to child abuse."
"Abuse?" Dumbledore said darkly. "Trent, what is going on?"
"We have a letter of action for you," Lacrosse said, producing an ornate envelope. "This was issued when the mandate was given. Bureau laws allow for action on foreign soil in very few circumstances, one of which is a direct request for aide by an individual incapable of contacting his local authority."
"Surely Harry could not fall into such a category, whatever had happened," Dumbledore said.
"It's all in the letter but I'll cut past the flowery talk. Harry's mail was being stopped, apparently by a house elf named Dobby. His own owl was caged. He himself was barred and locked in his room and denied access to his wand. He was also denied food and there's evidence of a full laundry list of emotional abuse and deprivation preceding his imprisonment. All he had was his cellphone."
Dumbledore paled at the description. "I knew the Dursleys were hardly a loving family, but to lock a child away… that goes beyond my imagination."
"You knew this abuse was ongoing?" Lacrosse asked. "And you didn't remove Harry yourself?"
Dumbledore shook his head. "Harry's situation is incredibly complicated, much to his detriment. I believe the Chinese would call his life 'interesting.' I put safeguards in place that would alert myself and others if Harry was being beaten or imperiled. Nothing registered beyond a firm spanking."
Lacrosse could think of a dozen things to ask about that statement alone, but he managed to pick one. "Is it normal for a child to have such surveillance?"
"Harry is not normal," Dumbledore said by way of answering. "How much do you know of Voldemort and his Death Eaters?"
"Barely more than the name," Lacrosse confessed. "Your history texts are…"
"Hysterical?" Dumbledore suggested. "Sensational? Imprecise?"
"Yes."
"A product of the times," Dumbledore said. "As is the reluctance to say his name."
"That really didn't seem to make a lot of sense either," Lacrosse agreed.
"It did, at the time. Voldemort enjoyed nothing more than the fear of others. He carved his name into the minds of everyone and then slaughtered everyone who was known to speak it. Reporters and ministry officials would turn up dead hours after publicizing the name."
Lacrosse grimaced. "Sounds like a certified psychopath."
"Sadly. When Voldemort was defeated, Harry became a legendary figure overnight."
"But he couldn't have done it," Lacrosse objected. "He was a baby."
Dumbledore nodded. "Indeed. Unfortunately, most scholars were unable to study the event for fear of retribution from the Death Eaters. By the time that threat seemed gone, the Boy Who Lived was accepted fact in all but the most scholarly circles."
"Circles in which you reside," Lacrosse said knowingly. "This somehow relates to Harry's upbringing. You wanted him out of the limelight?"
Dumbledore's eyes twinkled. "You think I placed the boy?"
"Your wards, your narrative, your position at Hogwarts, you had a say in it, at least."
Dumbledore nodded. "Indeed I did. At first it was to be temporary, his only blood family could care for Harry while James's and Lily's wills were read. But while Harry's parents had left him guardians, but they were all dead or unable to care for the boy." He saw Lacrosse's skeptical expression and sighed. "One was driven mad and remains hospitalized with no hope of recovery. One is incarcerated as a traitor, a Death Eater spy. One left the country and maintained no permanent residence, I believe a large amount of alcohol was involved." Remus was also unable to provide the full time care a toddler needed due to his curse, one of the sad realities of his condition. "As such, the Dursleys had legal custody as his blood relatives."
"You could have convinced them to give the boy up," Lacrosse said. "From what I've read, I doubt it would have taken fifteen minutes."
"True," Dumbledore agreed, "but that would be simple and as I said, Harry is far too complicated. He was being hunted by Death Eaters almost from the day he ended up on their doorstep."
Lacrosse's eyes narrowed. "The boy is alive. Your wards?"
"Not mine," Dumbledore said. "Lily Potter's. Old magic, blood magic. The details I don't have, but I am familiar with the magic. Lily must have had the choice to run or die, and she died for her child. The ward she constructed with that sacrifice saved Harry that night and remains the strongest spell I have ever witnessed."
Lacrosse took a deep breath. "How do the Dursleys fit into that?"
"Petunia Dursley is Lily Potter's sister," Dumbledore explained. "The blood wards only had power as long as Harry lived in the house of a blood relative of Lily. The Dursleys' home was the safest place for Harry."
"Clearly they didn't stop the Dursleys from abusing the boy," Lacrosse snapped.
Dumbledore shook his head. "No. They did not. But no less than five Death Eaters were captured trying to find out where the Boy Who Lived could be found in just that first month. Each one was tearing through adoption records and court cases with the names and addresses in plain sight, yet none of them could read or retain the knowledge. Over the years I have studied the wards, I have discovered many layers of protection. Each was, simple, effective, and powerful, yet limited to Voldemort and any who acted in his interests."
Lacrosse ran a hand over his face. "So the Dursley house was a refuge from… everything?"
Dumbledore nodded. "Almost storybook," he agreed. "The fame and sycophancy, the hatred and death threats, the wonder and the horror. It was as close to a normal childhood as I could have hoped." He scowled. "And for that, I confess I may never be able to forgive, either Voldemort or myself."
"That… answers a great number of things," Lacrosse admitted. "What are your intentions now?"
Dumbledore's answer was instant. "I must see to Harry's well being," he said. He hesitated and sorted out his other objectives.
Any man who leads a large bureaucracy has known the trouble of conflicting objectives or needs. Albus Dumbledore led four such organizations. Hogwarts, fortunately, had no stake in the matter beyond a teacher's concern for a student. The Wizengamot was outraged over a foreign power acting on British soil and the abduction of a citizen, not to mention yet more flaunting the limits on Underage Sorcery. The International Confederation was likewise incensed by yet another violation of the Statute of Secrecy. The Order of the Phoenix (currently inactive but Dumbledore doubted that would last much longer) was concerned for the safety of the Boy Who Lived. The International Confederation wanted the TSAB sufficiently appeased that friendly relations could ensue. The Wizengamot could care less. The Order wanted the TSAB as allies in the coming war.
When he had leisure, Dumbledore surrounded himself with advisers and deputies from each group. McGonagall was an excellent advocate for Hogwarts. Snape served for the Order's more militant aims. Fudge was gifted at cutting to the needs of the Ministry. The representatives from France and the United States offered a solid view on the international stage. He could listen to these people when his duties overlapped and serve as a mediator to find a solution. When he had to provide a unified front, or simply had no time for decision by committee, he had to trust in his own wisdom and hope that the faith others put in him was not unfounded.
This was such a moment. "I also will need to issue a formal complaint on behalf of the Ministry of Magic and the International Confederation of Wizards in regards to the public display of magic and intrusion on British sovereignty," he said carefully.
Lacrosse nodded. "That is expected. You should know that we are prepared to discuss reparation and issue a formal apology."
Dumbledore blinked in genuine surprise. "That will calm many voices when this incident becomes public," he said.
Lacrosse grinned. "We try to be the good guys, Albus. Sometimes that means doing bad things for the greater good, but we own up to it."
Dumbledore had nothing to say to that. "That will… help," he said. "Six hours, you said?"
Lacrosse nodded. "We will contact you immediately if there are any changes. I will get my staff working on that apology."
"And I will break the news of this incident as gently as possible."
"Are you expecting as big an explosion as I am, Albus?"
"Bigger."


Harry tried to open his eyes and winced at the light from the ceiling. Someone must have set the torches to full burn. Maybe Dean was practicing his incendio again.
Wait. This was holiday. He was at the Dursleys. Man, Aunt Petunia was going to wear him to the bone fixing the walls Nanoha burned.
Nanoha. Attacked the Dursleys. And took him out of there.
…
Oh yeah. He was in space, too.
Harry blinked. He was in space?
Yes, that had definitely been space outside the window. Huh.
He should probably start freaking out now.
"Gwah!" Harry yelped, sitting upright. He was in a bed. Not as comfortable as his four-poster in Hogwarts. Way better than the Dursleys gave him. Nightstand. He fumbled and found his glasses. Ah, he was in a small bedroom. Smooth walls. Modern desk. Fate. Buttons next to a sliding metal door. Electric ceiling light.
Wait. Fate?
Yes. Fate.
"Gwah!" Harry repeated, trying to jump behind the bed. There was a  GIRL in his  bedroom . Okay, so it wasn't  his bedroom but it was a room, it had a bed, he was in it, and there was a girl looking at him. The bed was also flush against the wall and now he had a headache. He also registered that he was fully clothed. That was good.
Fate frowned as Harry launched himself into a wall. Was he having a fit? "Harry?" she asked.
"I'm okay!" Harry yelped into the wall.
"Are you sure?" Fate asked.
"Yes!" Harry said. He rolled over and sat up again. "I was just, uh, startled."
"You've had a lot of surprises this morning," Fate agreed. "Brunch?"
"That sounds good," Harry agreed.
Harry gawked at the ship as they walked to the mess. "I… kinda wasn't paying attention during the tour," he confessed.
"We noticed," Fate said. "Harry, relax. All we were doing was trying to get you past the initial shock. You're hardly the first person to collapse after a rescue."
Harry thought that over. "I'm not?"
Fate shook her head. "You're recovering a lot faster than I did."
Harry needed a few seconds to process that. "Uh…"
Fate smiled sadly. "I'll tell you mine and you tell me yours?"
Some frightened voice screamed in Harry's skull. "I don't really have anything to say," Harry said.
"Neither did I, at first."
Harry was silent through the meal and after, while Fate led him to her mother's cabin.
"Harry," Lindy greeted warmly. "Feeling better?"
"Yes ma'am," Harry said automatically. He looked around the room. It was fairly white which made it feel much larger than it really was. The walls were lined with tiny trees and there was a wooden tube and water spout contraption in the corner that went doink. Lindy was seated casually on a cushion on the floor in what looked like the world's most painful way to sit. Fate sat in the same way. Harry tried to mimic her and ended up falling on his butt. He blushed, crossed his legs, and hoped he didn't look too foolish.
Lindy didn't comment. "Harry, I want you to understand that you are free to make your own choices. We can help you with a number of options, but the choice of what happens is entirely yours."
"Um, okay," Harry said. He wasn't used to making decisions, but it sounded like this was going to be some kind of a test. He could do tests.
"Okay then. Harry, right now you're a ward of the Time Space Administration Bureau. If you don't want to, you will never have to see the Dursleys again. Ever."
Harry's jaw dropped. "But, but what about next summer? Where will I live when Hogwarts lets out? Where will I live before term starts?"
"That is where you have options," Lindy explained. "Including the option to not go to Hogwarts. If you wanted, we could take you to our world, MidChilda, and enroll you in a magic school there."
Harry wondered if he was going to faint again but shook his head rapidly. "No, I want to go to Hogwarts! I want to be with Ron and Hermione and Fate and Nanoha and Dean and Hagrid and Neville and… could you send Malfoy to Mars? That would be kind of wicked."
Lindy held back laughter but mentally scratched out every option that permanently removed Harry from Earth. Not that she was expecting any different. "I am afraid we have to leave young Malfoy exactly where he is," Lindy said softly. "Now, Harry, until Hogwarts starts you are more than welcome to your cabin on this ship, but this vessel is not a home." She saw Harry's face fall. "As I said, where you end up will be your choice, but you need to understand that you need to  make a choice. Not now!" she cut off the obvious protest. "You have until your next summer holiday to make that decision."
"And if I don't, I go back to the Dursleys?" Harry asked.
Lindy shook her head. "The worst we would do is leave you with an orphanage," she said. "You will  not be returned to the Dursleys unless you  want to."
Harry shuddered slightly. He'd take the Dursleys over an orphanage. Uncle Vernon threatened him with one so often it  had to be worse than anything the Dursleys could do to him.
Lindy watched Harry's reactions carefully. "One option I can present you immediately is a commission with the TSAB as a part time mage, like Fate and Nanoha. You would get a room with one of our facilities on Earth as part of your employment benefits, and your superior would take the role of your legal guardian," she explained.
"That's what happened to me," Fate put in. "At least, before my superior officer formally adopted me."
Harry blinked at that. "I'd like that a lot better than an orphanage," he said. "Or the Dursleys."
Also as expected, Lindy thought with satisfaction. She still had that pegged as a the worst case scenario. Far more likely, given the boy's friendships and cultural needs, was fostering with the Weasleys. If the boy had overestimated his inheritance, the TSAB had a child support fund for cases like this. But now was not the time to explore every possibility. Harry was relaxing, smiling, and getting used to the idea that he'd never be in the Dursleys' care again. That was enough, for now.
She'd remember eating those words an hour later when a late morning edition of the  Daily Prophet was owled to the embassy and relayed to the  Arthra .


 BOY WHO LIVED ABDUCTED BY ALIEN WIZARDS
 by Rita Skeeter
In a shocking turn of events, the Ministry of Magic announced today that Harry James Potter, famed Boy Who Lived, was abducted today by a large force of wizards and witches.
At eight o'clock this morning the residence of Harry Potter and his muggle relatives was viciously attacked. The assailants breached a number of doors that were heavily warded in a variety of muggle fashions. The attackers held the muggles under a Body Bind curse and threatened to torture the location of Harry Potter from them. Reports indicate that Harry Potter nobly revealed his own presence instead of allowing his relatives to come to further harm. The assailants then took "the hostage" as they called Harry Potter and apparated to parts unknown.
The Department of Magical Law Enforcement dispatched aurors to investigate as well as Obliviators to deal with neighboring muggle witnesses. Also on scene was Albus Dumbledore. Dumbledore did not make any comments to the press, however muggle witness Petunia Dursley had this to say:
"They made threats against me and my little boy! Then… and he said he recognized that magic circle as some kind of TSAB freakishness.… all freaks and ruffians who do nothing but harass and attack good people like us!"
The TSAB or Time Space Administration Bureau made contact with the International Confederation of Wizards a year ago, through their Japanese agent Nanoha Takamachi. Images of Takamachi were presented to the Dursleys and they confirmed she was the one who bound Vernon Dursley and threatened his life. The TSAB claims to be from a different world and has shown no restraint in enforcing their will over muggles and now wizarding children.
We can only hope that the aurors prove equal to these dark wizards from the skies.
 For more on the defeat of You Know Who, see  Page 2 
 For more on Lily Potter's muggle family, see  Page 4 
 For more on Albus Dumbledore and his connections to Harry Potter, see  Page 5 
 For more on Nanoha Takamachi, see  Page 7 
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Politics

Chapter 3: Politics
Nanoha choked. "Abducted?" she gasped.
Fate stared. "Ruffians?"
Harry shrugged. "That's Aunt Petunia, all right." Nanoha gawked at Harry. "What?" he asked, feeling a bit defensive. "That's actually almost polite, for her."
Lindy coughed lightly. "If we can get past the bruised egos for a moment?" she asked.
"Sorry, Mom," Fate sulked. "This is going to cause problems, isn't it?"
"Probably," Lindy said grimly.
"You could send me back," Harry offered.
Lindy fixed Harry with a glare. "Harry Potter, whatever  problems this causes for us will be handled by  us, not  you . Everyone on this ship took an oath to stand between civilians and danger whenever necessary. Do you understand?"
Harry nodded, eyes wide. "Yeah, but if it's going to get you all in trouble."
"Harry, even if you went back, it wouldn't fix anything. It would just make everyone more miserable," Lindy said more gently. "But you really want to help, don't you?"
Harry nodded vigorously. "Yes ma'am. I can't just sit back and do nothing."
Lindy studied Harry's face. The last time she heard such selflessness had been the Presea Testarossa Incident. Her eyes drifted to Nanoha, who was scowling at the  Prophet . It would have been cute if Lindy didn't know it promised a great deal of… friendship… towards this 'Rita Skeeter.' She glanced back at Harry. "I will contact Ambassador Lacrosse."


Lacrosse rubbed his forehead and glared at the children on the other side of his desk. "Do you have any idea how much trouble you two are in? Not you, Harry."
Fate and Nanoha grinned sheepishly. "We couldn't let Harry stay there," Nanoha objected.
"No, but you should have gone with Enforcer Harlaown's plan. Not Part-Timer Harlaown's."
Fate blinked but showed no expression. "Chrono's plan didn't punish the Dursleys enough."
"So you turned a civilian rescue into a military extraction out of  spite ?" Lacrosse hissed.
Fate's mask began to crack. "Yes sir," she said evenly.
Lacrosse kept up his glare. He had kids of his own. Fate's lip was beginning to twitch again. Just a few more seconds.
Fate hung her head. "I screwed up my priorities, didn't I?"
"Damn right you did," Lacrosse agreed coldly. "I've sent word to the main office requesting a formal reprimand. You can expect your pay to be docked, too."
Fate winced. There went that new smart phone
Lacrosse sighed heavily. "What we have here is a classic media frenzy. By this afternoon two or three other papers will have picked up the story and it'll be on the mainland. By tomorrow it will be global. We can ride it out or get out in front of it."
"What do you mean?" Harry asked.
"Well riding it out means we go dark. We talk with Dumbledore and maybe Minister Fudge to make sure the word goes through the Ministry that you're safe and not being held against your will. The story will go away on its own probably by the time you head back to Hogwarts, at which point it will spark up again. By then we'll be able to control it, though."
"And getting in front of it?" Harry asked.
"We hold a press conference today. We answer questions today. We get our side of the story out today. This Skeeter woman gets drowned out by actual facts."
"That sounds like the better option."
"The problem is that you'd need to be a part of that, Harry. It means talking to the press, it means talking a bit about the Dursleys. No one should ask that of you."
Harry looked at Nanoha and Fate for a moment. "Would it mean less trouble for Nanoha and Fate?"
Lacrosse blinked. "Yes, possibly. But,"
"Then let's do it," Harry said firmly. And he would not be dissuaded.


In the end, a press conference in the Wizarding World proved to be a very different thing than it was in the muggle. First, only three reporters were brought in, each from a newspaper, and only one photographer. Second, the reporters attended the actual meeting rather than reporting on it after the fact. They were also required to only ask questions at the end.
Lacrosse shared his conference room with four people. Albus Dumbledore, Minister of Magic Cornelius Fudge, ICW Representative of Magical Japan Tsukimura Mai, and Lindy Harlaown.
Fudge was all bluster. "Harry Potter must be returned to his family at once," he demanded.
"Minister, I can assure you that Harry will never be returned to the Dursleys," Lindy said coldly.
Fudge's face went red and he opened his mouth to bellow, but Lacrosse was faster. "Please! Admiral, Minister, it is obvious you both want what is best for the boy. Let's examine the facts as they happened."
"Very well," Dumbledore said. He glanced at Fudge, who looked torn between bellowing anyway and waiting to see if they might say anything important. "I believe that means I get to go first. I placed Harry Potter with his maternal aunt, Petunia Dursley nee Evans, when he was a little over a year old. No one with a legal claim to guardianship ever came forward since. Given the boy's prominence in the fall of Voldemort," here he took a breath while Fudge, Tsukimura, and the reporters recovered, "I also added a layer of wards and later arranged for loose surveillance."
"Surveillance?" Fudge asked. "There are no wizards living in that part of Surrey."
"I recruited a squib. She was more adept at blending in than most witches."
Fudge blinked and processed that. Lindy leaned closer to redirect attention. "Did you hear anything about how Harry was treated over the past ten years?"
"Poorly," Dumbledore said simply. "The Dursleys were neglectful and harsh in the best of times."
"And in the worst of times?" Tsukimura asked.
Dumbledore sighed. "In the worst of times Harry would suffer mistreatment."
Lacrosse produced several folders and distributed them. "These document what was found in the Dursley home in regards to Harry Potter," he said calmly. "These details are not to be shared with the general public. Dumbledore, can you attest to their accuracy?"
A few moments passed while Dumbledore and the other assembled reviewed the material. The photographer got a few choice pictures of Fudge turning pale and Tsukimura just looking sick. "This is accurate," Dumbledore said at length.
"By the laws of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, this constitutes evidence of abuse sufficient to separate a child from his legal guardians," Lacrosse said.
"That does not give you the right to unilateral action," Fudge snapped. "Besides, those laws…"
"Harry Potter is a British citizen," Lacrosse pointed out. "He further made a direct call for help to an agent of the TSAB. You will find that request on the last page of the folder."
Fudge ripped his folder open again and scrabbled for the last page. "They were going to deny him his magical heritage?" he gaped.
Lindy closed her eyes. "From what he has told me," she said softly, "they had tried to 'stamp it out of him.'"
"That is also what Vernon Dursley said when Rubeus Hagrid delivered Harry's Hogwarts letter last year," Dumbledore added.
Fudge closed the folder, looking rattled.
"I think we can lay to rest the unsuitability of the Dursleys as parents," Lacrosse suggested. No one disagreed.
"What about their own child?" Fudge asked a moment later. "There was another boy at the scene."
Lindy smiled sadly. "They spoil him rotten," she said, "often at Harry's expense. He's also attending a boarding school which should hopefully break him of bad habits."
Lacrosse looked to Fudge. "Would the Ministry of Magic object to the muggle government taking legal action against the Dursleys for their crimes against Harry Potter?"
Fudge shook his head. "I will make arrangements to speak with the muggle Minister," he said heavily. "Then we can be well shut of this terrible affair."
"If I may," Tsukimura said, "there is the additional issue of unilateral action taken within the borders of a sovereign state. The TSAB overstepped its bounds."
Lacrosse nodded. "While Admiral Harlaown and her crew did act in the best interest of the child, the TSAB recognizes that this incident could have been better handled by informing the Ministry of Magic and offering assistance only. In hopes of continued friendship we offer reparations in the form of five hundred galleons and a formal apology, which I will personally deliver in a public venue of your choice."
Fudge blinked. "Yes, well, um, that's quite acceptable." He smiled, suddenly all friendly. "You have an excellent grasp of politics, Lacrosse. It will be a pleasure to work with you."
Lacrosse eyed Fudge briefly. The man was either used to being bribed or relieved that he could spin this as a triumph for his government over silly-but-polite foreigners.
"Excellent," Dumbledore clapped. "Then all we have to deal with is the placement of Mr. Potter."
"Which does not need to be observed by the press," Lindy said.
"Mm. True," Dumbledore agreed. "Lady and gentlemen," he addressed the reporters, "do you have any questions?" They burst into questions, screaming over each other. It was a wonder they had time to breathe.
Lacrosse sighed. For only three voices, they certainly sounded like a crowd of twenty. He pasted a grin on his face and picked a question at random.


Harry hugged his knees close to his chest. A few hours ago he was taken from the Dursleys. He was on a space ship. He'd been offered a home on another planet. He'd agreed to talk to the woman that wrote those horrible things about Nanoha and Fate.
And for all that, he'd only just finished lunch!
Now he was waiting. Waiting waiting waiting waiting. Waiting for Dumbledore and that reporter woman. This was going to be huge.
The door chimed and he looked up expectantly. The door didn't open and after a few seconds it chimed again. "Uh, come in?" Harry tried.
Lindy opened the door and peeked her head in. "Ready?"
Harry hopped off the bed. "Yeah," he said.
This meeting was on the  Arthra in the captain's cabin, surrounded by her little trees and thing that goes doink. Lindy had redecorated slightly with a table and chairs and a very British tea service. The table was long and slightly rounded, with Dumbledore and a woman that had to be Skeeter (who else would have parchment and quill floating next to her like that?) already seated.
Dumbledore smiled as Harry entered. He didn't have reason not to trust Lacrosse or Nanoha or the Harlaowns, but it was always a comfort to see something for himself. There Harry was, nervous but not scared, healthy and unbruised, wearing rags from someone far larger than him. Exactly as the TSAB reports implied. Skeeter's quill flew over her parchment, no doubt recording a particularly spectacular description of the boy's pathetic attire.
When Harry sat down, Dumbledore found himself silently complimenting their host. Harry was seated between Lindy and Fate Harlaown, with Lacrosse seated between Lindy and himself. The distances between them were more subtle, but it was no coincidence that Harry was as far from Skeeter as possible. Harry's benefactors had made a simple delineation between those Harry trusted, namely themselves, and those he did not, which was Skeeter and himself.
Well, his own inclusion in the latter group would hopefully change shortly. "Harry," he said warmly. "Are you alright?"
Harry nodded without hesitation. "I'm fine," he said by complete reflex. "I mean, this has all been really weird, but Admiral Lindy told me I'd never have to go back to the Dursleys."
Dumbledore suppressed a wince that the boy's biggest comfort factor was such a promise. "Could you tell me what happened yesterday and today?" he asked.
Harry glanced at Lindy and went over everything, starting with the Dursleys' dinner with the Masons and the weird house elf. He'd been told not to give Dobby's name when Skeeter was in the room, but all the reporter asked was what family the elf belonged to, which Harry didn't know anyway. When he got to the cat flap which food was passed through, Skeeter actually squealed. Harry stumbled over the rest of the story, all the while realizing that his most shameful secrets were about to become public. Yeah, he'd volunteered for it, but he hated the attention.
Dumbledore gave Harry a critical look as the story finished and turned to Skeeter. "I don't think we need to trouble Mr. Potter's time any more," he said firmly. No child should need to life through such things, much less to recount them so soon. And to do so in front of a reporter that made no secret of her glee in sensationalizing the tragedy… Dumbledore silently marveled at the boy's resolve.
Skeeter obviously didn't share his feelings. "Come now, Dumbledore," she purred, "we haven't even heard a thing about young Harry's plan for his future, or his relatives, or whoever his guardian may end up being."
"I'm just looking forward to another year at Hogwarts," Harry said.
"Oh?" Skeeter pounced. She immediately ignored the boy in favor of Lindy. "You will be allowing Harry to return to Hogwarts after all?"
"Of course," Lindy said stiffly. "Harry has every right to decide that much for himself."
"Only that much?"
Lindy frowned. "Harry's opinions and choices will be respected as much as possible, but he is a child. It would be unconscionable to ask him to make decisions most adults would find daunting. We look forward to working with the Ministry and Hogwarts to determine the best course of action."
"Which will be a closed proceeding," Dumbledore added firmly. "And one that we had best begin as quickly as possible."
Skeeter refused to take the hint. Instead she zeroed in on Fate. "And you, young miss? Will you be starting at Hogwarts soon?"
"I am in Harry's year," Fate said calmly. "Ravenclaw."
"Really? And the other young girl, Takamashi?"
"Takamachi," Fate corrected. "Also our year, also Ravenclaw."
"Inter-house unity between the eagles and lions," Skeeter gushed. "Touching."
It took a few more pointless questions better suited to  Witch Weekly than the  Daily Prophet before Skeeter was escorted from the conference room and teleported to the surface. Lindy shook her head after the reporter left. "That was quite an unpleasant woman," she said.
"I assume that whatever article she writes will gloss over her first article and talk about the unusual ties between second year Ravenclaw and Gryffindor students," Dumbledore said tiredly.
"Is it really that odd to have friends in other Houses?" Harry asked.
"Not at all," Dumbledore said. "But it serves her purpose to pretend that it is."
Harry seemed to accept that simple answer. "So, um, what happens now?" he asked meekly.
Dumbledore leaned back in his chair and visibly relaxed. "Now, we take things as slowly as you need them to go, Harry."
Harry sat quietly for a long moment, his face scrunched in concentration. There had been a lot of words he'd had to guess the meaning of in the past few minutes. He had to struggle to piece together what he was sure of, what he knew he  didn't know, and what was really just a guess. "Who all is part of… this thing now?" he asked at length.
"The Ministry of Magic commissioned Hogwarts to handle situations like this," Dumbledore said. The wizarding community was short on child specialists and politicians had no respect for the amount of work that went into teaching. "I prefer to handle them personally, with the help of the student's Head of House. If you'd rather another arrangement…"
"No," Harry said quickly. "That will work just fine." Professor McGonagall was strict, but she was kind in a way he'd rarely seen. She wouldn't go all pitying on him like he was afraid everyone else would.
Dumbledore nodded. "Then just the two of us, as well as your… temporary guardians?" He directed the question at Lindy.
Lindy nodded. "Harry won't be the first child I've fostered out of an abusive home."
"That was me," Fate said softly.
Dumbledore blinked in surprise. The simple fact of Fate's inferred past was surprising enough, but that the quiet girl was comfortable enough to admit it so readily was very surprising. It suggested a peace of mind few abuse victims reached. Or a complete sociopath incapable of assigning emotion to the fact of her own history, but Fate clearly did not suffer such a debility. It occurred to him that he should probably say something wise-sounding. "You raised a wonderful daughter," he said. "You must be proud."
"I am," Lindy agreed.
The uncomfortable moment passed and Harry had time to find another question. "Then… you would have been the one to leave me with the Dursleys in the first place, sir?"
"Were we in term, I would award points for making that connection so quickly," Dumbledore said with an unhappy laugh. "Yes, my boy, that unhappy duty was mine."
"Why them, sir?" Harry was too respectful to sound resentful or angry or really much of anything.
"Two reasons, Harry. First, they had the legal right. Unless they refused you or we had cause to suspect abuse, you belonged with them."
"But they would have gladly given me up," Harry protested. A weak protest, lacking passion. He was probably too overwhelmed to feel anger.
Dumbledore wasn't sure if answers would help him make sense of his life or just add to the confusion, but when asked direct questions, he found it best to answer. "Quite possibly, but the second reason… a few months ago, Harry, when you faced Voldemort, you channeled a powerful magic. Do you remember?"
Harry nodded. "I really didn't know what I was doing."
"No, such old magic is nearly forgotten. It is powerful, driven by intent and blood and love, but limited in its own way by all three."
"I don't understand, sir."
Dumbledore nodded. "I had not wanted to tell you until you were older, Harry," he hedged. "Your mother created the strongest wards I have ever seen. They keep you safe from Voldemort and any who act in his name or towards his agenda. Over your life I have seen them deflect or block outright many of his followers. But for them to remain strong, you must be cared for by a guardian that carries your mother's blood. Your Aunt Petunia."
Harry's jaw dropped. "Aunt Petunia was keeping me safe?"
Dumbledore nodded gravely. "She knew of the wards, which is why the Dursleys never threw you from their home. Horrible as they were, they could not face the responsibility for your death."
Harry couldn't put that together with the ugly, monstrous Dursleys that lived in his memories. The child's mind remembered threats and near misses by thrown objects as moments of pure terror, far worse than the largely conceptual dangers of trolls and traps and dark wizards. It didn't make sense that they were keeping him safe from something worse… yet at the same time, he'd never really considered running away. So… there was worse stuff out there?
The introspection was too much for him and he shook his head to clear it. "But, if I'm not going back to the Dursleys," he hedged.
"The wards will last another year," Dumbledore said. "Then, when you are no longer a ward of your mother's family by any magical standard, they will fail."
Harry gulped. "So anyone I live with will be in danger of Voldemort," he whispered.
Dumbledore smiled grimly. "That is not a concern you should worry about," he said firmly. "You don't have the age, skill, or knowledge to defend yourself. Professor McGonagall, myself, and Admiral Harlaown are more than capable of providing for your defense, no matter where you end up."
"Much more than capable," Lindy agreed. "But home defense is the easy part."
Dumbledore nodded. "The blood wards were effective to some degree even if Harry wasn't in the house," he agreed. "Subtle and elegant. Very Lily."
Harry perked up at this. "My mum was elegant?" he asked.
"James certainly thought so," Dumbledore said, although in truth he was far cruder with his choice of appreciations. Harry was only twelve and didn't need to hear about his parents' teenaged lust. "But I was referring specifically to her charm work. Your mother scored high marks on her NEWTs with silent magic that barely left a trace. Your father, on the other hand, gained equally high marks with the loudest and flashiest spells I have ever seen from a student." Again, not the whole truth. No one who saw Lily row against James would have claimed the redhead didn't have some frankly terrifying hexes in her repertoire, and no one who had been on the receiving end of a prank would have denied James's ability to be quiet when it suited him. But Harry hardly needed all the details of his parents' life dropped on his head all at once.
Besides, there were other issues at hand. "In any case," Dumbledore said, "we have again drifted. Harry, you are not to worry about Voldemort when choosing a guardian, am I clear?"
"Yes sir," Harry said automatically.
"Good," Dumbledore approved. He turned to Lindy. "I believe we are done for the day, then."
"I have one concern," Lindy said. "Dobby's warning."
Dumbledore nodded, face slowly turning grin. "Ah, yes. Hopefully his warning is nothing more than the delusion of an addled mind." From Harry's description, it was clear that Dobby was a very unwell elf. "If not, I am confident that my staff can handle the danger."
"That confidence didn't help identify Quirrell last year," Lindy said, not unkindly. "Are you sure the new professor is not a danger?"
"I have not yet chosen a professor," Dumbledore admitted, "although I was planning to today. It will be a remarkably easy decision, as only one man applied to the post."
Lindy frowned at the man's tone. "Doesn't sound promising. Is he any good?"
"He has impeccable credentials but his proposed curriculum is… weak."
Lindy hummed speculatively at that. "Fate, why don't you take Harry and meet up with Nanoha?" she suggested.
Fate heard the veiled order and nodded to Harry. "Okay mom," she said brightly. "Come on Harry." The children left the adults alone.
"What was that about?" Harry asked once they were out of the room.
"Mom's scheming," Fate said. "Come on, there's a great place we never showed you on the tour." She grabbed Harry's hand and pulled him down a corridor.
Harry hurried to keep up. "Where are we going?" he asked.
"The sparring room," Fate answered happily.


   
 
Back to Normal?

Chapter 4: Back to… Normal?
Harry remembered the one time Fate and Nanoha had sparred at Hogwarts. At the time it had seemed incredible, but over the year everyone realized that the Japanese girls used bright, shining magical spells for even simple tasks. It was a lot less scary to think about their fighting being flashy than destructive, so without realizing it he, as well as most of Hogwarts, had adjusted their expectations where the girls' native spells were concerned.
The sparring room turned out to be a fairly well equipped gym with a large open space dominating the center. It reminded Harry a bit of what a muggle gym would look like with all kinds of equipment scattered in a ring around the room, except the ceiling, floor, and walls all had magic circles engraved in them. There were a handful of people on the weight machines in one corner and Nanoha was in the middle of a stretching routine in another. Several of the mages looked nervous when Fate walked in.
Fate smiled and faved at Nanoha. "Nanoha! What are you doing here?"
"Just some light exercise," Nanoha said. "Hey, Harry."
Fate smiled innocently. "Harry was looking bored so,"
"Oh Sankt Kaiser," one mage murmured.
"I thought a spar might cheer him up a bit," Fate finished innocently.
"Run, kid," another mage advised, only half joking.
Harry suddenly realized the three children had commanded the attention of the handful of adults in the room. He had, naturally, assumed they were all far superior to Nanoha and Fate in power and knowledge. Years of constant bullying had taught him signs, though. They looked at the girls with the same kind of respect Dudley's gang looked at him with, but they didn't have fear edging those gazes. Or, not the same kind of fear. Harry didn't have anything to compare their wariness to and floundered for a bit, trying to figure out what he was seeing. One thing was clear though, Nanoha and Fate were the baddest witches on the ship.
And Fate had just invited him to duel.
Yeah, running. Running sounded like a good idea. Long hours of Harry Hunting had taught him the value of knowing when to run and those instincts… were completely at peace. Wait. Harry's brain stumbled again and silently raged at whatever vile force had flipped up for left and down for backwards again.
Suddenly Harry realized Nanoha was talking. "… Quirrel taught you a few jinxes, right?"
Harry nodded hesitantly. "I kinda learned more from Ron," he admitted. "And Hermione. Ron's were more interesting, though. Hermione just studied everything out of  Standard Book of Spells . Ron got his from his brothers."
"Then you probably have a bigger bunch of wand spells than we do," Nanoha said happily. "This'll be a good spar."
Harry saw Nanoha's wand in her hand and realized with growing alarm that at some point in his distraction he had been put into the center of the room and his own wand was in hand. Nanoha was wearing that weird combat getup and he was in something that might have been a dueling stance. This was a bad time to be distracted! "Uh, uh, are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, uh, your spells tend to go… wrong," he said lamely.
Nanoha pouted. "That's why sparring is so important! It's a chance to figure out what I'm doing wrong."
"Yeah but it's not really safe is it?" Harry argued. He glanced around and saw the adult wizards looking at him with… oh bollix. That's the look the little kids gave him when Dudley wailed on him in the park! 'We're sorry you're about to have your arse fed to you, but better you than us, mate.' That's what their eyes were saying.
Nanoha sighed and took her necklace in her off hand. "Raising Heart, please," she said.
"Wand emulation, enhanced," the mechanical voice announced. "Stand by, ready." Pink light flared around Nanoha and formed lines of power that spun rapidly. This was not the semifamiliar circle and square diagram Harry had seen but a chaotic and ugly mess of magical power that hovered and wrapped itself around Nanoha like some kind of squid, the thickest tendrils wrapping solidly around her wand hand and the white and pink shaft of wood she held.
"What's that?" Harry asked.
"It's a crutch," Nanoha said glumly. "Mari worked it out a couple weeks ago." The original version was nearly a year old now, but that was a complete mess of code and magical power that just didn't work well. Mari knew lots more about wands now, she was still chatting with Mr. Ollivander and all, and had decided that getting a device to interface with a wand would work way better than doing it all on its own. There were still a lot of bugs to work out, though. "It keeps me from getting my spells wrong."
Harry blinked. "That's kinda neat. So you won't blast me now?"
Nanoha hesitated just a bit too long. "Yes."
Harry didn't buy it. "Uh, really?"
"Well, not anything you can't handle."
Harry swallowed loudly. "But… wait, we're underage! We can't use magic anyway!"
"We're not in England," Fate pointed out. "Not even on Earth. We don't need to play by their rules here."
Harry shot her a betrayed look and turned back to Nanoha, hope dying in his chest. "Any way I can get out of this?"
" Tarantallegra ." Apparently the answer was 'no.'
Harry jumped away from the green spell and searched his brain for a suitable reply. " Rictusempra," he fired back on a silver bolt, and the duel was on.
As wizard duels go, it was fairly tame, although the sheer power behind the witch's spells was odd from one so young… as was her demented joy at the experience. For a spar with Nanoha Takamachi, it was downright boring. Harry lasted a good twenty seconds before Nanoha landed a sticking hex on Harry's feet. Unable to move, Harry gave up three spells later, lying on the floor feeling completely exhausted.
"That was interesting," one of the mages said. Harry glanced over and saw money, candy, and bits of stuff trading hands.
"You bet on us?" he asked.
"We always bet on the White Devil's spars," one mage said casually.
"The white what?" Harry asked, getting annoyed. Privet Drive, Hogwarts, now a magic spaceship. He had a foot in three worlds, how was he supposed to keep up with that?
Nanoha walked over and gave Harry a hand up. "I told you not to call me that," she complained.
Harry's irritation vanished in a wave of comprehension. Nanoha's outfit, white, and she was certainly scary enough… "Who was brave enough to call you  that ?" he asked before his brain-mouth filter could stop him.
Nanoha scowled and Fate giggled, making Nanoha scowl harder. "I think it was Vita, that time we saw Hayate at the hospital."
"What I want to know is how anyone heard about that," Nanoha muttered.
"Story like that gets passed around a lot, ma'am," one of the adults drawled.
"Could I hear the story?" Harry asked.
The man laughed. "Sure, kid. This happened Christmas before last…"


Harry settled down into his cabin and looked around, wondering exactly how many trucks were going to run over him. It had been a week since his rescue from the Dursleys and things hadn't gotten back to normal. In fact, Harry was pretty sure he had to completely redefine 'normal' because what used to be normal apparently wasn't. Or something.
After his duel with Nanoha he had been given a few clothes to wear on ship. They were cut similar to the day uniforms of the mages on ship, but where they had blue and white Harry's were red and gold, Gryffindor colors. He didn't know what to think of it at first, but later the same day they had teleported down to London. That was when the first truck hit Harry. That first outfit was just what they could put together for him on short notice, so he'd have something presentable to wear when properly shopping for an entire new wardrobe.
"But I need that money for school stuff," Harry had protested.
Lindy gave him a sharp look that Harry recognized from Mrs. Weasley. It was a "be quiet and do what I tell you, young man" look that all mothers had. Well, except Aunt Petunia. Hers was more "make yourself useful, freak." She then calmly explained that it was not Harry's job to pay for basic necessities. That was the duty of his guardian, her duty at the moment. "And if you think I'm not going to do my job properly, you have another thing coming!" she finished with smile.
It didn't end there. That first day Harry got a full wardrobe of muggle and wizarding clothes. The next day, they went toy shopping. Harry had never owned a toy that was his, just his, and Lindy took Fate, Nanoha, and himself on a tour through Diagon Alley's most frivolous stores. Harry had been afraid to buy anything but Lindy had given him what she called an allowance. She said it was 'normal' for children to be given small amounts of money to spend on fun things however they wanted, and she didn't want Harry coming back to the ship with so much as a knut unspent.
The day after  that they went to a movie. Harry was so glad he didn't have to buy anything and happily munched on his snacks as the somewhat cartoony film glazed his eyes over. He wasn't sure why Lindy looked so smug though. Maybe she had really wanted to see the movie?
The next day they went to Gringotts. That had been a trip all by itself…
Lindy and the goblin, Harry thought his name was Grahag, talked about a lot of boring-sounding things about Harry's vault. Lindy said she was trying to find out how much money Harry had, how much he could take at once, and what rights anyone else had on his money.
That made sense to Harry. Lindy was a lot nicer than the Dursleys ever were, but they were always complaining about how much he cost them. And Lindy had already spent loads more on Harry than Uncle Vernon ever had. Harry just hoped she'd leave enough to get him through Hogwarts and get a job.
That was when the goblin turned to Harry. "Mr. Potter," he said in the tones of someone who was repeating himself, "how much pocket money did your relatives give you?"
Harry blinked at the question. "Pocket money?" he asked.
"Like an allowance," Lindy explained. The goblin shot her a warning look and she quickly closed her mouth.
Harry shook his head. "I don't understand," he said. "They never gave me anything like that."
"I see," the goblin muttered, writing something down. Harry wondered what was going on and asked as much. "Mr. Potter, your parents arranged a trust vault for you so that you would always have money for reasonable needs growing up. When they died, their personal vaults were willed into that trust as well…" Grahag realized he was going above the child's understanding. "The Dursleys have been getting monthly payments out of your vault for the past ten years," he simplified. "They promised to spend that money on you. They didn't, so they have to give the money back."
"All of it?" Harry asked.
"Plus interest," the goblin said evilly.
"How much?" Harry asked. The goblin said a number and Harry turned to Lindy. "Is that a lot?" he asked.
Truthfully it wasn't that much for the care and feeding of a child for ten years, let alone in comparison to its value after the Potters' assets were willed to Harry. The trust had clearly fallen behind inflation and was never intended to provide for all of Harry's expenses, just help ease the burden on a family budget. Even so, "Yes," Lindy said. "That's a lot of money."
Harry looked at Grahag. "So what happens to this trust thing now?"
The goblin blinked. "When you have a new guardian, payments will resume."
"So, you'll start paying Admiral Lindy?" Harry asked.
Lindy blinked. "Harry," she said firmly, "I don't need your money."
"You actually don't have much of a choice," Grahag said. "The trust itself is not under your control, or Mr. Potter's. You will get the first payment by owl on the first of the month, unless you would prefer other arrangements."
Harry smiled broadly. She had to accept his help now! Lindy looked like she was going to argue the point but something about his grin stopped her. "Okay then," she said slowly. She scratched down account and routing numbers on a scrap of paper. "If you could send the funds to this account, I believe you already have set up transfers with it under the name Fate Harlaown."
Grahag waved his hands oddly for a moment. "A year ahead of her age in Hogwarts," he said a moment later. "No family resemblance. Your adopted daughter, I presume."
Lindy nodded. "I'm already pulling the school budget through that account."
The goblin shrugged. "Money is fungible. As long as Mr. Potter is cared for appropriately, the trust is satisfied."
Harry pulled himself out of the memory. It didn't make a lot of sense, looking back. He always got so confused when money came up. He just knew that he didn't want to be a charity case, but he was afraid someone would take what little he had. But he actually had a lot? It was easier not to think like this. Not thinking was something Harry was becoming pretty good at. He had toys and games and all sorts of stuff now. No wonder Dudley was such an idiot. One toy in particular was looking fairly shiny…
Harry shook his head. He didn't want to become an idiot like Dudley, that was why he was thinking so hard! "Where was I?" he muttered under his breath. Oh, yeah. Gringotts.
When they had got back to the ship it was obvious Hedwig was going a bit nuts. Harry was slowly getting comfortable on the space ship (and the moments of remembering that he was seriously  in space were not getting old any time soon) but Hedwig almost seemed more agitated being out of her cage but still in doors. And she was a lot less appreciative of the window view than Harry was.
Weirdly, no one noticed how she shuffled her feathers and shifted around but Harry. But when he went to Gringotts, Hedwig went mental. She had been hooting and flapping around and generally making a ruckus until Harry came back. Nanoha and Fate figured she needed some proper exercise, but for some reason that suggestion just made her panic worse. (This was also the incident that convinced the crew that Hedwig was actually smart and not just well-trained.)
That led to yesterday. They all went down to a park, Harry didn't have a clue where, and played around outdoors for a few hours. Harry chose a trail at random and started walking, shouting promises to keep his phone on and with him at all times. Hedwig had nipped Harry's ear and flew off into the trees. He saw her flitting around from time to time or circling high in the sky. He had grinned, this was good for her. At one point he lost sight of her, but an hour later she was in the sky again. He raised an arm deliberately and Hedwig landed on his shoulder, a letter on one foot.
It was from Ron, and his parents, inviting him to the Burrow for a few days. "Mum is going a bit mental after hearing everything those muggles did to you. I haven't seen her cook so much since George came down with a flu."
Harry had never been invited to a friend's house before (he'd never had a friend before!) and was really eager to go. He was surprised that Lindy seemed to think it was a good idea, too. Even Fate and Nanoha were helping him figure out what to take with him.
That led to Harry, sitting in  his room, with bags half packed of  brand new clothes and a  barely touched toy broomstick  (Dudley would have had a tantrum at only taking one toy with him, but Lindy was certain that wasn't normal behavior and even seemed a bit put off by Harry's stories) trying to process just how different life was. He had things. Valuable things.  Fun things. And not just heirlooms… although the invisibility cloak hidden in the toy bag was still more important to him than the rest of it, but it was an heirloom. That was  Dad's cloak. The toys and clothes were  Harry's . That was important, somehow.
There was a light knock at the door and Harry looked up. "Hello?"
The door opened slightly and Lindy peeked in. "Can I come in?"
Harry blinked a few times and then nodded once. "Uh, sure."
Lindy opened the door fully and walked in. "Thanks. Almost ready?"
Harry nodded and looked around. "I'm not sure I've ever had this much stuff before," he confessed. "I hope I can carry it all."
Lindy frowned. "I'm not sending you off on your own, Harry," she said sternly. "I'll be with you until you're settled at the Weasley's."
Harry blinked. "You  are ?"
"Of course," Lindy said with a hint of pompousness. "I, unlike your aunt, am a  proper guardian, remember? There is an order to things, and that order says you carry your toy bag and let a grown up," she gestured to herself with a melodramatic flourish, "worry about the boring stuff."
Harry smiled shyly at the over the top tone Lindy had ended with. "Um, in that case I think I'm ready."
"Good," Lindy said. "I'll take your bag then?" Harry thought that over a moment and nodded once. Lindy walked over and picked up the bag. "Come along, Harry. Ensign Joanes wants off teleporter duty before lunch."
Harry hefted his much smaller toy bag easily and nodded. "I'm ready!"


When the bright lights of teleportation vanished, Harry found himself standing in front of the strangest house he had ever seen. He couldn't decide how many floors it had, and neither could the architect because parts were clearly taller than others. Even his untrained eye saw at least four different styles in the building, most of which clashed. It was, he decided, the kind of house Aunt Petunia would insist needed to be demolished to make way for decent folk in a normal house identical to, but obviously not as good as, her own.
Harry loved it.
"Hey, it's Harry!" Harry looked up at the half-familiar voice. One of the twins was overhead, riding a broom with a quaffle under one arm. The other twin was swooping in from a makeshift quidditch pitch. Harry didn't even bother to try and figure out which was whom.
"Bit early for quidditch isn't it?" he called up.
The twins shrugged. "After Wood's training, who could tell?" Harry recalled Oliver Wood's insane scheduling and nodded in glum agreement.
Lindy looked up with a pleasant smile. "Could you tell your mother that we've arrived?" she asked politely.
"Sure," the closer twin said, coming in to land. His brother followed and they opened the door. "MUM!" one hollared inside, no sense of propriety at all.
"Harry's here!" the other added.
"With a woman!"
"Probably not his mum."
"Since, you know,"
"FRED!" a matronly voice bellowed from inside. "If you so much as consider finishing that thought you will not sit on a broom for two weeks!"
George turned to grin at the nonplussed Lindy. "She'll be out in a moment."
Harry had known many intimidating women in his life. Aunt Petunia could throw a pan halfway across a room at a moment's notice. Professor McGonagall could freeze a student in place with only one eye. Admiral Lindy could reign in the White Devil. Nanoha, for all that she was a girl, was the bloody White Devil.
Somehow the red-headed apron-wearing panther of a woman that was Molly Weasley was more frightening than any of them. She stormed out of the house with a face so exasperated Harry could not imagine what she was used to dealing with. "Going out on brooms at the crack of dawn! You could have fallen! You could have died! You could have been seen! I swear you two are such irresponsible, immature, ooohhhh… get yourselves inside and get yourselves cleaned up this instant! Hello, Harry dear." If Harry didn't know what to make of Mrs. Weasley when she was mad, this sudden change was even less comprehensible.
"Hello, Mrs. Weasley," Harry said politely.
"Oh, aren't you precious," Mrs. Weasley cooed. Harry wondered if he was in for a round of fawning like Dudley got, but Mrs. Weasley's attention had drifted to Lindy. Harry looked over the house again and saw Ron run out of the house.
"Harry!" Ron yelled happily. "About time you made it! The papers have been going barmy ever since you got taken from the muggles."
Harry grinned. "I bet. I was there, remember? But, it's still going on?"
"Still?" Ron guffawed. "It's just getting worse! It's like every family there is has written to the editor about what's best for you."
"Wow," Harry muttered. That was… weird. "There's gotta be better news though, right? I mean I'm just a kid."
"Well there's some noise about a book signing this week in Diagon Alley." Ron rolled his eyes. "Gilderoy Lockhart. Mum thinks it's a crime you've bumped him down to page 3."
"Ronald!" Mrs. Weasley snapped. "That is  not what I said! I said it was shameful that such an accomplished wizard's articles are being overlooked in favor of mindless gossip."
"Because Lockhart's articles aren't gossip at all," Fred added.
"They are informative and useful," George said seriously. The twins' solemn delivery seemed even more sarcastic for the lack of any sarcasm in their tone.
Ron grabbed Harry's hand and pulled him towards the house. "Come on," he hissed. "Mum's going to lay into them for that!"
Harry looked the Weasley matriarch over and decided he didn't need to be within range when her patience ran out. "Lead on, then," he agreed.
Inside the house, or "Burrow" as Ron called it, Harry had to stop and stare. He'd thought he was used to amazing sights. Hogwarts was filled with magic, while the  Arthra had dulled him to a very different kind of magic and technology. But the Burrow was the first time he saw magic in a real home, and he found himself completely unprepared for flying needles knitting a sweater, magic books scattered about bookshelves, more than a few redheaded photographs waving cheerily, and a lot of the same toys Harry now owned (and a lot more besides!) scattered over almost any surface. Even the clocks were different, one which pointed to times like "TIME TO EAT" and another with every member of the family pointing to places like "HOME" or "SCHOOL" or "WORK."
Harry turned slowly, nearly tripping over his own feet, and looked at Ron. His friend was biting his lip and looked very nervous. "This is the best house I've ever been in," Harry said honestly.
Ron's ears went pink.


Nanoha rubbed her face furiously.
"Tired?" Momoko asked sympathetically.
"Yeah. I haven't gotten a lot of sleep lately."
"With all the time you've been spending on the  Arthra, I'm not surprised."
Nanoha winced at her mother's tone. She had been away all year and was going to be heading back to England again soon and now she was spending even more time away from family. "It's not like that," she protested. "Harry needed some familiar faces."
"You're a sweet girl, Nanoha," Momoko said more gently. "And a dear friend, too. But you can't keep running yourself ragged like this."
"I know," Nanoha said with no conviction at all. "And it's over for now. Harry's visiting Ron this week. I probably won't see him again until we all go shopping for school stuff."
"You're all going together?" Momoko asked.
Nanoha grinned slightly. "Yeah… it's kinda a conspiracy to keep Harry safe."
"Keep him  safe ? Safe from what?"
"Well that terrorist guy is still out there, and now Harry doesn't have those wards protecting him. The Weasleys' house is practically a fortress with what Dumbledore called generational wards, and Hogwarts is even safer unless Voldemort posesses another teacher. Diagon Alley,they figure it's best that Harry has some extra protection."
"And you volunteered?"
"Well I'd want to go anyway," Nanoha protested.
Momoko sighed. "I guess I should just be proud you're getting into the family business."


OMAKE: This line came to me about a month ago but there wasn't any good place to stick it in. I FEEL NO SHAME.
"So what do you do on that ship, Harry?" Ron asked.
Harry thought about all the amazing things on a space ship but knew that Ron just didn't know enough about muggle technology to understand the analogies Harry could use to explain what he saw. Instead, he told Ron about muggle entertainment. The Dursleys never let him near a TV, but Lindy had given him access to a computer and a few lessons in finding interesting things. The  Arthra had an easier time patching into the internet than television broadcasts - Harry hadn't followed why but they had done it before so it was easy. Harry spent a few minutes regaling Ron with a story of a bloke that dressed up in a green speckled suit and found his similarly dressed parents only for them to explode while an American dressed as a bear laughed at him.
"Muggles are barmy," Ron declared at the end. Harry didn't disagree.


   
 
Diagon Alley

Chapter 5: Diagon Alley
Nanoha ripped open her letter with a touch more enthusiasm than was really required. Three thick sheets of parchment fell out and she snatched them up.
"What do you have there?" Kyoya asked. "Hogwarts stuff?" He picked up the envelope and examined the torn wax seal.
Nanoha glanced up at her big brother. "Yeah," she said brightly, eyes darting back to the parchment. "Final grades from my first year." She put that sheet aside and turned to the next.
Kyoya picked up the grade paper. "I have no idea what these grades mean… third best student in Ravenclaw your year? That's your dorm, right?"
"More or less," Nanoha said distractedly. "They call it a House. It's a lot more important than just a dorm."
"Sounds weird," Kyoya said.
"I think it's a British thing." Nanoha set aside the second letter, which just said that she had been approved for second year classes (hardly surprising, really) and that her tuition had been automatically charged to her account at Gringotts (technically Fate's, really, since the TSAB was still footing the bill.) Her eleven year old brain glossed over all that boring stuff, the third letter was loads more important. "My school supplies," she identified it.
Kyoya looked over her shoulder and peaked an eyebrow. "That's exotic."
"I already have all that," Nanoha said, pointing to most of the "bits and bobs" as Hagrid called them. Nanoha realized how much British slang was entering her vocabulary with a shudder. "Most all I need is a trip to the apothecary for potion ingredients and the books… only two of those are new, these others are all from last year.  Standard Book of Spells, Grade 2, and… huh."
Kyoya chuckled. Other than being a  spell book that first one sounded normal enough. "What's the other one?"
Nanoha looked up, her expression carefully neutral. " 1001 Schoolyard Jinxes for the Creative Prankster ."
Kyoya blinked slowly. "That doesn't sound like a school book."
"Yeah," Nanoha said. She couldn't hold back her grin. "This is gonna be a great year!"


Nanoha felt her magic buoy her in pink nothingness for a timeless moment, and then let the feeling pass. It was a bit like falling, or standing in an updraft, her magic blowing up and away and the real world coming back into focus.
The real world being a few feet away from the floo in the Leaky Cauldron.
"Nanoha!"
Nanoha grinned and hurried over to her favorite blonde. "Fate! How are you?"
Fate Harlaown sipped a bit from her pumpkin juice (she was afraid she was 'going native' too) before she answered. "Oh nothing new. You're the first one here."
Nanoha giggled. "I bet Harry's finding it hard to leave the Burrow."
Fate offered her own wide smile at that. Their friend had really loosened up since their little rescue mission.
Nanoha had a cup of tea mostly gone by the time a Weasley twin stumbled out of the floo. "Fred!" Nanoha called.
"George!" Fate waved him over at the same moment.
Fred Weasley walked over and bowed comically to Nanoha. "How could I resist a young lady who recognizes my dashing face?"
Nanoha laughed.
George came next, then Arthur Weasley who attempted to corral his young headaches-made-flesh. "Ah, you're the one who gave Ron that little fellytone!" he exclaimed happily when Nanoha introduced herself. "We had a bit of an accident with it, sorry to say."
As Nanoha understood it, the phone had lasted about five or six seconds after Arthur had been alone with it. And had somehow ended up turned into a chicken in an attempt to fix it. She decided not to mention that. "It's good to meet you, sir."
Arthur smiled at this and sat down next to her. "I have been studying  ele-cti-trik devices for years now. But I've never seen anything like that square in the back cubbyhole."
Nanoha frowned a bit and pulled out her own phone, holding tightly onto it. She turned it over and her expression cleared. "Oh," she slid open the battery cover. "You mean this?"
"Yes exactly," Arthur said happily.
"Well on a normal cell, this is where you'd find the battery," Nanoha explained, pointing at the chrome and crystal contraption, "but this device is kind of a magical electric generator. It's a big part of why the phone works around a lot of magic."
"Really?" Arthur said excitedly. Nanoha worried she had just made a horrible mistake.
The floo flared again and Ron came running out. "Harry!?" he called.
Arthur frowned and turned around. "Ron?"
"Dad!" Ron came running. "Is Harry here?"
"No he isn't," Arthur said, concern growing. "Did he leave before you?"
Ron nodded. "He stuttered."
Arthur stood straight up, all bumbling joviality gone. "Hopefully he's only a grate or two down. Boys, you know where they are. Go!"
With the red-headed clan scattering, Nanoha looked to Arthur in confusion. "Mr. Weasley?"
"Nothing to worry about, I'm sure. Harry just took a bit of a wrong turn in the floo and we need to track him down." Arthur didn't look as calm as he sounded, but then he seemed more concerned than genuinely worried.
Nanoha and Fate nodded to eachother. "Raising Heart?"
"Stand by, ready."
"You too, Bardiche."
"Get set."
The girls held up their devices. "Set!"
Arthur clamped a hand over both of theirs. "Stop," he said sternly. He got down on one knee and looked into their surprised faces. "This isn't Hogwarts and, space magic or no, you two are underage. It's not legal."
"But Harry," Nanoha protested.
"Is Harry Potter," Arthur finished. "He'll have a crowd chattering around him in no time if he's here. If we haven't have him in a few minutes, then we'll talk about whatever you were planning on doing. Okay?"
Nanoha and Fate offered a mutinous expression but finally sighed. They were trying to put on a good face for the Bureau's sake, and flaunting local laws wasn't exactly smart. "Okay, Mr. Weasley," Nanoha said in a small voice. Fate just nodded reluctantly.
Arthur nodded and let them go. "Now, if I can trust you not to use magic, why don't the two of you run off and join the search? Stay together! I don't want girls your age running around alone."
"Okay," Fate agreed. Nanoha grabbed her arm and half-dragged her out of the pub.
"Start with Gringotts!" Arthur yelled as they broke into the alley proper.
Harry wasn't at Gringotts, they found out a bit later. They saw the Weasleys running around just like they were. "It's been a few minutes," Nanoha pointed out.
"We should talk to Mr. Weasley first," Fate argued.
"HARRY!" The girls spun at the yell and saw a bushy haired girl running to… that had to be Hagrid. A moment later they placed the girl's name, Hermione. And yes, Harry was at Hagrid's side! They ran to join them, Weasleys likewise closing in from all directions.
"Where were you?" Hermione demanded kindly.
"Knockturn Alley," Hagrid answered darkly.
"WICKED!" yelled the Weasley twins.
"We're  never allowed there!" Ron added.
"I should think not," Hagrid said sternly.
"What's Knockturn Alley?" Fate asked.
"It's a side alley somewhere around here," Hermione answered, glancing around. "The shops there are supposed to be a bit suspect."
"Like a magical red light district?" Nanoha asked.
Hermione flushed. "More like a grey market," she mumbled.
"What's red lights mean?" Hagrid asked, scratching his head.
Hermione blushed even more furiously.
Nanoha opened her mouth and Fate slapped a hand over it. "You should ask an adult," she said politely.
Nanoha pulled Fate's hand away. "Er, yeah. Um, so what are you doing here, Hagrid?"
"Oh, I'm just here to get some flesh eating slug repellent," he said, holding up a large, opaque jug. "I should be getting back to 'Ogwarts. Professor Sprout will be wanting these before the slugs make another go at her greenhouses."
"Thank you, Hagrid," Harry added. The large man smiled happily and waved as he wandered off.
"Right, well," Molly Weasley said uncertainly, "we need to get your things, dears. Come along."
Nanoha stifled a giggle at Miss Weasley's discomfort and followed. She reached out with her magic and touched Fate. [So, a quasi-legal shopping district,] she sent.
Fate glanced at her as they walked but made no other sign of the telepathic conversation. [We should investigate it,] she sent back.
[Why Miss Harlaown, what would your mother say if she knew you were in such a place?]
Fate rolled her eyes before catching herself and schooling her face into impassiveness. [She'd say I was doing my job investigating all aspects of a foreign magical culture.]
[Mou, you used to be more fun to tease.]
[I used to be nine.]
Nanoha giggled again and broke off from the silent conversation to pay more attention to the book store. Splitting focus was fine for walking down streets, easy classes, small talk, and History of Magic, but when things got strange even her training regimen stepped down to pay attention.
After all, the large signs proclaiming a book signing by  GILDEROY LOCKHART looked like they could be interesting.
Nanoha revised that opinion completely when Harry was snatched by a photographer. Lockhart, a tall and admittedly handsome man, looked at Harry the way a lion might look at a particularly juicy steak. He mumbled something at Harry that made the boy cringe, which sadly was the same moment the photographer snapped a picture. "When young Harry here entered Flourish and Blotts to buy my autobiography," Lockhart said, "he had no idea that he would be leaving with my entire collected works," Harry vanished behind a stack of thick books, "free of charge."
The crowd appreciated this and applauded the declaration while Harry staggered away with his burden. "Can we get a trolly early?" he asked Molly weakly.
Molly nodded and took the books from him. "Why don't you go and get your books, dear? I'll get these signed." Nanoha took in Molly's face and wondered why she was so eager to get Lockhart's signature. Well, if he'd done enough to put out so many books (although the alliterative titles were a tad silly) he was probably a great wizard. That made sense.
They had been picking out books only a few moments when a voice spoke up. "Bet you loved that, eh Potter?" Malfoy. Nanoha sighed and turned around slowly to look at the sneering pureblood. "Famous Harry Potter was just about off the front page so you staged another stunt for the mindless public?"
"Leave him alone," Ginny growled.
"Oh look Potter," Malfoy chortled, "you got another pint sized girlfriend. Decided your harem was too Japanese?"
"What?" Nanoha yelped, blushing red. She didn't think of Harry like that at all! She saw Fate placing a hand on the gold triangle that was Bardiche's standby mode, cold anger dancing in her burgundy eyes.
"Calm down, Draco," a cultured voice said and an adult, gloved hand rested on Draco's shoulder. Nanoha looked up to take in the man that had to be Draco's father. Same hair, same fashion sense, same eyes. The aristocratic face was something Draco would have to grow into. "That's no way to talk to your school… friends."
Nanoha caught the hesitation. Clearly, the elder Malfoy knew there was no friendship towards Draco… but Nanoha had forgiven far worse than Draco's rudeness and made fast friends with the rich and vaguely entitled before. She just needed a chance to beat him senseless first. She smiled winningly. "Has your vacation been pleasant, Draco?" she asked kindly.
The look Draco shot her could have curdled milk, but it did nothing to her cheerfulness. "Yes," he ground out after a moment.
"Come on, kids," Arthur called, walking up. "We've got much to do… ah. Lucius." His tone faded from enthusiastic to civil in a heartbeat.
"Arthur," Lucius said in his refined, civil tones. A vague sense of patronizing crept in. "Spending time with your children and their friends, I see. How nice, I was afraid you didn't have the time to spare. All those extra raids." Raids? Nanoha latched onto the word. What raids? "I do hope they're paying you extra for it, but judging by this," he picked up one of Ginny's purchases, a book that wasn't so much second-hand as it was fifth, "I would suspect not."
"Enough to manage, Lucius," Arthur said stiffly, his face turning red. "Come along, children."
Lucius handed the book back to Ginny, his eyes on Arthur. Nanoha watched the two intently as mutual loathing seethed under the polite veneer. "What good is it being a disgrace to the name of wizard if you're not even paid for it?" Lucius said softly.
Arthur stiffened slightly, and Nanoha thought he was going to strike the man for a moment. "We have a very different idea of what disgraces the name of wizard," he said, his voice straining slightly.
Lucius smiled, and Nanoha could swear he looked more like a predator than a man for one brief moment. "Clearly," he almost whispered. His eyes slid deliberately over her, and then Fate and Hermione. "The company you let your boys keep… I thought your family could sink no lower."
That was enough to pass Arthur's breaking point and he surged forward with a roar, tackling Lucius into a bookshelf. By luck or design the enraged man's arms pinned Lucius's to his sides, and he could not bring his cane to bear as an effective weapon, although he did flail it about uselessly.
Nanoha changed her mind when sparks shot from the cane, which obviously held the man's wand in it, and Arthur was flung backwards in a wave of power. Without thinking, Nanoha reached out with her own magic to create a series of layered circles to catch Arthur, and Fate had pulled out Bardiche in Assault Mode. The Enforcer trainee interposed herself between the two wizards, much as Chrono had once stood between Nanoha and Fate. "That's enough," she ordered.
Lucius stared at the girl like she was a particularly unseemly bit of mud on his shoe but sheathed his wand after a moment's thought. "Come along, Draco," he snarled.
It was only then that Nanoha took notice of the crowd… and the photographer.
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Molly was not amused. Neither were Lindy or Lacrosse. Momoko just held her head in her hands and told Nanoha to get cleaned up for supper.
The media frenzy did not even last a full day, being forgotten two issues later in favor of a ridiculous Muggle Protection Act placed before the Wizengamot.


Things were calm that September morning… well, as calm as things ever got at King's Cross Station. Which is to say it was an absolute madhouse of muggles running every which way, trying to find their trains before they left down one track or another. More than a few children wove through the station with carts of baggage, on their way to one boarding school or another. There were first years still clinging to mommy and bored teenagers anxious to reunite with friends and hormonally-charged fools trying to find secluded places (and usually failing). And that was on top of the usual ranks of commuters, vacationers, businessmen, and others. One could forgive the muggle attendants for not thinking overly much on the odd robe, owl, or pointed hat that vanished somewhere around platforms nine and ten.
Nanoha arrived at the station alone. Fate was teleporting down with Harry directly, so there was no one else making the international trip from Japan. Her mother was worried Nanoha was feeling abandoned, but Nanoha shrugged it off. "It's not like I'll be alone the whole trip to Hogwarts," she protested. "Just the bit to the train."
Case in point, there was the blonde hair and bows right now. Nanoha waved furiously. "Fate!" She spotted Harry next to her, pushing a heavy trolley.
"Nanoha!" came the yelled reply. The two girls ran towards eachother and ended up in a tight hug.
Nanoha pulled back first. "Sorry I haven't been around much." They hadn't seen eachother in person in weeks, after all.
Fate waved it away. "It's okay. You needed to spend time with family. Besides, we weren't exactly in orbit."
"Really?" Nanoha asked.
"It was wicked," Harry enthused, catching up behind Fate. Arf was trotting along at his heel. "We went to a whole other  planet ."
Nanoha had been to several, but the first time was always something special. "What happened? Why didn't you tell me?"
"Mom wanted you to have more family time," Fate admitted. "And it was really nothing. A freighter lost power and sent out a distress call. Just a big non-event. We entertained ourselves planet side while the techs hacked away at it."
"They had three moons.  Three. Moons, " Harry whispered excitedly. "I took pictures. Ron'll never believe this."
Nanoha smirked. "We'd better get onto the platform," she said. "The muggles are going to start looking at us strange if we don't."
"You say that like we won't get looks on the train," Harry said ruefully.
They made their way to the hidden entryway to Platform 9 ¾ and took a moment to run the trolley through.
The trolley objected to going through the concrete and tipped to one side with a massive crash, made all the louder by Hedwig's squawking.
"Oi!" one of the security muggles called. "What are you lot up to?"
"Nothing!" Nanoha said quickly, too quickly. The man only grew more suspicious and started walking over.
"Just lost control of the trolley," Harry explained, getting up on his feet.
"We can manage," Fate chimed in innocently.
The guard was clearly unimpressed and stared at them for a good minute. "Alright, you kids hurry along to where you're supposed to be going, and no joy rides. Got it?"
"Yes sir!" the three said at once.
As soon as the muggle was gone, Harry had his hands against the barrier. "Why won't it open?" he hissed.
"I don't know," Fate said.
"Raising Heart?" Nanoha whispered.
[Let's shoot it, Divine Buster,] the device responded silently. A series of figures suggested the amount of power needed to force entry.
[That might not be secret enough for the wizards,] Nanoha suggested shakily.
[I can be shot,] Raising Heart insisted.
Nanoha laughed nervously and looked at Fate and Harry. "I got nothing," she admitted.
Raising Heart absolutely was not in any way disappointed at all.
Fate glanced at the clock and sighed. "We don't have time for Hedwig to get a letter to someone on the other side,"
"If we even knew who to write," Harry added.
Fate nodded at the older boy. "So I guess we need to get to the train some other way."
"Could we teleport?" Nanoha asked uncertainly.
Fate looked over Harry's heavy trunk. "Not onto a moving train."
"What about onto the platform?" Harry asked.
Nanoha shook her head. "The platform's not actually here. Except it is. We're not sure how the Ministry or Founders or whoever did that, so we can't aim a teleport there with our magic."
"Oh," Harry said thoughtfully.
"We could teleport to Hogwarts," Fate tried.
"Snape would kill us," Harry said flatly. "I can just hear him now, ranting about how I think I'm too important to take a train."
"Also, unplotable," Nanoha pointed out. "We don't have coordinates for Hogwarts."
"But you teleported into Hogwarts before," Harry objected.
"When we had someone inside the wards to use as a reference point," Nanoha explained. "We cheated, basically."
"So what can we do?" Harry asked desperately.
"Well, I do have one idea," Nanoha said. "Harry, you have your broom with you, right?"
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Aerial Adventures

Chapter 6: Aerial Adventures
Outside the King's Cross station, Nanoha turned to the little puppy in their group. "Arf, we need some privacy," she said.
Arf got to work. She glanced around, mostly out of impulse, and quickly erected a dimensional barrier around the three magicals. She did not have Yuuno's skill, but neither did she need to contain an all-out battle. The ground around her feet turned black with mottled, bruised highlights where the light struck it. The strange discoloration spread a mere three yards around them, muffling all noise beyond and distorting the view of people as they walked by.
Harry looked around. "What did you do?" he asked.
"It's just a barrier to prevent the muggles from seeing us," Arf said. "As long as you stay inside it, we can talk and act freely." She transformed to her humanoid form to demonstrate - none of the blurry people outside so much as glanced at them.
"Wow," Harry said.
Nanoha clapped her hands together. "Okay Harry, I want you to get on your broom and just hover a bit, okay? Let's see how much weight the Nimbus 2000 can take."
Harry grinned and scrabbled through his trunk to pull out the broom. He knew its specs by heart. Designed for speed, agility, and reliability, it was the most powerful broom on the market. He straddled the mahogany handle and kicked off to hover three feet off the ground.
Nanoha and Fate strapped the trunk to the underside of Harry's broom three times, distributing the weight as best they could with a binding spell from each of them making the ropes. Harry struggled briefly to keep the broom steady and drifted a bit as the girls worked.
"No more," Fate said, scowling. "The broom's built for speed, not cargo hauling. She can't take the weight."
"What if we used a levitation charm on the trunk?" Nanoha wondered.
"We can't," Harry objected. "Underage Sorcery, remember?"
Nanoha pursed her lips. It was highly unlikely that the Ministry would be able to track any spellcasting inside the barrier, as long as they kept the magical discharges to less than having a massive fight over a typhoon. But Harry didn't know that. "Okay then," she said. "We'll just divide the load."
It took the four of them fifteen minutes to get all of their possessions sorted for flight. Harry still got the trunk, but Arf had half his stuff in a big bag they were able to buy at a muggle shop (for about twice as much as they could have bought elsewhere, but the train station was catering to customers with emergency needs). Nanoha and Fate still had their own stuff in the TSAB duffles they had used the previous year, which didn't eliminate the weight of all their supplies but cut out enough that they could fly with it easily enough.
"Ready?" Arf asked at last. She got a series of nods and looked up at the barrier's spherical ceiling. She focused for a long moment and extended the barrier, shooting it up as a cylinder with a steep angle. "Okay, go!" she said tersely.
Nanoha, Fate, and Harry shot up through the barrier, Arf following a moment later. They made it to a height of about a hundred feet before they came out of the barrier, but by then they were going fast enough that a muggle would have to look up at just the right angle to see them, let alone make out what they were seeing.
Nanoha had never flown alongside a broom before. Harry had a happy grin on his face, powering ahead straight and level. Even with his trunk slowing him down, the broom was plenty fast enough to catch the Express and his control over it was nothing short of perfect.
Fate came up behind them. "How do we find the Express?" she asked.
Nanoha pointed up ahead, where London gave way to wilderness. "First we get out into open country. Then we hope the train is just covered by muggle-repelling charms. If we can't find it, we fire off searchers."
It was a good plan, and Harry was the first to spot the train, a scarlet snake among the hills. "There it is!"
"Great," Nanoha called back. "Now we just need to land on it."
"Land on it?" Harry asked nervously. "It's going awfully fast."
"It's not as hard as it looks," Arf said. "We'll get in low and match its speed. Get in lower, lower, let your foot touch it, then just stop flying. Momentum takes care of the rest. And we'll be there to catch you, just in case."
"Come on," Nanoha called. Not waiting, the pink wings on her shoes flared and she shot towards the train head first. Fate followed after her, followed by Harry and Arf.
Nanoha flipped over at the last moment, bringing her legs under her to touch down on the roof of the train as easy as standing. Fate was right beside her and chose a backflip to land low, her feet widely spaced and Bardiche held out like a balancing rod before she stood up and turned to watch Harry.
Harry came in low far more deliberately than the mages had, pushing his broom to precisely match the train's speed. He added a bit of drift, centering over the train and coming in lower. He paced the train for a minute at shoulder height while Nanoha and Fate pulled his trunk off the poor broom. He lurched forward when the weight was removed but recovered almost instantly, a work of precision flying that would have had Hooch handing out points by the bucketful. When he actually did touch down it was graceless but entirely functional - he simply rolled upside down and gently lowered himself into lying down on the train.
Arf lowered herself to the roof feet first and raised an eyebrow at Harry. "Interesting approach."
Harry got to his feet unsteadily. "With all the shaking this train is doing, I wanted to hold onto my broom as long as I could," he answered. He had to shout to make himself heard.
"Now we just need to get inside," Nanoha shouted back.
Everyone looked at each other
"We didn't think this through," Fate observed.
Nanoha pointed to the gap between cars. "Ladder!"
Harry pointed to his luggage. "Trunk!"
"Broom?"
"Not bloody likely!" He'd have to get the broom sideways to fit between the cars and even he couldn't match this speed like that, especially if the train turned!
"Arf? Teleport?"
Arf frowned and shook her head. "Moving too fast," she called back. "Drop and catch?"
Fate thought that over. "Fragile?" Harry nodded, his trunk had a lot of Potions glassware in it.
"Other bright ideas?" Arf challenged.
No one had any. Arf jumped down between the cars and took a wide stance. The three students dragged the trunk over and dropped it on her. She caught the weight easily, but winced at the sound of  something breaking inside.
Harry, Nanoha, and Fate clamored down and slipped inside the train. "Now we just need to find a compartment and hope that no one saw that," he said.
"Harry Potter, what on earth are you doing?"
Harry winced and tried to smile. "Hi, Hermione. Have a good holiday?"
The bushy-haired Gryffindor was in no mood for pleasantries. "Were you on the roof? Why do you have your broom out? What was that noise?"
"Maybe we should talk inside," Nanoha spoke up, nodding to the compartment Hermione had stormed out of.
"What?" Hermione asked irritably. "Oh, fine. Come on in. I'm sure Ron will want to hear this, too."
Nanoha walked into the compartment after Harry and Fate. Ron was in there already, looking at them with bald curiosity. Hermione sat down next to him with a scowl. Nanoha ignored her for the moment, slinging her duffle from her back up into the overhead rack. Satisfied that her luggage was stowed properly, she turned her attention to Ron. "Hey, Ron. How was your summer?"
Ron grinned. "I'd say your adventure in Surrey was the high point," he drawled. "I don't suppose you took pictures?"
"Honestly," Hermione huffed, "I get that they were horrible people but did you have to attack them like that?"
Fate sighed. Honestly, no they didn't have to, and they had the reprimands and lost wages to prove it. "I'd do it again," she said calmly.
Arf scowled at Hermione. "Of course we would!" she exclaimed hotly. "People like that need to be stopped, no matter what, before they can cause any more suffering!" She stepped up to Hermione and shoved a finger in her face. "You don't come from a bad home so you don't have any right to-"
"Arf," Fate said quietly, "enough."
Arf stopped talking instantly, visibly swallowing whatever else she had to say. She turned around with a "hmpf!" and transformed into her puppy form to sit at Fate's feet with her back to Hermione. For her part, Hermione looked mildly intimidated by the larger, seemingly older, undoubtedly stronger girl getting in her face.
Fate sighed. "I apologize for Arf's behavior," she said politely. "She gets extremely protective about… cases like this. We both do."
"We all do," Nanoha jumped in. She clutched a fist to her chest. "And we'd rather the Dursleys had been open to talking things out, but when people don't listen to words the only thing left is to go all out and don't hold back until they understand your feelings." Idly she wondered why Hermione's nervous eyes had switched from Arf to herself. And why Ron looked just as nervous. Was there something on her face?
"Anyway," Harry squeaked into the silence. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Anyway, about, uh, today. We had a bit of a problem."
"What kind of problem?" Hermione asked suspiciously.
"You know the barrier onto Platform 9 ¾?" Harry asked.
"Of course."
"It wouldn't let us through," Nanoha said.
Ron blinked and asked, "It… what? How'd you get on the train?"
Hermione moaned and held her head. "That's why you have your broom." Harry, Fate, and Nanoha all nodded.
Ron's jaw dropped. "You flew onto the train?  Wizard. "
"That's nothing to be impressed by, Ron!" Hermione snapped. "They could get into so much trouble!"
"As much trouble as not showing up at all?" Harry asked. "It's fine. No one knows but us, so as long as we don't say anything, we won't have a problem. Right?"


The long ride to Hogwarts passed comfortably. Hermione, of course, wanted every conceivable detail of Harry's rescue, the  Arthra's layout, the kind of magic Harry saw. Nanoha and Fate fielded most of the tough questions, of course, while Harry just provided the outsider's view on what MidChildan tech looked like. Then, almost before they knew it, the sun was setting and the train was stopping.
"Firs' years! Firs' years over here!" came the familiar bellow of Hagrid. Nanoha looked over to see the massive man waving a lantern over a sea of children. She saw Harry wave and added her own, but of course the man was too busy to more than wave back. The kids looked positively terrified.
A hand pushed against her back. "Go on," a girl's voice encouraged. Nanoha craned her head around and up. The girl wore Hufflepuff robes and looked to be sixth or seventh year, with a prefect badge on her shirt. "All the first years get a special trip their first time," she said kindly. She nudged Nanoha towards Hagrid again.
Nanoha shifted slightly to push back. "I'm a second year," she complained.
The girl hesitated and bent down a bit to get a closer look. "Eh? Oh, you're Takamachi, aren't you?"
"That's right," Nanoha said.
"Sorry about that. Every year there's at least a couple first years that just follow the crowd and avoid the bearded giant man with the scary voice," the prefect said dramatically.
"That's okay," Nanoha said. She glanced around and saw Fate and the others watching her a few paces away. "So, um, where  should we go, then?"
"Oh, right. Just follow the crowd and pick a carriage. They'll take you right up."
"Thanks!" Nanoha chirped. She ran to rejoin her friends.
The carriages turned out to be old-fashioned stagecoaches, fully set with tack and harness floating in the air where a horse should be. But the horses were unlike anything Nanoha had ever seen.
Skinny, that was her first impression. She hadn't exactly seen many horses but she didn't think those spindly legs and narrow bodies were quite right. They were pitch black, which was a bit creepy but normal enough. The wings, those she knew were wrong. Leathery, looking more bat than anything else, she was pretty sure she could cross "pegasus" off the list of "what am I looking at?" As they got closer she could make out the scaly flesh of the head and a jaw with teeth suited to a scavenger. Or a predator.
"What are those things?" Fate asked.
"The coaches?" Harry asked.
Nanoha frowned. Okay, they never had anything quite like that in Japan, but that was beside the point. "The horse things," she said, wondering. They were the obvious thing to be freaked out by, weren't they?
"What horse things?" Harry asked.
Nanoha looked at Fate and Arf, both of whom shot puzzled looks at Harry. "Uh, the things attached to the coaches," Fate said, pointing right at one.
Hermione followed her finger. "That's the harness. On a muggle coach that would be what the horse wears to pull the carriage. These are just enchanted to float."
Fate blinked repeatedly and looked at the harness that was almost completely covered by a black, leathery wing. "You're telling us you really don't see those creatures?" she asked.
Hermione, Harry, and Ron all shook their heads.
Nanoha turned to the pendent on her necklace. "Raising Heart, scan," she ordered.
"Yes, my master." The red jewel pulsed once with power.
Fate turned to her own device. "Bardiche, link to the embassy database and search."
"Yes sir."
"We need to actually get  in the carriages," Hermione stressed. She grabbed the shorter girls by a hand each and dragged them forward. The boys followed and they all piled in to one carriage. It was a bit cramped for five, but no one was in the mood to challenge Hermione's "do what I say or else" tone at the moment.
The carriage was more than halfway to the castle when Bardiche found a match. "Thestrals," he reported. He made a detailed report available to Fate telepathically.
Fate winced as certain facts manifested in her mind. "Uh, well, not everyone can see thestrals, apparently. They're winged, carnivorous horses. Carrion feeders."
"What do you need to do to see them?" Hermione asked curiously.
Fate sent a helpless look to Nanoha, who was getting the same report from Raising Heart. [What do I tell her?]
Nanoha sighed heavily. "It's not something you can choose to do," she said. "You have to… experience…" she stumbled over her words and sighed again. "Anyone who can see a thestral has been through something pretty terrible."
Hermione looked like she wanted to ask more questions but Harry cut her off. "That sounds really personal. Hermione, look it up if you want to know. It's in the library, right?"
"Yeah," Nanoha said. "The books on more dangerous creatures."
"Dangerous?" Ron asked. "They're pulling carriages for kids and they're dangerous?"
"That kind of worries us, too," Nanoha admitted.


They parted ways in the Great Hall, Gryffindors to their table while Nanoha and Fate hurried to sit down with the Ravenclaws.
"Nanoha! Fate!"
Fate grinned. "Cho!" They ran to the older girl and glomped into a big hug for a moment.
Cho backed off a bit and laughed. "Oh, it's been so long. I was afraid you wouldn't be coming back."
Nanoha smiled sheepishly. "We couldn't just abandon our friends."
"That's right," Fate agreed. "Besides, the Academy offers summer classes." They sat down at the table and quietly tuned out the Sorting.
Cho shook her head. "Just like a pair of muggleborns. It seems like half of them spent the summer with tutors learning all sorts of mad muggle stuff."
"Ravenclaws," Nanoha pointed out.
Cho giggled at that. "Fair enough. Fate, are you going to stay with the team?"
Ah, quidditch. It was only a matter of time before the seeker brought that up. Fate offered a feral grin. "I want that cup," she answered.
The youngest Weasley was last to be sorted, heading to Gryffindor with her brothers. Then Dumbledore stood up. "Welcome to another year at Hogwarts, and to our new faces, a very happy first meeting. I have some start of term announcements, but I'm afraid I've lost my notes underneath a dinner plate." He spread his arms and the quiet magic of Hogwarts and elves filled the tables with food. "Do try not to eat them. Let the feast begin!"
"Do you think he really hid his notes in the feast?" Nanoha wondered.
"I'd be careful just in case," Cho laughed. She passed over a salad and picked up a chop for herself.


Dumbledore picked up his empty plate when he stood and spun it in his hands. The gold disk transformed into a long scroll that unraveled all the way to the floor. "Now that we are all fed, I believe I have found my notes. Hmm," Dumbledore ran the absurdly long scroll up through his hands, and as the top of it flopped over the children laughed. It was completely blank. "Ah yes, here it is," Dumbledore announced as he held the very last few inches of parchment, the rest of the scroll now an ungainly heap on the table in front of him. McGonagall calmly moved the candlesticks away before the little stunt became spectacular.
"Mr. Filch would like me to remind you that magic is strictly prohibited in the corridors and has added another half dozen items to the list of banned substances, which can be found on his office door." And was probably the least looked at bit of writing in the entire castle. None of the new items were dangerous enough to put emphasis on, so Dumbledore moved on. "New students should be aware that the forest beyond the school grounds is called the Forbidden Forest for a very good reason. Older students should probably remember that as well, we can only hope." He paused for sheepish laughter and meaningful glances at the Weasley twins. "The third floor corridor continues to be out of bounds until renovations are complete. And finally, it is my pleasure to introduce our new Defense Against the Dark Arts professor."
Dumbledore gestured to his right and a man stood. He was broad-shouldered and had a hint more muscle than most wizards, wearing new and tailored robes that had an unusually stiff cut over the shoulders. He had a sad face with steel blue eyes and silvery gray hair, a product of age given his many wrinkles. Mustache and beard were the same color, and lent the man a distinguished look. He stood straight and firm, and looked more like his wrinkles came from the miles behind him, far moreso than the years.
"No way," Nanoha whispered.
"It can't be," Fate agreed.
"Professor Gil Graham, retired Admiral of the Time-Space Administration Bureau," Dumbledore introduced.
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Chapter 7
"Professor Gil Graham, retired Admiral of the Time Space Administration Bureau," Dumbledore introduced.
Nanoha felt her jaw slide towards the floor. It was, it really was the old Admiral. "Fate?" she asked weakly.
"Yeah," Fate agreed. Her voice was a stunned whisper. "What's he doing here?"
Cho leaned closer to them. "You know him?"
Nanoha nodded. "We met a couple times."
"Is he any good?" Cho asked.
Nanoha tried to decide how to answer that. "Well, he's not a wizard. He's a mage, like us."
"He's not a wizard?" Cho gasped. Students around them turned to look at her, but she ignored them. "Then what's he doing here?"
"Good question," Nanoha said.
Fate, however, just narrowed her eyes and studied Graham carefully. [Nanoha,] she sent, [I think he's here because of Dobby.]
[Eh?] Nanoha asked. [What do you mean?]
[Terrible things are supposed to be coming, remember?]
"Maybe he's on another cultural exploration mission," Fate said lightly. "Get an adult's idea of what the wizarding world is like."
[You think he's protection?] Nanoha asked dubiously.
"I guess that would make sense," Cho said, happy to have an answer.
[I think Mom isn't taking any chances,] Fate sent. [It's probably just paranoia.]
Telepathy didn't offer the same range of inflection as the spoken word, but Nanoha thought Fate sounded doubtful.
"And on that note," Dumbledore finished his speech, "prefects will please escort their houses to their dormitories."
Everyone got up and suddenly there was a hand on Nanoha's shoulder. She turned to face Professor Flitwick, Head of Ravenclaw House and now one of the few people shorter than the two mages. He had another hand on Fate's shoulder. "Sorry, girls," he said in a soft voice, its usually squeakiness subdued. "We'll need you to stay a bit."
The girls cringed. Nanoha searched through the sea of students and saw Professor McGonagall holding Harry back, too. Her heart sank when she saw the Head of Gryffindor send Ron away - there were only a handful of things that included the three of them and  not Ron.
After a few minutes the Hall was empty except for Dumbledore, Flitwick, McGonagall, Graham, Fate, Nanoha, Arf, and Harry. Dumbledore looked over the children with sad eyes. "Do you know why you're here?" he asked softly.
Nanoha hung her head and was rather sure the others had, too. "Not really, but I think I have a good guess," she said. "Underage magic?"
"It wasn't our fault," Harry protested. "The barrier wouldn't let us onto the platform."
"So you decided to sling a large, heavy trunk on a broom and fly in formation out of the heart of London," McGonagall concluded.
"Well, when you put it like that," Fate started, but she stopped quickly at the glare she got from the stern professor.
"You were seen," Dumbledore said, "by several muggles. At least one of which with one of those tiny camera things."
"Smartphone?" Nanoha suggested.
"It doesn't matter what the muggle device is called," Flitwick said. "I expected better sense from members of Ravenclaw."
"And from Bureau Mages," Graham interjected. "The Arthra is in orbit. You could have contacted them."
"You have an owl," McGonagall pointed out to Harry. "You could have contacted us."
The children looked at each other "We didn't," Nanoha started, then stopped and looked away.
"Didn't what?" Flitwick pressed.
"Didn't… want to get in trouble," Nanoha finished lamely.
"We thought we could fix it ourselves," Fate added, her tone subdued and her eyes on her shoes.
Dumbledore's eyes twinkled. "Ah, now that, at least, is understandable. But consider, that's not your job. It is our duty, Miss Harlaown, to look after our students. It is a duty you denied us the honor of exercising today."
Fate frowned and tilted her head as she tried to process that idea. Harry looked even more confused than she did.
McGonagall stepped in, looking straight at Harry. "Mr. Potter, I am aware of the… muggles who… you lived with." She tripped over her words, unwilling to call the Dursleys people, or their treatment of Harry as anything that sounded like child rearing. "We do not expect you to be silent when you have a problem. We expect you to be as loud as you need to be. That, Mr. Potter, is the rule here. Do you understand this rule?"
Harry nodded slowly. "Yes, Professor," he lied.
McGonagall quirked an eyebrow. No he didn't, but hopefully he'd come to. "Very good. However, understandable as your intent was, your actions demand some kind of response. You have all broken our laws today."
"Detention," Flitwick said to Nanoha and Fate, as McGonagall said the same to Harry. "This Friday. We will take some time to decide who you'll serve it with. Now, off you go. Classes tomorrow."


Returning to Ravenclaw Tower that night was an experience Fate was not going to soon forget. Almost as soon as they entered the room Arf gave an undignified yelp and was snatched by a blonde first year who quickly proclaimed "A hornless Crumple-Horned Snorkack! Oh, where is the fireplace? I told Father that I'd find one at Hogwarts. Of course, rare to see one indoors. Or without a horn."
Arf hung limply from the girl's hands, staring with wide eyes and wondering what in the world was going on.
"Uh, excuse me," Fate said nervously, putting a hand on one of the girl's arms. She hesitated as the strange girl turned a blank look at her but pressed bravely on. "Um, what are you doing with my familiar?"
"Familiar?" the girl asked. Her voice had a dreamy quality and Fate wondered if she was, perhaps, on some form of medication. Or had forgotten to take same.
"Hey! Put me down!" Arf snapped suddenly. She squirmed, trying to free herself. The girl had caught her by surprise at first but now…
"It can talk?" the girl asked no one in particular. She turned her attention back to the puppy she held and turned her over. "Fascinating."
"What are you doing?" Arf raged as her rear was suddenly lifted for inspection. "Oh, that's it!" Her body was consumed in a bright orange glow. Her form melted, grew, then the glow shattered like glass to reveal a teenager with her hands curled into fists around the little girl's wrists.
Surprisingly, the blonde didn't so much as blink. "Can you hear better because of your ears?"
"Why you," Arf growled.
"Arf," Fate snapped, the shyness in her voice trampled by the commanding tone she'd picked up from her mother. "Let her go."
"Fine," Arf grumbled, letting the girl go. "I'm heading to our room." She spun on her heel and stalked off towards their dorm room, which Fate noticed now read  Second Years .
Fate glanced at the girl's hands. "Are you hurt?" she asked neutrally.
"No," the girl said. "The Crumple-Horned Snorkack is a gentle creature, but the hornless type is easily provoked. They think they have to be tough because they don't have horns."
"Uh, right. I'm Fate, that was Arf, and she's a puppy, not a Snorkack. Horned or otherwise." Actually she was a wolf, but that wasn't something she planned to spread around.
"I'm Luna. Luna Lovegood. Puppies don't turn into people."
"Well, no," Fate agreed. "She's my familiar. Where I come from, all familiars are like her."
"Where do you come from?" Luna asked.
Fate hesitated. "Have you been reading the Prophet?" she asked suspiciously. The editorial section had gotten rather nasty towards the TSAB, although the articles were mostly keeping to facts and only speculating on their motives. Lacrosse was saying that they were confused and waiting to see which way the wind was blowing. Fate didn't get what wind had to do with anything, but that was why she wasn't in politics.
"Of course not," Luna said plainly. "They're in the pocket of the Silit Conglomeration."
"The… what?" Fate asked. [Bardiche, link up with the embassy database and find what you can.]
[Yes sir.]
"The Silitists are a group of vampires out to exterminate veela influence through clever use of vowels," Luna explained.
"Vowels?" Fate asked.
Luna nodded. "If you have to read the Prophet, black out every third vowel. It will keep you safe."
Fate stared for a long moment. [Bardiche… ]
[Request canceled, standby.]
"Is this a joke?" Fate asked uncertainly. She forced a small smile, ready to laugh along.
Luna smiled. "No," she said calmly, "but you can laugh if you want to. Most people do." The girl skipped away without a care in the world.
Fate just stared after her, wondering what had just happened.


Nanoha gave their wardrobe a gentle pat and opened it up to reveal far more space than it should handle. "This really is useful magic," she offered the world in general. She reached into her duffle and hauled out a load of clothes that needed storing.
"I'm surprised you didn't replace it with a trunk this year," Padma Patil commented. The older girl was neck deep in her own trunk, hauling out her night clothes.
"It's easier to carry stuff around in our duffles," Nanoha explained as she sorted out her clothes. "And it's easier to get stuff out of the wardrobe."
"But isn't all that unpacking annoying?" Lisa Turpin asked from the other side of the room. She was already dressed for bed and brushing out her hair.
"I'll remind you that you said that in a month when you can't find anything in your trunk," Nanoha shot back. The girls stared at each other for a moment before breaking down into giggles.
Arf stalked in on the giggling madness, her face a scowl and her tail swishing angrily behind her. "Hey, do any of you know the new firsties?" she asked.
"No," Lisa said.
"I know one of the new Hufflepuffs," Padma offered.
"Not yet," Nanoha said brightly.
"Hmph," Arf said and sat down heavily on Fate's bed. She crossed her arms, still scowling. "Well take my advice, if you see a blonde with stupid earrings, stay out of arm's reach."
"Is she dangerous?" Nanoha asked.
"Not exactly," Fate said, walking in. "She's… strange."
"She picked me up and called me a hornless horned… something," Arf groused.
Fate nodded in confirmation. The other girls' just looked at her in disbelief. "Crumple horned snorkack. I ran a search through the Embassy and didn't find anything, not even a legend."
"We haven't scanned the whole library yet," Nanoha pointed out. Which was itself impressive, given how long they had been at it. But then, none of them were Yuuno. The ferret's search magic was sorely missed, but he had an even bigger library to tackle.
Fate shook her head. "Unless the Wizarding World is a lot stranger than we've seen, I think we can safely dismiss her as a silly little girl."
"An annoying little girl," Arf muttered. She turned back into her puppy form and curled up on the foot of Fate's bed.
"You know you're still two of the shortest girls in the castle?" Lisa interrupted.
Nanoha stuck her tongue out at the older girl. "Not our fault you grow 'em lanky out here," she shot back.
"Hey!" Lisa yelped as Fate hid a smile.
Padma grabbed the curtains around her bed. "Good night, girls. Nanoha, Lisa, try to keep the catfight quiet." She closed the curtains.
Nanoha giggled and smiled at Lisa. The British girl was good at verbal sniping, but they'd kept it in good fun so far.
Lisa shook her head dramatically and climbed into her own bed. "Woe is me, to be fought by kittens," she moaned.
Arf watched the remaining girls bed down and waited for their breathing to settle before she allowed herself to relax… a bit. She was still a wolf, and she would keep guard while her pack slept. She could rest while the girls were in classes.
As every night, she prayed that her vigilance was wasted caution.


"Welcome to Charms, second years!" Flitwick announced. He'd just finished roll and the assembled Gryffindor/Ravenclaw classroom gave him their full attention. "Now, let's see how well you've studied your summer reading. What does every spell in the first year have in common?"
Nanoha and Fate shot their hands up instantly. A few seats away, Hermione's hand went with them. No one else's did.
Flitwick caught each girl's eye and gave them a tiny shake of his head. Nanoha and Fate put their hands down, while Hermione just pouted. Another shake and Hermione, reluctantly, folded her hands together on her desk.
Subtle as Flitwick was trying to be, everyone noticed the smartest girls in class get waved off. Silence broke into muttering, first over what was going on, then into realizing that Flitwick still wanted someone to answer.
Dean Thomas raised his hand and Flitwick called on him. "They're all really easy?" he guessed.
Flitwick smiled. "True enough, but not quite what I was looking for. A point to Gryffindor for a good try."
More hands shot up in the hopes of earning points for close guesses, but Flitwick just stared at them with a half smile. They got the message - fishing for points wasn't going to work.
After a few minutes, Flitwick called on Nanoha. This surprised the girl, because her hand wasn't up. "Um, well, they all required just one kind of wand motion and the incantation. They didn't have emotional triggers or anything like that. But they didn't have the same motions."
"Exactly," Flitwick said. "Two points to Ravenclaw. Now, why?" He didn't wait nearly as long this time, because every student looked poleaxed by the question. "Your first year was all about introducing you to magic, using it, feeling it. You practiced common wand motions and learned to focus magic through your wands. Willful magic is  hard, but every single student managed it. Now, what do you suppose we'll be doing in second year?"
"Useful spells?" someone on the Gryffindor side of the room asked.
"Lumos is useful," a Ravenclaw shot back.
Flitwick chuckled. "He's more right than I'd care to admit. Yes, this year we study common spells nearly every wizard or witch will use a few times a month or more. We'll start with animating inanimate objects, which will take most of this term. Now, what first year spell is most appropriate to this task…?"
After class let out, Fate ran over towards Harry. "Hey Ron, Hermione," she greeted. "Harry, have you heard from Mom?"
Harry nodded. "Admiral Lindy sent me a letter at breakfast. I don't think I ever got told off for being reckless before." He sounded more contemplative than chastised.
"Ahem," Hermione coughed.
Harry rolled his eyes. "By an adult," he corrected.
Ron snickered. "You're just lucky she didn't send a howler. If I'd pulled a stunt like that, she would have yelled my ears off."
"Howler?" Fate asked.
Ron shuddered and explained to his friends the magical tools parents had in the time honored traditions of embarrassing their children.


Transfiguration went in nearly the same direction, although McGonagall approached her subject directly, without the educational theory that Flitwick prologued his class with. Herbology was even more to the point, with Sprout jumping straight into mandrakes and everyone was grossed out or just plain unconscious (Goyle had his earmuffs off, apparently there was one every class) within two minutes of entering the greenhouse. And Potions, well, the less said about Snape's comments towards the Hufflepuffs, the better.
So when it came time for their first Defense class, the girls had almost forgotten that Admiral Graham was their new professor.
Almost.
They walked into the classroom and grinned. Graham had redecorated, and the walls were clean of the animal bits and braziers that Quirrel had used. It was clean and austere and lined with bookshelves and a few crystals they recognized as the MidChildan version of a video projector. Student desks were in neat rows with the professor's larger desk at the head of the class, all very typical. The addition of a staircase leading up to what was probably an office was unexpected, however.
The lack of a professor was noted by most of the students that had gotten there before the Japanese girls, but they noted the cats napping on the desk. Nanoha chose a seat at the front of the class, eager in a way she hadn't been before, and Fate reluctantly followed.
Nanoha smiled at the nearest cat. "Miss Liese, is the professor going to be late?" she asked.
The cat raised her head from her paws and yawned. "Oh, he'll be around soon," Lotte Liese said slyly. "Just wait and enjoy the show." She offered a wicked grin that made Nanoha question the wisdom of sitting up front.
"Did that cat just talk?" Terry Boost whispered behind them.
"She must be like Arf," Michael Corner whispered back.
"Good guess," Lotte purred. "You're a lot faster than the other houses were!"
"Be nice," the other cat said, opening an eye to look at her twin. "The other three didn't have a familiar in their dormitory all last year."
"That's enough, girls," a refined voice came from above. The students looked up to see Graham walking down the staircase at the front of the room. The man wore blue and white robes, a color scheme Nanoha and Fate recognized as TSAB Navy, but applied to local fashion. "I am Professor Gil Graham, and for the next two terms I will be your Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher."
"Only the next two terms?" Padma asked.
"Correct, Miss Patil, my contract is very explicit. One year, no longer. Allow me to explain. I am not a wizard." Graham waited a moment for the surprised muttering to pass and raised a hand. The room quieted quickly. "I am a mage, formerly of the Time Space Administration Bureau. I served in the Navy for most of my life and gained the rank of Admiral. I have nearly fifty years of military service and saw combat in three separate campaigns and numerous smaller incidents. It is that weight of experience that I will teach in this classroom."
"What about spells?" Terry shouted.
Graham smiled. "The style of magic you are learning is extremely flexible, but limited in that you must learn a spell specific to the task. Your book for this class is filled with simple spells that should not overly task your ability to learn. In fact, books such as this," he held up his own copy of  1001 Schoolyard Jinxes for the Creative Prankster, "are the most common medium by which adult wizards learn their spells."
"You're teaching us pranks?" Padma asked dubiously. "How's that supposed to be defense?"
Graham's face became a stern mask. "Miss Patil. What do you expect to defend yourself against?"
Padma's eyes widened. "Um… well…"
"Dragons?" Graham asked. "Vampires? Dark wizards? Centaurs? Giant three headed dogs?"
"Yes?" Padma eeped.
Graham nodded. "As your schoolmates in other houses have said. Now listen carefully, everyone. This class will not teach you to fight anything or anyone that is trying to hurt you. There's a better defense than that. Can anyone guess what it is? Miss Takamachi, I can guarantee your answer is wrong, put your hand down."
Nanoha blinked, her hand only half raised, and blushed as Fate failed to repress a snicker.
Graham stared out at a dozen blank faces. " Run away," he said precisely.
"What?" came from a few mouths. Nanoha was perhaps the loudest.
Graham smiled. "This is not a military academy. This is not a savage frontier. This is a civilized society with a government whose duty is to police and protect its citizenry. If you are faced with something that is trying to harm you, your best bet is to get away and call for help. There are professionals who can deal with the threat far better than you can." He glanced at the two heartbroken mages in the front row. "Some of you are or will be in training to become professionals," he amended, "in which case these tactics will become part of a greater arsenal."
"That's our defense?" Michael groused. "Run away and cry for help?"
"Against anything that could kill you, yes," Graham said severely. "Never underestimate the strength of organization. Any thinking creature knows that to attack any of you is to invite the wrath of aurors or worse. Does anyone here seriously think they can offer a scarier threat than an auror? Miss Takamachi, please put your hand down."
Nanoha couldn't swallow her groan and slouched in disappointment.
Graham cleared his throat. "If you enter a dangerous job where you will need the spells and skills to defend yourselves and others, you will take NEWT classes in Defense and continue your training after Hogwarts to learn those skills. But here and now, you are children. Now is the time to let those who are already professionals do their jobs. Remember, you are here to learn.
"This year you will learn about unknown magic. By unknown magic we mean magical effects, or fields, or artifacts that you don't know about. Would everyone please stand up?"
The students had a moment of incomprehension at the nonsequitor, but soon the room was filled with the sound of chairs sliding and children…
Nanoha moved to stand up only to find that her rump was bound to the chair by some invisible spell. She reached for Raising Heart and listened to her classmates' struggles.
"Hey, what gives?"
"I'm stuck!"
"Aaa!"
"What the bloody hell?"
"A point from Ravenclaw for language," Graham called out. "Aria, let them go."
"Okay," one of the cats said, flicking her tail. Several students, still struggling with their invisible bonds, catapulted out of their seats.
Graham nodded. "That was a variation of a minor sticking hex, and may I say one far more obvious than the wizarding variety. It is, from what I have learned of your culture, a fairly common schoolyard prank. It is on page twenty of your textbooks."
He smiled at the classroom of gaping faces. "Over the next week you will learn to spot this prank before you sit in it. So we might as well begin. Open your books to page twenty and we will begin dissecting this spell and what to look for."
Graham turned around to the blackboard and proceeded to draw a diagram of the sticking hex's construction. Thus he was not looking when the students opened their books and were met with high pitched explosions and showers of confetti. "Oh, and homework today is the party cannon jinx on page twenty five," he said calmly.
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