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Harry was naked except for a thick loincloth that was striped like a tiger’s fur. 

The audience was screaming.

He was falling.

Faster.

And.

Faster.

A hundred feet below was a simple water tank made of brass and wood, filled to within an inch of its four-foot depth. 

The tank had been rolled there on a cart, which elevated the tank a good twelve inches above the hard dirt floor of the orchestra pit.

This ordinarily wouldn’t be so hard. What was a fall from a few feet to a man? But a hundred feet? Most certainly he would break every bone in his body in his body at the very least and be a cripple the rest of his life, or at best a quick death.

The orchestral normally there had been instructed to move to the stage behind the platform that Harry had just launched himself from.

The music was swelling thunderously, frighteningly as he plummeted the yards to certain death.

No living man had ever taken such a leap before and survived it. He was going to be the first; if he could move his body just right as he fell.

He had practiced the jump for two weeks now to get the calculations right. Even the slightest jar to the water tank, the cart or even his own body could make his leap lethal.

He had started with a leap of ten feet, and then moved to twenty. Each time he had adjusted the platform, adjusted the position of the tank and the way he fell. He each time he got it better than the last, until now he faced the greatest challenge of his career as a stage performer and magician. The Dive of Death!

Too far to the left he would break his neck.

Too far to the right, he would impale himself on the orchestral forks that held up the sheet music. Too far back and he would shatter his chest and ribs on the back of the water tank. Too far forward and he would shatter his chin, and his neck would separate from his body as the hard edge of the wooden tank struck his throat.

So, death on the right.

Death on the left.

Death to the back.

Death forward.

Only one direction brought freedom and further life. Straight down!

He plummeted, correcting his body movement slightly so as not to move too much, re-orientating his body so he would do a sort of swan dive into the middle of the water tank, which would cause him to immediately shoot right out, his velocity diminished significantly and enabling him to land perfectly on his bare feet on a heap of straw laying on the orchestra pit floor just for that occasion.

The audience was now deathly quiet. Not a peep. He didn’t’ k now if they were more terrified or he at that moment...

He smiled. He was going to make it.

“Bastard!” A loud woman’s voice screamed, shattering the peace of the moment.

Harry jerked.

He wasn’t going to make it!
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“Take the bastard!”

The first words he could remember of his childhood.

“Take the bastard!”

He remembered a woman standing in some kind of odd shape with blazing energies about it and he was being held close to the bosom of another woman, whose body was trembling in fear.

“Take the bastard and never, never, ever let me see him again!” The woman in the energies cursed angrily.

The energies vanished with her.
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“Get that little bastard out of my sight!”

Harry scampered as fast as he could between the legs of his father and peered between them at the woman who had hollered at his father.

She looked familiar to him.

“But dear lady, he was only trying to offer you a flower!” His father insisted, both angry and ashamed of the rejection.

She leaned closer from the carriage she rode in and tossed the flower into the gutter, where a torrent of runoff water from the recent rain swiftly carried it away.

“I don’t need flowers from scum like him!” She said with a scowl, and then snapped the fingers of her right hand.

The carriage immediately pulled away and entered the traffic on the road.

Harry’s father took his right hand and placed it on Harry’s head. “Now son, don’t go taking this personally. Not everyone appreciates a kind thought or gesture. Remember that.”

Harry nodded vigorously. He would.

But his young brain was still trying to place where he had seen this person before. Well, one shouldn’t be surprised he would quickly move on to more comfortable things to think about...like the sweets in Mister Dandy’s store, or the flowers at Aunt Belle’s, or the next day in school when he could play tricks on his friends.

Yes, even then, he was dabbling in magic. Mischievous magic for sure, but magic. 

And at the ripe old age of seven, he just didn’t have room in his mind for an old woman of any kind whatsoever. Other than the occasional kind gesture, which detail had been soured for him.

That was when his thoughts were interrupted by a kindly face. An older gentleman with a white beard approached and touched a very oddly shaped hat on his head.

His father inclined his head, as if the man were some kind of royalty.

“I see your son is a most generous boy. Not once did he react in alarm or a spirit of unkindness to the Lady’s taunts and threats.”

“No, Lord Merlin, he did not. He would not. And he will never. He is a good lad.”

Lord Merlin hefted the very large staff he was leaning on and reached it to tap Harry on his right shoulder. “You like magic too I hear?”

Harry felt this thrilling sensation go up and down his spine immediately after the tap and his forehead in the center began to itch vigorously.

“Yes, sir. All sorts.”

“Can you show me some?”

Harry looked to his father, who to this day he couldn’t remember clearly, almost as if he were never substantial at all, but just a memory at once and always.

“Do so, Harry.”

Harry grinned and took out a frog he had hidden in his jacket. He opened his palm, and the tiny creature blinked its eyes and rubbed one with a front foot, then winked at him.

“Grib-bit!” It commented.

He giggled. 

“Gir-rib-you!” He spoke back.

The frog twisted about until its eyes could focus on Lord Merlin. “Grib-bit!” It greeted.

Lord Merlin smiled.

“Harry, do you speak to all your forest friends?”

“No, they usually speak to me and then I speak back.”

Lord Merlin broke into laughter.

He looked at Harry’s father. “I was wondering. How is your son doing in school?”

“Horribly. The kids are all jealous of his kind nature and do their best to bully and shame him.”

Lord Merlin looked at Harry. “Do you hate them?”

“No, just what they do. Why can’t they do something nicer?”

Lord Merlin laughed. “Why indeed, Harry? Why indeed?”

Lord Merlin took a card from his vest and handed it to Harry’s father. 

“I do private tutoring. I would be honored to teach your son.”

His father eyed the card a moment thoughtfully; hopefulness on his face and then it vanished. “But sir, we could never afford to pay...”

Merlin pressed the tip of his staff to Harry’s father’s lips.

“Say no more. You will offend me. I do not accept payment for my services, except in knowledge.”

He removed the staff.

Harry grabbed Merlin’s right arm. “But how can he possibly pay you back in knowledge? He has no schooling either.”

His father looked embarrassed a moment, then broke into laughter, which spread to Lord Merlin as well, who had to wipe at his eyes, they were tearing so much.

Lord Merlin dropped to a knee so he could look Harry face to face on the same level. “Harry, you are the one who will be doing the paying.”

“But...but how?”

Merlin tapped Harry’s skull lightly with a finger. “By learning how to use this...”

Then Merlin tapped Harry’s chest, “...and this properly.”

Harry gave Merlin a confused look.

“I think you’ll do just fine, Harry. And you are going to make us both proud...” He swung to look at Harry’s father, then into Harry’s eyes. “Both of us.”

Lord Merlin broke into laughter and rose from his knee. He turned to Harry’s father.

“I will expect him to be on time every day. He misses one day, and I shall terminate his schooling immediately.”

“Agreed,” Harry’s father said.

When he reached to shake Lord Merlin’s hand, his hand passed through Merlin’s.

“Wait! Where does he meet with you?” Harry’s father shouted.

Merlin said two words, “He’ll know.”

Harry and his father both looked on in astonishment as Lord Merlin faded away completely, a slight smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eyes.
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Harry, being only ten, thought nothing much about the opposite sex. He was more interested in arm wrestling, learning a new card trick, or feeding the pigs on his uncle’s farm.

At least they weren’t boring. The girls he knew all wanted to get him to wear their clothes and to make these dolls out of straw and undergarments.

“Disgusting!” He uttered to himself, shivering in horror.

A huge pig raised its snout and made a loud belching sound. He smiled.

The big things made the funniest of sounds. Made him laugh. And the way their bellies wiggled, reminded him of his grandfather and uncle. Big bellies that rolled with their laughter.

Did pigs laugh? He wondered.

Being only ten then, it would be no surprise that Harry would find absolutely nothing interesting whatsoever about the young woman who appeared in the middle of a diamond shape with blazing blue energies about it and hovered over the meadow, where he had been lazing, picking his teeth with a branch he had broken off from a tree.

He had had so many, what he called, waking dreams that she was just one more of many.

As he had aged and spent more time with Merlin, he found himself seeing strange places, other worlds, which had at first frightened him, but as Merlin helped him to understand what he saw...the waking dreams...they had brought less fear and consternation over time.

“Other worlds. Other places, Harry,” Merlin always explained. “Someday they’ll mean much to you. They’ll also mean little one day as well,” Merlin had said.

“How can one thing mean two totally and opposite things?” Harry had asked.

Merlin had laughed. “Just you wait until you discover women, Harry. Then you’ll understand perfectly.”

Harry snapped out of his memories and sat up quickly and scooted back.

She didn’t impress him with her beauty. No, she impressed him with her magic. The abruptness of it. And the unknown factor surrounding it. Was it dark magic or white?

Her attention seemed to be fixed on something in the distance. Something he couldn’t see.

He studied her a moment, locking the memory of her features into his mind. Medium height, even though floating above the ground, he doubted she’d reach the top of his head even then. Long blonde hair. And eyes. Eyes that felt more like power sources than instruments for the soul to view from.

If she had a soul.

He wasn’t so sure, so he had curled his right fist into a protective mode, summoning a quick spell that Merlin had taught him...just in case.

She was very fair of face, which matched the rest of her body. Her skin was soft as milk and just as white. He couldn’t imagine such a fine lady ever having worked a real day of her life. She seemed aristocratic, noble, but the lines in her face about her mouth were...cruel.

“You!”

He snapped out of his reverie. He hadn’t realized it, but she was staring at him now. Right, straight at him.

“Me, me, me?” He stuttered, standing up slowly and touching his chest.

“Idiot! Of course, you!” She hollered at him.

Harry felt both embarrassed and angry at her accusation. It reminded him of his old schoolteacher in Marm, the nearby village. A despicable old man who had beaten his wife and children, but somehow gotten away with it.

Least that’s what the other kids told him.

Harry was not one to believe rumors until he saw the facts himself, so he had given it just a grain of belief, but once the teacher beat him with a broom handle when he missed a math problem, he no longer doubted any of the rumors. It only happened once. But once was enough.

Harry had found a laxative potion and administered it to the man. Too much potion as it turned out. The man had to be taken to the hospital because he couldn’t stay out of the bathroom.

But he never bothered Harry again. He always watched Harry as if suspecting him up to something, but never threatened, and most definitely never hollered or hurt him again.

Even stranger still, the man had been said to changer almost overnight, showing more kindness to his wife and children. Even the school children, though he did not spear the broom when they deserved it. Truly deserved it.

Harry was not a shy lad. In most things, but especially when it came to being shamed or embarrassed or hurt. He believed that one should never deliberately hurt another, especially a child. Which he was, or course.

At least that’s what Merlin reminded him of almost every single day when he tried to steal another cookie from the seemingly bottomless cookie jar on Merlin’s pantry shelf.

“How can I help you, my lady?” He finally managed to utter, even though he wanted to turn her over his knee and spank her instead, though he seriously doubted if his knee would support her weight.

“What time is it?”

“Haven’t a clock?”

“No, no, no, what year?” She demanded, her face growing ugly again. 

Ugliness seemed to wear well on her because it came so easily, he thought to himself.

“I don’t know that either,” he replied, waiting for another explosive bout of her anger.

Meanwhile, he was tightening his magic in his right hand. Something was not right here.

But he didn’t have to worry.

She just scowled at him for a long moment and then she and her oddly shaped energy vehicle vanished.

Once more he was in the meadow alone. Free of any cares of the world, except for getting to his lesson with Merlin, which he was now late for.

He ran like a mad hatter to get back to Merlin’s cave, but he hadn’t forgotten what he had seen. It merely slides aside for more pleasant thoughts to take its place.
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Harry’s brilliant mind weighed all the possibilities that lay before him as the rushing floor neared. He had moved just enough that he would not strike the front or back of the water tank, but he was instead gong to land on its back edge and sever his throat and head from his body.

He grinned. How exciting!

That voice. Whose was it? 

He didn’t dare to look now, as every movement made a larger and larger difference the closer to his target he became.

Now his life depended on him making a sudden move just a bare second before he struck. A second one way or the other and he would die for certain.

He smiled. 

Holmes probably faced the same deadly scenario on almost a daily basis in his own business. He just never made it public.

A humble man, his friend, Sherlock Holmes. Yet gentle and kind, he was still firm and resolute when it came to brining criminals to justice. Even the supernatural ones, of which more and more were popping up these days.

Now!

Harry threw his arms and legs outwards with all his strength, while twisting at the same time.

Death rushed to embrace him in its arms.
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“So that’s my problem, Holmes,” Harry said, finishing the description of what had just happened.

Watson had nodded off at the window in his usual chair, hands folded across his lap; his head back, snoring lightly.  Mrs. Hudson knit next to him, a contented look on her face.

Harry smiled and then turned to look his friend in the face.

“I see,” Holmes commented, but no more.

Harry waited.

Finally.

“Well?”

Holmes set down the book he had been reading at the table: Mythological Realms and Beasties by John Pirillo. It had a portrait of a mermaid on its cover wearing a crown and a cute sailor seated on her lap with a model of the Nautilus in his hands.

Holmes smiled a moment at the cover. “Ned must have had a grand time posing for this silly portrait.”

Harry grinned. “Knowing Ned, he probably had a lot more than that.”

Holmes coughed into a hand to hide his embarrassment. “I suppose so.”

He got up and paced to the fireplace, where he leaned against the mantle. The fire wasn’t burning. It had died to a low glow. 

The night was nearing a close.

The friends had been chatting for many hours after they had finished their late meal and their many games of chess.

Harry joined Holmes.

“Well?”

“It sounds as if you are having what Watson calls flashbacks.”

“I would if I were his doctor,” Watson muttered then went back to snoring.

Harry laughed. “He never misses a thing, does he?”

Holmes merely smiled.

“But flashbacks?” Harry asked. “Of what?”

Holmes turned to look Harry in the face. He clasped his hands behind his back and screwed his eyebrows together in thought a moment. “Your old teacher...”

“Mister Angus?”

Holmes shook his head. “No, Harry, not the one you extremely disliked. The other one.”

Harry smiled softly as he recognized whom Holmes was referring to. “Lord Merlin.”

Holmes nodded. “Perhaps he could fill in the gaps of this memory, give them some kind of cohesion.”

“Perhaps he could indeed, if someone could locate him,” Harry replied bitterly.

Holmes snapped to attention. “What?”

Harry gave Holmes an almost desperate look. “I don’t find it coincidental at all that this woman from my past should suddenly show up again and my mentor and closest friend and teacher should vanish.”

Watson finally stopped trying to sleep. He sat up, rubbed at his eyes a moment, and then said, “That’s what magicians do, don’t they, Harry? Vanish and all?”

“Yes, but only during a show, not from their friends.”

Holmes nodded. “Perhaps there is more yet to this picture you keep adding to.”

“But what?”

“I’m sorry, Harry, but this is one thing that is out of my league. Magic is not in my field of expertise.”

“But you hunt monsters all the time!” Harry complained.

“Yes, Watson and I do, but when they are involved in a criminal activity. Here, there is apparently no criminal activity, except for an old wizard who just might have other things to do with his life, besides waiting for ex-pupils to check in and see if he’s alive suddenly.”

Harry’s face dropped. “I sound like a scoundrel and arrogant fool, don’t I?”

Holmes put a hand on Harry’s shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Harry. I’m sure he’s fine. And I’m also sure you’re going to work this all out.”

“No. He’s not!” A voice hissed from the fireplace.

Everyone in the room threw arms across their eyes as a blaze of blinding energies struck forth from the fireplace.
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The crowd went crazy as Harry struck the water perfectly and arched upwards again landing lightly on the balls of his toes. 

He immediately jumped up and down, waving his arms in triumph. 

The overwhelming applause calmed the pounding heart in his chest. He had barely made it. But he had...made it.

It had not been terrifying, but it had been...he hated to admit this and probably never would to a living soul...but it exhilarated him! Made him feel alive somehow more than ever.

He could have used his magic to avert the tumble in the end, but he prided himself in his expertise in practical magic, as well as physical acts of magic such as he had just now survived.

Every time he cheated death through his intellect, as opposed to using magic, which was a crutch at times if not careful, then he felt like he had made a new mastery and an important one.

Harry decided to try one last leap of triumph.

He shouldn’t have done that and his leap over the tank, soon told him why.

The crowd suddenly stopped cheering almost as instantly as they had started once Harry had emerged safe from the tank of water.

Then he realized why.

He looked down.

He was stark naked.

And then things really got bad! Really, really, bad!
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Harry crossed his arms together and worked on keeping his balance perfect as he stepped onto the very narrow log that stretched over a blazing fire deep below. 

“Remember, Harry, it’s not the fire you have to worry about, it’s your balance,” Merlin told him from the other side.

“Easy for you to say,” Harry shot back, keeping his eyes on his feet. “You’re not the one who could end up toasted.”

Merlin laughed.

Harry shut his eyes against the flames and did what he had been taught a million times by now, allow your senses to stretch out about you, until you can feel the object beneath you...every single piece of it.

He did so.

It took some long moments, when his balance began to wobble somewhat, but he reigned in his panic. And held steady.

“Panic is not strength, Harry, its tragedy in the making. Decisions made from the emotions lead to mistakes which can abruptly terminate our happiness,” Merlin had said.

“Yes, true enough,” Harry had agreed, “but that’s assuming one was ever happy.”

Merlin had broken into laughter and clapped Harry hard on his right shoulder. “Harry, you are truly one of a kind.”

Harry smiled at the memory and then realized Merlin had precipitated a new twist to his test. How do you keep your balance when you are startled from your concentration?

He began to tumble into the fire.
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“Finis!” Harry cried out, dropping his arm from his face as he did so.

The flares of energy spiking in the sitting room vanished as suddenly as they had appeared.

Watson and Mrs. Hudson, seated near the window, could hear the barking of dogs up and down Baker Street and the hissing and screeching of cats.

Holmes rubbed at his eyes.

“That was unexpected.”

Harry turned to Holmes. “Now, do you take me seriously?”

“I do,” Holmes replied. “There has never been a time when I did not.”

Holmes went back to the table, urging Harry to follow him with a small gesture of his head.

Harry did so.

Watson, fully alert now, went for the stairwell, followed by Mrs. Hudson.

“Please, don’t follow me outside,” Watson ordered her.

She scowled at him.

“What! You’re good enough to die, and I’m not?”

She shoved him and went ahead of him down the stairs.

Holmes smiled and turned back to Harry as Watson hurried after Mrs. Hudson, shouting, “Don’t open the front door!”

Slam! The sound of the front door banging open.

Watson shouted next, “Don’t go outside!”

Harry shook his head. “Says who?” He uttered the same time as Mrs. Hudson hollers the exact same words.

Harry and Holmes chuckle lightly, then Holmes gently turns the pages of the book he was reading. He stops on page three hundred and fifty.

Harry gasps.
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Laughter.

Wave.

After.

Wave.

After wave!

Of laughter.

Struck Harry hard in the chest.

He flung his hands to his ears and looked about him. Everyone in the theater was laughing at him. His nakedness.

Even William Shakespeare, his closest friend here this night, was laughing in that cackling manner he was wont to.

But to make matters worse she was also here.

His eyes widened as the woman he had seen in his childhood before, the very beautiful, but quite commanding and rude blonde, was walking down the center aisles as if she owned the theater, her hips swaying right and left as if she were the greatest seductress of all time.

As she came down the laughter increased.

Men began tumbling to the floor, unable to stand anymore, arms clasped about their chests, which threatened to burst.

Women began fainting.

Ushers dropped like flies.

Even the rabble that usually filled the front of the theater was dropping to the floor.

Then Harry understood what was going on. Her!

His entire being felt as if it were going to explode at that moment.
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Harry used the motion of the falling to hurtle himself quickly across the gap between him and the other side of the log.

The log fell into the fire and an explosion of sparks filled the air behind Harry.

Harry stood gasping at the other end of the pit. He slowly turned.

Merlin stood there, his face shining with pride. 

***
[image: ]


THEN HARRY REALIZED he had been dreaming.  Reliving his test. He smiled n contentment.

He had survived it.

More than that!’

He had become stronger.

More confident of himself and his abilities.

He stretched, his toes touching the leathery cloth above his body.

He was lying safely on the cot he always slept on when staying overnight at Merlin’s. It was firm beneath him. Hard, but firm. 

He could smell the wool and leather of the blankets covering his chest and legs.

A cozy fire burned in the hearth to his right.

Merlin sat on his stone stool carving a mythological creature with a knife. Occasionally, he’d blow upon the rock he was carving, and a glow of fairy dust would ignite, and the shape would become a bit more final and a bit softer and glistening.

Merlin finished and held it aloft for Harry to admire. “A gryphon, Harry. How do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful, Merlin. How I wish I could see a real live one.”

Merlin chuckled. “I suspect you would not think such after you did.”

Merlin rose, came to Harry’s cot, and set the gryphon into his palms. “Keep it as a reminder.”

“Of what?”

“Your success.”

Harry gave Merlin a confused look. “But I almost died.”

“Almost is the key word here, Harry,” Merlin instructed, taking his seat again on the stone stool. He crossed his right leg over the left and leaned on his right knee with his chin cupped on his palms, his eyes hooding in thought. “I remember the first time I almost perished by fire.”

“You?”

Merlin nodded. He gave Harry a sly grin. “Only it wasn’t magical. Well...not entirely at least.”

“Oh?”

Merlin nodded. “It was made by a gryphon. The very same one you are holding in the palm of your hands, Harry.”

Harry gave the gryphon a closer look. “It doesn’t look that dangerous.”

“Looks can be fooling, Harry. Sometimes the most benign looking, sweet face can harbor a demon of such ferocity that your life could be forfeit if you allow yourself to be beguiled by it.”

Harry felt surprised at that. “But an angelic face is surely an indication of an angelic disposition.”

Merlin burst into laughter.

Harry sat up, growing angry. “Why are you laughing at me?”

“Not at you, Harry, but at the innocence of your words.”

Harry felt his anger subsiding and dared to ask, “Give me an example then.”

Merlin closed his eyes a long time and Harry began to worry he had fallen asleep on his stool, but before he could speak another word, Merlin’s voice rumbled deep within his chest and he spoke the word, “Morgana!”
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​221B Baker Street
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“That is the woman of my dreams. My nightmares.”

Holmes eyed Harry. “Morgana LaFay.”

Harry sat down at the table and clasped his head in his head a moment, then looked up. “She is the woman who has kept popping into my life at various points in time.”

“I see,” Holmes said, reseating himself. He folded his hands on the table and leaned forward. “And what does she do...this woman...Morgana LaFay...when did you meet her?”
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​High Death and Illusions
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The Globe Theater was in danger of becoming a huge cemetery with so many bodies collapsing into the aisles, tumbling to the floor and dropping over the sides of the balconies.

Harry didn’t care that he was stark naked, or that he had been laughed at. People were dropping like flies all around him. 

Even William clutched at his heart now, his eyes wide open like a man drowning.

Harry summoned all the strength he could muster and thrust his right hand out.

The woman descending the aisle towards him laughed.

Then a burst of brilliant blue light burst forth from Harry’s hand.
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​The Crystal Caves of Merlin
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Harry dusted the shelves that had been carved from the back wall, ignoring the various crystals that thrust up and down from the floor and ceiling. He and Merlin had worked out a path between them and widened it carefully so as not to destroy its pattern of beauty and harmony, but still allow them freedom of access and movement.

As he did so, he felt something move behind him.

He turned about swiftly, clutching his right fist to readiness.

Merlin caught his fist and held it tight.

“Harry, you must never become so absorbed in what you want to do, that you forget about what you might have to do. Were I an assailant, it would already have been too late for you to save yourself.”

Merlin let go and continued along the path to the kitchen, where he laid down the sack he had been carrying. He dumped out ten apples and a small cloth bag of flour and another of sugar.

“I thought it would be nice to have a pie for a change.” He glanced at Harry, who was still analyzing what Merlin had just taught him and filtering it for any hidden message or messages. Merlin seldom was so direct as to not include a few side bars of understanding and information as well.

“Apple?” Did you say apple?” Harry asked, his heart thumping with excitement.

“I did indeed, Harry,” Merlin acknowledged.

He motioned to Harry to join him.

Harry did so.

Merlin handed him an apron. “Put it on.”

“Why?”

“Because we shall never have apple pie if you do not hurry up and make it for us.”

Harry burst into laughter.

He finally stopped, wiped at the tears in his eyes and then said with a straight face, “But I don’t know how to cook?”

Merlin smiled. 
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​Hyde Park
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Harry sat on the park bench, listening to morning sparrow’s call tiny chirping voices to each other across the treetops. Occasionally one of them would drop to the edge of his bench and cock an eye on him, begging for food.

He smiled and gently shoved over some breadcrumbs he had been saving for them.

The tiny thing hopped away at first, flapping into the air, but after it realized he was only offering the food and not attacking, it landed again at the edge.

Once more it cocked its tiny, sparkling black eyes upon him. It pretended he wasn’t there by beginning a morning ritual of cleaning the cockles of its feathers, brushing first one wing with its narrow beak, and then the other. Finished finally, it exploded in a puff of feathers, sending a fine dust into the air.

It hopped across the gap between them and began pecking at the crumbs, totally ignoring him apparently. In a few moments it was joined by another sparrow, a bit bigger. The male, then two small ones.

Obviously, a family. 

Harry liked that idea. He magically caused the crumb pile to grow higher, but slowly so as not to alarm them.  It was called parallel magic.

He could draw upon items before him from another place if they matched in kind. 

He watched with utter fascination as they pecked and pecked at the crumbs, not stopping until all were gone. He hoped that his friend, Arnold, would not mind the bread suddenly vanishing from his bakery.

No matter. He would replace the bread with coin when he returned to the bakery later in the day. What was important was that he had fed this small family.

Finally, the tiny family of birds hopped to the edge of the bench in a perfect alignment with him, with the male being first, then the female, then the younger ones in order of age. They were perfectly aligned with him.

He smiled. It was as if he were the head of the family for that moment. One big happy family.

“Bastards!” 

The birds shot into the air, not one second before the tip of an umbrella, brightly colored and sharp pierced the spot they had been perched.

Harry looked up.

Her!

She smiled.

“The bastard is now a man.”

His lips compressed in disapproval. “And you have retreated from being a true woman. If every you were!”

She sat down next to him and leaned on her umbrella like a man might his cane and cocked her eyes on him, an amused look on her lips.

“Harry Houdini, I assume.”

“Since you know my name, I cannot disagree now, can I?”

“You could, child, but then I’d have to show my disappointment. And you wouldn’t like that.”

He gave her a smirk. “I suppose you know that as well.”

She sat up straight and watched a couple pass with a dog that started to sniff her ankle, then growled angrily and backed off, its tail raised in alarm.

The couple hurriedly pulled their hound away, but it kept looking back at the woman, its eyes dark with anger.

“It would seem even man’s best friend denies the comfort of your friendship, my lady.”

She smiled. “I do not need such friendship.”

She turned fully to gaze into Harry’s eyes.

“I could teach you much.”

When she said that, Harry felt a shudder of desire run up and down his spine. He was well known to be a ladies’ man and a soft touch for the opposite sex with a fair figure. And she was by far, so much more desirable than most women. She was like a goddess.

She saw the approval in his eyes and smiled.

“I could take you places you have never been,” she added as if to clench the deal.

He broke into laughter.

Stunned himself, he was surprised when she didn’t grow immediately upset and angry. Instead, she just nodded her head and looked away.

“I expected no less from you, and I was not disappointed.”

She rose to walk away. “We will meet again.”

“Hopefully when there are no other creatures around?” He asked cheerfully.

She got the slightest touch of a blush in her neck and cheeks and shook her head, then walked away, saying no more.
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​Bravo and Cheers 
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When the searing fire of the blue flames had exhausted themselves, the blonde woman no longer stood in the center aisle. 

Men and women who had fallen to the floor began gasping for air and clutching each other for support and to rise.

William Shakespeare, who had been one of the first to fall, rose unsteadily to his feet and turned to face Harry. “Do put something on, Harry.”

Harry smiled.

He dropped back into the water, found his trunks, and slipped them back on. He climbed back out and sat on the edge of the water tank.

Immediately, the crowd burst into cheers and yells of “Bravo! Bravo!” could be heard.

William brushed his locks of long hair back behind his shoulders and smiled at Harry. “Tomorrow night as usual then?”

He nodded. “Yes, but this time, can we do something about that blonde? She’s not a crowd pleaser.”

William smiled and laughed a moment, and then his face grew grim. “She’ll never forgive what you did here tonight.”

Harry stiffened with pride. “I pray she does not; for next time I shall not be so kind and forgiving.”

Harry dropped to the floor and then went to the stage, effortlessly swung onto it, then tread barefoot for his dressing room, which was in the basement of the theater.

He was not disturbed by anyone as he walked. What he had done this night would go down in Victorian History as the greatest single and brave act of any living magician. No. Not his swan dive from a hundred feet up. Not his miraculous recovery without his clothes on, though many men would undoubtedly jest about his manhood, wishing they were half as strong.

No, they would remember him as the man who had stood up to Morgana LaFay, the Goddess of Magic and won.

Then he lost his smile.

For how long?

For how long had he won?
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​Parallel Magic
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Harry strode back and forth before the fire inside his home, the air pungent with Sandalwood incense, which Conan had purchased as a gift for him some weeks back.

Conan and Challenger were both comfortably ensconced on the couch of his sitting room, reading the latest edition of the London Times he was always gifted with.

He performed a charity act for all their staff and children each year, from which funds those who needed medical care or funds, were helped. They thanked him profusely and insisted on giving him several newspapers every day. He didn’t resist as he knew his friends loved reading them and sometimes it gave him extra fire tinder.

He smiled at that thought and took yesterday’s paper and shoved parts of it between cut slices of wood in his fireplace. He struck his right thumb and forefinger making a snapping sound, but instead of just sound, a burst of fire appeared on the tip of his thumb. He grinned. A trick he never tired of performing.

Nor for the kids of the orphanages, he visited every month to make their lives a bit happier. 

He held the fire to the paper.

It burst into flames and then spread rapidly to the other parts, until the wood began to glow with the happy red glow of a well-lit fire. He blew on it several long moments until the wood was emitting a steady, red glow, and then stepped back.

“That should do it,” he uttered to himself.

He turned about and Challenger was watching him with great interest. “Harry, do you always go about the house without clothes on?”

Harry suddenly realized he had been feeling oddly cold for no reason whatsoever. 

He looked down at his chest and legs. They were bare.

“How?”

Then his head snapped about in recognition of the traces of magic in the air. He sniffed deeply.

“Morgana!” He cursed.

The sound of a woman’s laughter erupted in the room.

She had left her calling card. She was reminding him that she hadn’t forgotten. That payback was coming. And coming soon. At the time of her choosing.

Both Conan and Challenger jumped from their chairs and searched for where the voice was coming from.

“Don’t waste your time, my friends, this is merely a parlor trick by the woman,” Harry explained.

He snapped the thumb and forefinger of his left hand together and the laughter vanished. It was replaced by the melodic tones of a symphonic piece.

Conan eyed Harry. “Nice, but still somewhat unsettling, Harry.”

Harry laughed. “I know of worlds where they carry whole symphonies in the palm of their hand or plugged into their ears.”

Challenger looked horrified. “How could they survive that?”

Harry laughed again.

Then he scowled a moment. “That woman, God only knows why, has been interrupting my life for decades now; since I was a child as a matter of fact.”

Conan put his paper away, crossed his left leg over the other and leaned forward to speak, “Harry, maybe it’s time you brought your case to her.”

“Meaning?”

Challenger’s eyebrows knit together. “Fight fire with fire, Harry. Fire with fire.”

Harry pondered Challenger’s words.

“Fight fire with fire?” He asked.

“Yes,” Challenger replied with a serious grin on his face. “One that will surely scorch the evil out of her for good!”

Harry looked at Challenger and then an idea sprouted in his mind.
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​Magical Challenge
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Holmes and Watson sat in the right upper balconies lower tier, so they could reach the stage effortlessly, if need be, but also have a good view of the house. They weren’t worried about the upper boxes, because Constable Evans and the Inspector had taken all of them by providing their men with free tickets for the challenge that was happening this night.

William Shakespeare was running around like a worried hen among its peeps, trying to get everyone positioned properly and making sure that all the seats were properly taken by the constables and their families.

At first, he had argued against it, but Harry had shaken his head. “No, Willie, this has to be this way, or she won’t believe it’s real.”

“But you could be putting their lives in danger,” William shot back.

Holmes had intervened as he often did at times like these. “William, Harry’s idea is perfect. This is not a woman who lashes out indiscriminately. She only harms those she has a fixation on.”

William had considered the words. “But her son murdered King Arthur!”

“No, he didn’t,” Holmes replied. “That is historically inaccurate. What he did was take Arthur’s power away. He stole his kingdom in the name of his mother. Of course, his father vanished after that. A good father knows when it’s time to let his son assume the mantle of adulthood, and Morgana LaFay would never have let Mordred do that with Arthur’s consent, her hatred was too vitriol towards him.

If Arthur hadn’t spurned her for Guinevere, perhaps it would have ended different. But he did not, he had seen into the heart of this dark soul and seen nothing but pain and suffering for his kingdom. So rightly so, he made it appear as if his son had taken the kingdom by force, when in fact, he was abdicating in favor of his son to thwart the mother.”

William gave Holmes a strange look. “She is not from this world then, is she? For our Arthur never loved this woman, nor had a son named Mordred.”

“No, she is from mine.”

“But why the fixation on Harry?” William demanded.

“He is of our world! “William stated emphatically.

Harry and Holmes exchanged glances but said nothing.

William became lost as to what to say next, “But...” he said, and then stopped.

“And furthermore,” Harry butted in, “Mordred turned out to be one of our better kings for that time.

William nodded.

“Still...”

“And...” Watson butted in this time. “Morgana LaFay has some kind of fixation on Harry, and if we don’t stop it now, it could end up causing trouble for many more than just Harry. And that’s what we need to focus on now, not which world, which history, which person she’s mad or angry with. It’s not about just saving, Harry...”

Harry gave Watson a surprised look. “It’s not?”

Watson grinned. “Ah-ha! Now you see the entire truth, do you not, Master Houdini?”

“Watson has the right of it,” Holmes agreed. “She is mad now, but angry and mad. That is dangerous.”

Harry remained silent now.

William looked at his friend.

“But I will shut down the theater immediately if there is any likelihood of danger to my theater or its patrons.”

“Understood,” Harry agreed. “I would expect no less and I can assure you...”

He swept his hands indicating the men gathered in the theater. “If you look closely, you will find they are well prepared to handle any...ummm...unnecessary roughness.

William looked closer at the gentlemen of the audience, then gasped. Each had a service revolver behind their jackets.

“You understand now, William?”

“I do,” William agreed. “I most certainly do.”

He started to walk away, and then turned back. “And by the way, do bullets work on magical beings?”
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​Thrust into Magic
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Harry stood on an empty stage, curtains to the sides. A single spot lit him up. He stood center stage.

Just behind him stood a huge hoop several feet off the ground. Suspended by invisible wires.

“Tonight, for my audience, I intend to leap through this hoop to the other side safely, and then return safely.” Harry explained.

He laughed when one man close to the stage put a hand to his face and commented, “Some trick.”

Harry turned to the man, who immediately assumed an innocent pose. “Sir, I want you to step up here with me for a moment.”

The man pointed to himself.

“Yes, you, sir,” Harry told him.

The man got pats on the back and more snickers as he clumsily scooted past arms and legs to escape the third-row seats and enter the central aisle. Having made it, he jaunted to the front, and then leaped nimbly to the stage.

Harry offered his hand. “Your name, sir?”

“Const...Uh...”

The audience laughed. 

***
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IN THE BALCONIES INSPECTOR Bloodstone scowled. “Bloody fool almost gave it all away.”

“Easy father, he stopped in time.”

Inspector Bloodstone sat back into his comfortable box seat and crossed his arms, his face settling into a stubborn grimace. “For his sake, he’d better hope so.”

Constable Evans shook his head, and then leaned forward on the balcony railing to watch what happened next.

***
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ON STAGE HARRY ASKED the question again, “Your name, sir?”

“Allan Marks, sir,” the man on stage managed to finally get out.

Some cat calls came from the audience. 

“Throw him off the stage.”

“He’s ugly!”

Allan snapped his head around to see who said those things. Everyone was smiling, but two men seemed busier than the rest with their programs.

“Allan, pleased to meet you,” Harry took his hand and shook it.

He put a hand on Allan’s back. “Now come a few steps closer here and tell me what you see?”

“A huge hoop made of wood and soaked with some kind of fluid...” He wiggled his nostrils vigorously like a rabbit might. “Stinks like kerosene.”

“Astute observation. Now, Allan, I am going to give you a box of matches.”

Harry turned to the front of the stage and clapped his hands together. A box of matches flew from a pair of invisible hands into his own.

He half nodded to the person who had thrown it, which the audience could not see. “Now, Allan, take these.”

Allan did so.

Harry pointed to the hoop. “Light it.”

Allan took out a long wooden match from the box he had been handed and struck it across the side of the box. The match burst into life.

Harry turned to his audience. “Allan will attest that this is not magic, but a true match.”

Allan nodded. “I do. And if I don’t do something with it soon, it will surely set my knuckle hairs on fire and my flesh.”

The audience laughed.

Allan’s face lit up at the recognition and he held the match up higher, as if showing off a trophy.

“Now, Allan,” Harry said as he turned back to him. “I want you to ignite the hoop. But a word of caution, shield your eyes as you do so, lest they be scorched.”

Allan nodded. “Got it. Thrust match into fumes of the hoop but shut my eyes as I do so.”

“And then run like hell to get away from the flames,” Harry added.

“And then run like hell to...”

Allan froze midsentence and turned widened eyes to Harry.

Harry whispered in a stage voice that carried to every ear in the house, “Don’t worry, Allan, just kidding to get the audience excited thinking you could be hurt or die. You won’t be.”

The audience burst into laughter.

Allan scowled at them.

“Too bad!” A fat man in the front row shouted. “I still owe him two hundred from last week’s poker game. I was hoping to clear my debt tonight!”

The audience broke into laughter again.

Allan shouted back. “That’s not going to happen!”

The fat man made a gross sound. “Never know. Sometimes Lady Luck smiles even on guys like me.”

The audience broke into even stronger laughter.

Allan turned away, his face turning a bright red. “It’s not that dangerous, is it?”

“Owww!” He cried out, tossing the burnt match to the floor.

More howls of laughter on the audience floor.

The fat man cupped hands to his mouth and hollered, “Next time try burning the box!”

Allan gave Harry an uncertain look, but Harry just grinned and nodded, then pointed to the hoop. 

Allan took out another match, lit it, took a deep breath, approached the hoop closely, and then hurled his match at the hoop. He dropped to the floor and slammed his hands over his head.

The audience broke into laughter when the match sailed over the hoop and instead of lighting it, hit the rim and flipped back onto Allan’s pants bottom.

Allan looked up when the audience roared with laughter. He sniffed the air.

“That’s funny. I smell smoke, but there’s no fire.”

“Not on the hoop, idiot!” The fat man screamed at him.

Then Allan saw the fire on his bottom.

He leaped up and began swatting at it.

An attendant ran from offstage with a huge flask of water and Harry quickly doused the fire with it.

Allan gave out a loud sigh of relief.

“Shall we proceed?” Harry asked.

Allan eyed the box of matches he had dropped and then slowly shook his head. “I’m no magician, sir, and I bow to your better wisdom in this.”

Allan hurriedly leaped from the stage and rushed back to his chair. He was clapped on his back as he moved to his seat. Some teasing; others smiling and cheering him on.

Finally, the audience settled down enough for Harry to continue.

He raised both hands.

They burst into flames.

The audience gasped in surprise and then broke into thunderous applause.

Harry turned around and thrust his hands against the giant hoop, then withdrew them swiftly.

The hoop burst into flames.

An attendant ran on stage and handed Harry a long pole. 

He turned to his audience.

“Now, anyone like to come up here and see if the hoop is truly burning?”

A massive shaking of heads indicated no one did. Harry grinned. “Well then, let’s proceed, shall we?”

Harry swung the pole around and offered it to the fat man. “Surely you would like to check, sir?”

“I may be overweight, but I’m not stupid,” the man shot back.

The audience broke into laughter and several of the men pounded his back heartily, congratulating him on his wit.

Harry turned sideways to the audience then thrust the pole through the hoop of burning fire. He allowed it to stay a few seconds, then pulled it back and turned about.

The part that had been in the flames was scorched and smoking.

“Any doubts whatsoever that the fire burns?”

A massive shaking of heads once more and a lot of muttering and excited chatting.

Harry raised his right hand for quiet.

The theater grew silent.

“Tonight, I have challenged the Queen of Magic to meet me in a duel to see whose magic is more powerful. I believe she cannot pass through my hoop of fire without burning her garments. I believe I can!”

A hushed and expectant silence.

Holmes and Watson, seated above both peered about the theater for signs of anyone new entering. There were none.

“Very well then,” Harry announced. “I shall prove my abilities and if she does not show up to prove her own, then I shall declare myself the god of magic and her the fool!”

He faced the hoop, and then shouted, “I am the God of Magic! None are better!” He cried out at the top of his lungs.

He paused a moment, waiting to put down the pole, but finally when nothing happened, decided to place it on the stage. It was still smoking, but no fire was coming from it. He deemed it safe enough, though William quickly scooted onto the stage and doused the smoking part with more water.

The crowd broke into laughter as William scampered back off the stage like a court jester or clown might.

Harry stepped back to the apron of the stage and faced the gigantic hoop.

He turned back to the audience.

“And to prove this is not just a trick, I have ordered that the fuel feeding the fire in the hoop be expanded.”

He clapped his hands.

The audience jumped to its feet in fear and panic as the hoop exploded into a ball of fire, such that the hoop edges were almost invisible within the conflagration now burning.

Harry winced from the heat of it but stood his ground.

The patrons in the front rows all got out of their chairs and fell back from the heat. Soon the next three rows were as well.

Harry, however, seemed untouched by the heat. 

***
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MERLIN RAISED A PALM over the fire in the pit and said, “Finis!”

The fires burning so hotly there all were quenched.

Harry peered into the smoking pit. “How did you do that without getting burned? I still have blisters from the test.”

Merlin smiled. “Not for long, Harry.”

Merlin tapped Harry’s legs and the blisters on his legs and feet vanished.

Harry’s eyes made big moons and he gasped.

Merlin turned to Harry. “And you would have had no discomfort at all, had you mastered your concentration I had taught you.”

Harry looked down in embarrassment.

Merlin tilted his chin back up to look into his eyes. “Harry, no one knows everything all at once. Big steps are made from tiny ones.”

Harry sighed with relief.

“So, what happens next?” Harry asked.

Merlin grinned.

***
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HARRY STARED AT THE huge Griffin that stood guard at the Hallows where the buried Knights of Sacred Christ were buried.

“Does this mean what I think it means?”

“Yes, Harry, it does. Run!”

Harry dashed for the entrance to the Hallows. The Griffin swung its long snout around and prepared to blast him with living flames.

***
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ALL THOSE MEMORIES swung through Harry’s mind as he faced the blazing fire ahead of him. Harry gathered his strength and concentration and prepared to
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