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The Daily Prophet and Reactions

THE DAILY PROPHET

Many controversial things seem to be happening at Hogwarts these days. Since Albus Dumbledore became Headmaster, he has hired a half-giant and a werewolf, and, now, a murderer.

Anders Grimalkin, the ex-Quidditch player convicted of the murder of  a Norwegian Seeker, was hired as the Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher. To many students, this appointment is very upsetting. "He's a murderer," says Arcadia Fudge, a very pretty third-year student.

To add to this, Nicola Pheidippides, the daughter of the Greek ambassador and his wife, a convicted Death Eater, has recently been admitted to Hogwarts. Elia Concinni, the daughter of an Auror Mrs. 

Pheidippides murdered, is already attending Hogwarts.

"I first saw Niki [Pheidippides] at the reception when Marvo was take away," Miss Fudge says. Malcolm, or Marvo, Ward, another third-year, was taken away by WiB, but the Ministry has strictly forbidden any newspaper to write about him.

"I wouldn't be surprised if she tried some Dark Arts spells," says Miss Fudge. "She's always looked like she could, and some of us think that's how she got her boyfriend. Yeah… She's only been at Hogwarts 

for a few days, and she's already got a boyfriend, so we all think she might have used a Love Charm, and they're not legal, as you know. Anyway, her boyfriend is Dylan, this Welsh kid. He's quiet, but he's 

got a temper. Tried to hit me, he did, and then Professor Grimalkin gave me detention."

It seems that Anders Grimalkin is siding with the daughter of his fellow Azkaban inmate and her boyfriend although many better-qualified students exist. One example is Elia Concinni, who is, 

according to Nathan Lagrand, a fifth-year, "a lovely and well-mannered girl, unlike Miss Pheidippides." 

When asked to give a statement, both girls declined, but Miss Fudge had plenty to tell us. "Elia keeps going invisible," she said. "We all think there's something odd going on with that. Some of us think 

she's planning revenge against Niki or something."

Therefor, if the Hogwarts Headmaster will not stop hiring such people or admitting such students, it is the duty of you, the readers, to show your displeasure. There are those who think Albus Dumbledore is 

the worst thing ever to happen to Hogwarts. "I sent my oldest son to Hogwarts for two years, but then I just couldn't stand him being educated with those sorts of people. Durmstrang doesn't admit that 

sort of riffraff," says the Graf von und zu Drachenstein, whose youngest daughter attends Durmstrang Institute. 

Send your Owls or Howlers to: 

Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster, Hogwarts

Or

Nicola Pheidippides, Slytherin House, Hogwarts

Or

Anders Grimalkin, Defence Against the Dark Arts Teacher

Hogwarts

INSIDE: "How Drought Charms Helped my Drooling Problem!"

12-Day Diet: How YOU can lose 20 pounds in 12 days. It's Magic!

Azkaban: Unnecessary torture, or just punishment? A counter-point by Albus Dumbledore and Cornelius Fudge

***********

Anyone out early in the morning would see a strange sight.  Randal had fallen asleep under a bush. His clothes were crumpled and his hair was knotted. By his feet lay a dark wolf. His nose on his front paws, watching to see if anyone would dare wake his companion.

In Gryffindor Elia rolled over in bed, trying to hold onto the last remnants of her dream though sunlight was flooding the dormitory. Finally, she gave up, and sat up. Looking down, she saw that she was back in her shabby flannel pyjamas, but she saw the rose resting on the pillow beside her and smiled.

Katia yawns and rolls over in bed. Belen, her cat, purrs contentedly at the foot of the bed. Katia rubs her eyes and suddenly sits up with a start. She stares at her hands. Her long, slim fingers, with the 

carefully manicured nails, are blunt, the skin is peeling, and the nails are chipped and broken. She grabs the mirror which, typically, rests on her bedside table. Her hair, usually smooth and neat, even after sleep, is hideously snarled, and as greasy as Professor Snape's. Her smooth skin is marked by hundreds of pimples, and her lips are so chapped that they crack and bleed as she stares, open-mouthed in horror, at her reflection. 

Since it's still early, she reaches into her bag and pulls out some ointment. `Refined Bobotuber Pus', the label reads, and she smears a large dollop on her face. As it penetrates the sores, she winces, then sighs. Removing from her bag her special comb, enchanted to make even the hardest tangles easy, she pulls it through her hair. After she feels more confident, she looks in the mirror again. The pimples, which had disappeared, suddenly spring back. Her hair tangles itself before her very eyes, and Katia begins to hyperventilate. Slipping silently out of bed, she heads to the Hospital Wing.

Madam Pomfrey was in a horrible mood. When the House Elf had brought her breakfast the toast had been burnt and the fire in the Staff Room had not been lit, and then when she got to the Hospital Wing she found the Bedclothes had not been changed. There was also a pile of paperwork on her desk from the Ministry about these stupid ISO 9000 new potion regulations! When the rather unattractive girl came sneaking into the ward Madam Pomfrey did not recognise her as Katia.

" What IS it now? Look! Whatever it is it can't be that bad if you can walk up here. Now go to breakfast and come back after that. Go…Now SHOO!"

The nerve of these students, a few spots or a bad hair day and it was the end of the world! She began to look through the papers. 

************

Arcadia was slightly late for breakfast, She had decided to wear her hair in ponytails today, to make herself look a little more 'innocent' then usual. She walked into the dining room, smiling, but not too much and avoided the gaze of those around her.

She found a seat at the Slytherin table, making sure it was one in plain view of the teachers' table and Pantalaimon sat down at her side. She gives a quick look around, as if looking for someone, then starts to butter a small bit of toast.

She had an House Elf bring the Daily Prophet to her room that morning, Strange how the Elf looked so tired, but she just ignored it and read 'the' article. She had come prepared.

Niki is sitting at the table, putting butter and jam on a piece of toast. When the owls fly in, one drops a copy of the Daily Prophet in front of her. She reads the beginning of the article, shooting angry glances at Arcadia, and by the time she finishes, her face is pink with embarrassment and anger. A number of 

the older students are staring unabashedly at her, and she blushes even more deeply, putting down her toast and covering her face with her hands.

Professor Snape, who was also looking at the Daily Prophet seems 'almost' to have a slight smile on his face, but then again, it could be a grimace. He passes the paper to Dumbledore and looks over to Grimalkin. Yes… It was a smile.

Anders looked up from contemplation of his regular mountain of toast to meet Snape's smirk.  He quirked one eyebrow, wondering what it was in the paper that had so amused the stoic Potions Master.  He himself had not touched a newspaper since leaving Azkaban.  His relationship with the media was not a happy one. Something had obviously caused a stir amongst the school, however, and treating Snape to a smirk of his own, he resolved to grab a copy later.

Niki leans over and pokes Arcadia, and gestures towards the Gryffindor table. "You'd better go and apologise to Dylan."

Arcadia chokes on a bit of toast and looks up to Niki. " What FOR??" She asks, seeming to be quite genuine. Pantalaimon coughs but remains seated

*********

Nimue arose early and indeed found in her jewellery box a suitable chain upon which to hang the tiny silver deer. It was worn high on her neck nestling in the little hollow just below her throat.

She was feeling quite bright coming down to breakfast until her eyes lit upon the front page of the morning Daily Prophet that another student was reading beside her. Scanning the page she couldn't believe it and she was cold with fury at the lies printed there. Nimue gets up from the Gryffindor table and heads to the Slytherin table where Arcadia is seated and says in a controlled but obviously angry voice:

"You should be ashamed of yourself, Arcadia Fudge. You are the daughter of the Minister of Magic! Have you no sense of discretion or even common sense talking to that woman like that. How dare you tell such lies just because your vanity was bruised."

She then went over to Niki and puts her hand gently on her shoulder hoping that she'll look up and realise not everyone is against her. 

Arcadia says nothing but watches Nimue go over to Niki. " There is someone whose nose is way too big... in more ways than one" she whispers to Pantalaimon who seems to nod his head in agreement.

Arcadia feels inside her robe and smiles.

Niki's face is still red with embarrassment, but she smiles at Nimue, then turns to stare, amazed, at Arcadia. "What do you mean, what for?"

"I didn't say anything bad about him? He should be pleased I said he had a girlfriend, I mean... look at him?" replied Arcadia, Pantalaimon Huffs. " And I did say sorry to you all last night. what more do you want from me?

*********

Nathan and Morticia enter the dining room together chatting and laughing, a very unusual sight. They walk over to the Slytherin table where Morticia sits down next to Niki. Nathan drops a Chocolate Frog onto Niki's plate and then walks to his 5th year friends without even looking at Arcadia.

Before leaving to return to the Gryffindor table, Nimue says to Niki, "Look really, if there is anything I can do all you have to do is ask."  She smiles at Morticia and Nathan and returns to her house table noting as she does that to this point Professor Grimalkin appear unconcerned. That was a relief. 

Niki smiles gratefully after Nathan, then turns to Morticia. "I have never," she whispers, "been more humiliated in my life."

"I know, it's awful when Nathan's being nice!" Morticia winks at Niki. "Seriously, just ignore it. Don't listen to anyone that gives you trouble, most people in our House like you."

"Though there are plenty of irritating people..." Niki mutters, jerking her thumb towards Arcadia. She looks over towards Dylan. "How did Rita Skeeter get in here, anyway? And did Nathan really talk to 

her?"

*****

Katia had looked murderous when dismissed by Madame Pomfrey, but she headed back to the Slytherin dormitory for her Invisibility Cloak. Once it's securely in place, she heads down to the Great Hall. Jostled in line, someone steps on the hem, and it slips off for a moment.

Arcadia spots the 'spotty girl' suddenly become visible and smiles

" Oh KATIA... OVER HERE!" She shouts.

Katia pulls her invisibility cloak back over her head, and mutters something rude about Arcadia before running back out of the Great Hall to hide and cry her eyes out in peace.

*********

Dumbledore took the paper from Professor Snape, "Yes, yes Severus, I have already seen the paper this morning. Nothing but Miss Skeeter's usual brand of sensationalist hack journalism. However, I am concerned  that she has managed to gain access to the school grounds and appears to have spoken to at least one of our new students."

He looked over in the direction of the Slytherin table, "I dare say Miss Fudge's peers will discipline her far better than I might in this instance but as you are her Head of House perhaps a word as to school 

policy might not go amiss."

He continued to look at the paper: "Ah, I see my debate with Fudge on Azkaban is in the same issue. Good."  

" That may be so Headmaster, I agree that Miss Fudge was somewhat over zealous by speaking be Miss Skeeter, However, I do think that some of  the matters raise here, raised finally to public knowledge, should be further addressed? We do, do we not have an obligation to the School governors to insurer that no….. Disturbing influences shall we say, come into contact with the students?"

With this Snape glances towards Grimalkin.

Anders was paying very little attention to the conversation that was going on at the teacher's table.  His mind was very definitely elsewhere, which given Snape's insightful remarks, was probably a good thing.  His eyes wandered thoughtfully around the room until they rested on Nimue.  His heart did a strange little somersault as he noticed her new necklace, and a blush began to spread from his neck and up his face.

A smile slowly changed his expression and he ducked his head to look down at his toast again.  She'd received it then.  And she was wearing it.  That made him feel extraordinarily happy - a feeling he'd almost forgotten since being sent to .... That Place.

Professor Dumbledore peered over his half-moon glasses at the Potions Master, his eyes still twinkling but with a hint of concern in them.

"Severus, the school governors are well aware of the sovereignty of my office with respect to *all* appointments. There was a time some years ago when questions were raised about your suitability to teach. Yet you have proved to be among our finest teachers. As to Professor Grimalkin being in any way a disturbing influence, on the contrary he appears already to be very popular with the students. In time I am sure he will prove himself to any of those who hold reservations about the appointment".

The Headmaster returned to his breakfast, "I remain concerned about the damage this might do to Miss Pheidippides. I must take the opportunity to speak to her before the day is out assure her of our 

support."

" A touch too 'popular' with some students Headmaster"  Snape glances down to the Gryffindor Table and appears ready to say more, then he glances at Grimalkin, and seeing the 'smile' on his face 

feels his temper rise

" Headmaster....."    Snape pauses, conflict in his mind over his dislike for Grimalkin, his fondness

for Miss Hawkwood and some past memories all jumble together in his head.

" I am sure that whatever decision you feel you have to make will be in the best interest of the school, but I would suggest this matter be looked into more closely."  With this he turns away and bites, hard on a piece of toast.

************

Fiona jogged into the Great Hall and slid into a seat next to Sarah.  "Och, did ye see the 'Prophet'?" she

panted, her plump cheeks pink from her exertion.  "I feel so sorry for Niki - that poor wee girl.  And what this Skeeter woman said about Professor Grimalkin...as if she hadnae hurt him enough already!"

Her genial face was black with anger.  "I'm in half a mind tae send her a Howler," she said.  It was

disconcerting to see the quiet little blonde girl so angry.  "Professor Dumbledore wouldnae have employed Professor Grimalkin if he didnae trust him, now, would he?"

McTavish's small black button nose appeared from her pocket and snuffled at her hand.  "Aye, McTavish, ye're right," she said.  "No point in getting angry about it.  Just makes me so cross!"

She began to butter a piece of toast.  "Has anyone said anything to Niki about this?  That Arcadia Fudge is a right trouble maker, isn't she?"

"Yeah a few people have been saying. It's a disgrace. If you need help with that Howler.." remarked Sarah. "Dumbledore is an odd one but no he wouldn't have employed Grimalkin if he wasn't sure about him." she continued.  "Nimue has been over to see Niki and had words with Arcadia. Morticia is sitting talking to Niki so I think she knows it's OK. I think we should send Arcadia to 'Coventry'! You know just pretend she's an unperson!"

"Och," said Fiona, her eyes narrowing with uncharacteristic nastiness.  "We dinae even need tae

pretend she's an unperson.  She does that very well without out help."

She folded her arms firmly.  "Well, neither McTavish nor I are going tae say anything to her.  Not that we would've done, but..."  She glowered across towards Arcadia, her green eyes burning with smouldering fury behind her thick-rimmed spectacles. "Yeah, I'm just gonna sit back and wait until Dylan gets a load of what she's gone and said. I'll bet he'll totally lose it with her."

Andy crawled out of bed and got dressed. He was excited about the Valentine's Day Dance. Very excited. The only problem was he had no one to go with. He didn't like asking girls to dances. And if Asriel stepped in...well...he'd be going with someone he didn't like very much.

As he walked down the corridors, he noticed a hush in some of the students. And most of them were holding an article from the Daily Prophet. He hadn't yet learned about what happened last night. He was busy writing his essay for Hagrid after sending his owl to Marvo. 

He walked over to the Gryffindor table and took a seat. He looked exceptionally good today. He hadn't looked this good since...that day. He noticed Niki with her hands on her face.

"What's the matter, Niki?" he asked. "Why is everyone acting like they have something terrible on their minds? What's the matter with you guys?"

Randal entered the hall to see the excitement that was going on. He spotted his sister trying to look innocent and smug at the same time. Elia had still not surfaced, he noted.

He sat at the table and noticed the article that everyone was talking about. He looked at Niki. "Are you ok? I mean, I know my sister can be a bit stupid at times. I think she went to far this time though. I'm 

sorry."

**********

As they are eating breakfast an owl flies in straight to where Arcadia is seated. Unfortunately for Arcadia it is in a big red envelope and bouncing on her plate as if ready to explode.

When she does open it out comes the shouting tones of her father...

"You STUPID girl. Fancy talking to the press. And Rita of ALL people. You should know by now from all that I have taught you that you should NEVER NEVER talk to the press with out preparing a speech and having something worth while to say. That you did this without my consent shows how little regard you have for me. Did you not learn anything after last time?....."

Cornelius Fudge Minster for Magic VERY angry father...

Arcadia is mortified! As soon as she sees the envelope she takes out a small bottle from her pocket and pours it on the howler

" AND DON'T THINK THAT WILL WORK MY GIRL! I KNOW ABOUT YOUR LITTLE POTION!" Screams the howler and the continues to repeat the message even louder! Arcadia runs from the dining room but Pantalaimon gets stuck under the table. Arcadia falls to the floor about 15 feet from Pantalaimon and cries out.  " Pan... Come ON!!!" Pantalaimon gets free and they both run as fast as they can away, all the time the howler still screaming.

Morticia watches the Howler-scene. When Arcadia runs off, she leans back in her chair and smirks in a very pleased way.  "Well, if THAT doesn't cure her from being the most annoying person at Hogwarts, I don't know what could..."

Anders glanced up at the sound of Arcadia's Howler, his brow furrowing a little.  There was clearly *something* going on today that he was not aware of.  He looked over at Dumbledore who was reading an article inside the Daily Prophet, thus leaving the front cover pointed at Anders.

Which he scanned. All the colour drained out of his face, and he sat bolt upright.  He looked down at his plate of toast, tears blurring his vision.  Damn Rita Skeeter and her sensationalism.  Damn everything. He looked down the table at Snape who was looking right back at him in that

infuriating, 'I know everything about you, Grimalkin' way that he had.  He considered getting up and 

leaving there and then.

***********

Dylan had actually come in late to breakfast, and as he sat at the Gryffindor table, he noted that the Great Hall seemed to be in something of a tumult.  He shrugged, and began to munch contentedly on a piece of toast as his large barn owl, Olwen, swooped down and perched on the table.  Lighting up, he spoke to her rapidly in Welsh, and took the paper from her beak.  The owl took off again, and he 

watched her go for a moment, then settled to read what she had brought him.  He'd never been a huge fan of the Daily Prophet, much preferred the newspapers from home about the Muggle world as they 

called it here, but he figured it was worth a go this morning.  As he read, his face started to turn a disturbing shade of scarlet that ran down his neck.  He was Niki's boyfriend?  She'd used a love charm on him?  Arcadia was going to pay.  It didn't matter if she was a girl or not, he was going to hurt her for daring to say such things to the press.  Shaking with rage, Dylan stood, and walked to the Slytherin 

table.  He didn't see Arcadia, but her brother Randal was there.  Dylan slammed the paper down in front of him.  

"Are you goin' t' defend her now?  After she's let loose lies about innocent people all about th' country?!  I warned y' tha' if she did one more thin' t' me, I'd take matters into m' own hands.  Consider 

them taken."   Dylan's voice was booming, and he didn't care anymore how many people heard him, how many people noticed him.  His eyes glittered hard and furious as he glared at Randal, daring him to defend her, daring him to say something.  He kept his hands at his sides, clenched into fists as he stared at Randal, livid.

"What's gotten into him?" Andy asked himself. "Everyone's acting strange this morning."

He began to eat his breakfast when he picked up the Daily Prophet. He began to skim the front page and realised what its articles contained. He read the whole article through and through. He was outraged. He stood up and slammed the table with the palm of his hand.

"Did any of you read this?" he asked. "Oh, well of course you did."

He sat back down and looked at Dylan fighting Randal. Now he understood why Dylan was acting the way he was. 'I hope that little snitch pays for what she did.' he thought to himself. He was so mad. First Katia, now Arcadia. He didn't know which girl was worse. He couldn't handle this anymore.

"Anybody got a plate or should I just use my fists this time?" he asked.

"Calm Andy" said Nimue with some concern, "this is not your fight and you can't go around hitting girls you'll be suspended or worse. Arcadia has received a pretty nasty howler from her father and I doubt anyone will be speaking to her for a long time. I just hope Dylan doesn't do anything stupid with Randal. He's not to blame for his sister's behaviour. 

Andy slowly sat back down across from Nimue. 

"I suppose you're right," he said softly. "It's just...they're so irritating. I just want to show them whose boss. Show them that they're no different from anyone else. Show them what's like to have...problems."

He looked down and whispered, "I'll show them."

"What *is* going on?" Elia asks, seating herself at the Gryffindor table. If you looked closely, you would be able to see a red rose peeking out of the top of her bag. She picks up a spare copy of the 

Prophet, reading swiftly, and her eyes narrow. Glancing over at the Slytherin table, she shakes her head, and applies herself to her breakfast.

After a while, Nathan mutters something under his breath and sighs, and then gets up to walk out of the dining hall, mentioning something about "looking after Arcadia" to one of his friends.

Exits and Entrances (The Great Hall)

Anders couldn't bear to listen to any of the squabbling going on in the hall any more.  Enough was enough, he thought as he got to his feet, leaving his breakfast mostly untouched.  All eyes at the teacher's table turned to him as he muttered an excuse and withdrew from the Great Hall.

He got outside the door, and fled, face burning, to his room, where he slammed the door.

Once inside, he let the tight rein he had on his temper go, and picked up a number of objects, hurling them furiously at the closed door.  Anybody passing by would hear the occasional 'smash' of a potion vial, or the 'crash' of something hard and heavy striking the door.  "You are a free man," that judge had said to him.  In some ways, being out of ... That Place...was worse than actually being there.  At least those eight months he had been inside had been protected.

Did so many people still doubt his innocence?  He pondered the question as he picked up the restorative potion that Snape had given him.  It seemed so.

His fury began to subside as his grip tightened on the vial, smashing it in his hand, sending the contents splashing all over the floor, and giving him a deep cut in the palm of his hand.  He clenched his fist against the stinging pain in his palm, and watched the blood well out from between his fingers and drip slowly over his knuckles.  Terrific.  Another good start to the day.

Running the tap, he plunged his hand into the sink, the water turning instantly red.  He bit his lip against the pain, but managed to reduce the blood flow to a trickle.  He'd have to go see Madam Pomfrey now, to get it dressed properly.

He turned his thoughts to Niki.  How that poor kid must be feeling...he resolved to seek her out and offer his support...or would that just make matters worse?  Would it look like he was singling her out from the other students as the indomitable Ms Skeeter had implied?

Ominous thoughts filled his mind as he mooched off towards the Hospital Wing, blood still oozing from his hand.

Madame Pomfrey was having a busy morning. She hadn't even begun to tackle the waiting paperwork when Anders Grimalkin appeared in her doorway with a very nasty glass cut in the palm of his hand.

"Dear boy, what have you done there?" She proceeded to take him in hand in order to examine the wound. Magic could do many things to speed up healing but a cut like this also needed careful cleaning and dressing. 

"I got a little over enthusiastic with a potion," he said, wincing as she prised apart his fingers to reveal the gash in his palm.  "Broke the vial, cut my hand...thought I'd better get it cleaned up before classes start. Wouldn't want it to turn nasty, now, see."

He treated her to one of his rare genuine smiles.  "I always was clumsy." He watched her as she worked, all efficiency and non-judgementalist.  He did not doubt for one second that she had read the morning paper, but he did not question her on it.  A sigh escaped his lips. Once his hand had been cleaned, and a nasty, jagged shard of glass carefully removed from it, Madam Pomfrey dressed the wound, all the time telling him off about being overly zealous when handling glassware. Anders barely heard her.

Finally, his hand bandaged, and with an order to return later in the day to have it checked again, Anders left.  He was NOT going to be able to face anyone accidentally, so he headed straight for the relative sanctuary of the DADA classroom, where he went over a few of his notes from yesterday.  Keep a low profile, was the advice he felt he should take from the multitude of voices shouting in his head.  Keep a low profile, don't initiate conversation with anyone, and chances are, you'll fade into the background. He could hope.

**********

Peesemould has (yet again) been sleeping in Slytherin Common room looking at the wallpaper, he gets dressed ready for breakfast, as he hears something like a howler. On his way he meets a crying Arcadia "What's the matter?" he asks her.

Pantalaimon Growls at Peesemould as Arcadia pushes past him, tears smudging her makeup as the Howler goes on

" AND ANOTHER THING I HAVE JUST RECEIVED THE BILL FROM YOUR LAST SHOPPING SPREE. HOW COULD ANYONE SPEND 10 GOLD ON MAKEUP? "

Nathan left the dining hall a while after Arcadia has stormed off. He assumes she has fled to the common room and was right: he just enters it as the Howler shouts some more. He looks at her and sees her totally messed up and down, snatches the Howler out of her hand, throws it to the floor and brushes the hair out of her face.

"Now, did you expect anything else?" he asks as gently as possible (and Nathan CAN be nice). "They'll tease you about it for some weeks, and I daresay you deserve it. But you've had your punishment now, haven't you?" He plants a kiss on her forehead. "And if you've not yet turned into a complete idiot yet although you behaved like one, I'd like you to go to the Valentine Ball with me. What do you say?"

Arcadia Sniffs and takes a lace handkerchief from her robe and dabs her face. with every dab her makeup returns more to normal. "<sniff> Really? Yo..You really want to go to the ball with me? <sniff>" Pantalaimon eyes Nathan suspiciously. " A..And will you protect me from... from them... and my Brother? <sniff>" Arcadia looks up at Nathan, dewy eyed and as innocent looking as possible.

"Really. Can't have you going alone, and I don't think anyone else will ask you." He grins. "As for the others - well, I can't protect you, can I? At least not during classes. And you DO deserve them being angry with you... but nobody will get to you when I'm around."

Nathan’s finger moves over her cheek. "Don't worry. They'll forget... but I wouldn't be surprised if Dumbledore had a private word with you later. This isn't finished yet, you know? I just wanted to tell you that... that I'm here if you need me. Okay?"

Arcadia smiles and Pantalaimon seems to settle down a little by her side. "Well, that's enough for me Nathan " she says with a smile, "Yes, yes, you may take me to the ball, and I’ll make sure that            everyone is envious of you " She kisses him on the cheek. "And yes, yes your right, this is far from over, isn't it Pan?"  She ruffles Pantalaimon's fur and smiles.

"Good for both of us, then," Nathan says with a smile and kisses her fully on the mouth. "Shall we go back to the dining room now? You need your breakfast, I wouldn't like you to start looking anorexic..." He sniggers and takes her arm. "Do give me the pleasure and accompany me, mylady!" he teases her and winks.

Arcadia relishes the kiss and Pantalaimon rubs against Nathan's leg. Arcadia pulls away, blushing slightly and Pantalaimon moves back.  "Why thank you sir " She takes Nathan's arm, then stops. "I'm I'm a bit scared, what if they try to get at me? What if I can't can't.... Control..."

"Well, you'll have to live with whatever they say to you." Nathan shrugs. "Just keep your head down and avoid too much trouble. By the way... stepping up and publicly apologising would help a lot. That's politics, dearie – you don't have to mean it, just say it. If you don't learn how to please people, you're not going to make it far in the world. Now, shall we go?"

"Ppolitics... mmmm... You may have something there."  She smiles, " Well... We'll see." Arcadia takes Nathan's arms and they go down to the Hall. Pantalaimon following close behind.

After Arcadia goes past Peesey he decides to go straight on in for breakfast. He notices that there is one less teacher at the table, and a girl talking to a haggis next to Sarah, he waves and mouths a 'hello' to her. He goes to the Slytherin table and sits down near all the commotion, and asks Randal "What's been going on?" An owl then flutters down and gives him the Morning Prophet, which he disregards and waits for Randal's explanation.

************

"Don't be stupid!" Niki says angrily. "This isn't Randal's fault, Dylan. It isn't anyone's fault but Arcadia, and don't think I'm not capable of taking care of *her.* If you want to help me, fine. Don't take it out on someone whose fault it isn't." She looks around at all the people who have been nice to her. "I'm all right, really." She looks up at Dylan, her face grave. "I'm really, really sorry, Dylan."

"Look. I only defend my sister because she is blood and I will not have her being verbally abused no matter what she has done. I never said I didn't agree with your opinion Dylan. Only the way you spoke to her. I did talk to her about what she had done, and I got a red mark to thank for it. It obviously did no good, and I hope as much as you do that this howler will make her see sense. And so long as you continue not to call her names, or abuse her in any other way I have no quarrel with you!"

He smiles at Niki. "I do hope you are alright." Randal turns back to his breakfast. But somehow, he isn't hungry anymore. 

Dylan scowled deeply, his hard gaze flickering back and forth between Niki and Randal.  Realising this was doing no one any good, he dropped his gaze, his face turning a deeper shade of scarlet, shoved his hands into his pockets and made his way out of the Great Hall.  

He wasn't about to get in a quarrel in front of the entire school, nor with Niki yelling at him.  How he hated this!  Once outside the Hall and down a corridor a ways, Dylan pulled his hands from his pockets and slammed his fists repeatedly into the wall.  He knew it wouldn't give, that he would break his hands if he kept it up, but there was nothing left to do, no other way to get this frustration out.  Arcadia had spread lies about him and Niki to the papers, Randal was still defending her, and to top it all off, when he tried to make it quite clear to those involved his feelings on the matter, Niki turned on him as well.  Nearly growling in rage, he punched the wall again, listening to his knuckles crack.  It hurt.  He was glad it hurt.  That was easier to deal with than all of this.  

There was blood running down his hands now, yet he kept punching, unable to get rid of all his anger.  Soon enough, though, his hands could stand no more of the onslaught, and he pressed his forehead against the cool stone of the castle wall.  He shook his head, his eyes squeezed shut, cursing softly in his native tongue everything that seemed to be against him--Arcadia, the paper, the school, the entirety of England itself.  He hated all of it.  But most of all, he hated himself.  This was his own fault, letting himself get close to someone, allowing himself to be seen.  This was his own fault through his own 

stupidity.  Served him right.  Though somehow, that didn't seem to be enough to make up for the pain, either.

After a while, he opened his eyes and stared down at his bleeding and probably broken hands.  Dylan knew full well he ought to go to the hospital wing, ought to have someone see to his hands so that they 

would heal well enough to allow him to use them.  But finding the motivation was proving difficult.  So he stood there, he head pressed to the wall, his hands broken and bleeding, the blood beginning to 

stain the cuffs of his well-worn robes.  

"Are you finished hurting yourself like that?" Nimue Hawkwood had left the Great Hall after seeing Dylan's flare up with the Slytherins and come to stand behind Dylan. She handed him a napkin with which to stop the bleeding. 

"I'm *fine*," Niki told Randal irritably, and watched, concerned, as Dylan left. After a few minutes, she slipped from her chair and followed.

Watching, wincing a little, as Dylan kept punching the wall, Niki felt awful. When Nimue came out, Niki felt a bit more confident, and stepped out from the statue of Charles the Chubby. "Dylan... Can a 

talk to you for a minute?" 

Nimue seeing Niki had come to sort things out said to the other girl, "Look let me leave you two to talk."

"If he'll talk to me," Niki says under her breath.

Dylan listened to them talk to him over his own ragged breathing, but didn't turn from the wall.  "I'm fine," he muttered, his voice hard.  "Jus' fine."  He turned now, cradling his right hand in his left, the former the worse of the pair.  He glanced at Nimue, but didn't take the proffered napkin, as if he was oblivious to the blood seeping through his fingers.  He looked then to Niki, hurt flickering across his eyes as he looked at her, then he dropped his gaze.

Niki looks angry. "No, you're not fine! You've just been punching a stone wall, and probably broken your hands. You are *not* just fine." She lowers her voice. "Listen, Dylan, you and I both know that what Rita Skeeter wrote isn't true. There are always going to be people like Arcadia who'll lie, and there will always be people who'll listen, but it doesn't matter, and there's no point in taking it out on people who aren't to blame. I don't know why you came out here and started hitting walls, but I suggest you go up and get some medical attention." 

Niki's face is flushed, whether with anger or another emotion, and she turns away and begins to walk back to the Great Hall.  After only a few steps, she turns and looks back. "And I'm dreadfully sorry for walking with you yesterday, since it seems to have caused you so much pain."

"Niki...," he started, then shook his head.  "Not your fault.  Don't be sorry fer tha', please.  I...I don't get t' walk wi' people like tha' too often....please, don't be sorry fer tha', 'cause then I'll have t' forget about it, an' I don't want t' do tha'."  There was something about this girl that got to him, made him drop some of the walls that he had so carefully crafted and meticulously reinforced.  His eyes betrayed him as he looked back up at her.  They were that soft blue, almost liquid, showing hurt and confusion and a myriad of other things to which Dylan didn't know how to give voice.  He didn't want her to walk away, that much was clear.  He did not want her to walk away and leave him alone.

Niki sighs, and moves back towards Dylan. She reaches for his hand, then thinks better of it. "No... I'm not sorry. I shouldn't have said I was." She glances at her watch. "Damn! It's almost time for Potions. If you know how to get to the Hospital Wing, I'll walk you there." She grins.

Hesitantly, almost shyly, he smiled a little at her as well, glad to see that she wasn't going to walk away from him.  He quite expected her to do so, though he was relieved she didn't.  "I'm well-acquainted wi' it.  Madame Pomfrey probably though she was gettin' rid o' me last semester."  He nodded down the corridor.  "This way."

"Oh, right," Niki says. "I was here last night, but I got lost a few times." She grins. "It'll be a while until I know my way around here, I'm afraid." She wonders why Dylan wasn't at Hogwarts last term, but 

doesn't ask. If he doesn't volunteer the information, she assumes he has a good reason for not doing so.

"You'll learn.  E'eryone does, after a while.  It's a big place, but y' get used t' it," he told her knowingly.  They reached the Hospital Wing in good time, and Dylan frowned, thinking of the unavoidable lecture that will come with treatment.  "You'll be able t' get t' Potions, then?"

"If I don't get lost," Niki says, sounding a bit doubtful. "Anyway, I hope your hands are all right..." She grins, waves, and darts out the door.

***********

Kat wandered into breakfast. She was a little late, but for once she had got some sleep last night. Admittedly not a whole night, but at least she wasn't sleeping on her feet. She felt better now that she 

had heard from Marvo and knew he was ok.  She sat down at the breakfast table, and watched with interest at all the different things that seemed to be happening. She picked up a paper and noticed the article.

Morticia wanders up to Kat. "I know this is a bad time considering all that's going on here with that

Skeeter article, but I just wanted to check whether you had any news concerning Marvo..."

"Well I did get a letter from him yesterday." said Kat. "He say's that he is fine, and isn't going to go to Azkaban or anything. He gets an official reprimand, and an unofficial well done. They have put him 

into training again though, so I don't know if he will be coming back. He says he is really missing everyone."

Kat looked at Morticia wondering what brought this on? After all she must have seen the letter to everyone, even if it was heavily censored.  "I did reply to him. I know how to get a letter through without it being censored if you are interested."

*******

Winifred entered the Great Hall looking rested. She had spent a good part of the previous day in the library getting all of her homework done and doing some leisure reading before going to bed early. She 

was also happy because potions, her favourite class, was first.

Before heading to the Slytherin table, she walked by the Ravenclaw table to see if Kalidor was there. She wanted to talk to him and try to clear some things up, but she didn't see him there. She was a bit 

disappointed, but figured that she'd see him later. So, she took a seat at the Slytherin table and enjoyed some bacon.

Pia quietly enters the dining hall and walks towards the Gryffindor table. She doesn't take any notice of the mayhem that is going on around her - it always seems to be the case at Hogwarts.   She instinctively dodges any trouble, and sits at a quiet part of the table, takes out her copy of "Madame Michelles Marvellous Guide to Magical Maladies", sorts herself out a cup of tea and a piece of toast and begins to read.

Her owl suddenly swoops into the hall, and drops a copy of the Daily Prophet onto her book, together with a letter from home.  Pia puts the Daily Prophet to one side, and opens the letter, which is from her younger sister.  She reads it, smiling, and pops the letter in her bag and makes a mental note to 

write back to her later.  She goes back to her book, the Daily Prophet forgotten to one side of her.

*********

Arcadia re-enters the Hall, her hand in Nathan's Arm, Pantalaimon following close behind.  She looks around for Niki but sees she is not around, nor is Katia. She goes over to the Slytherin table and pauses.

" Look...."   She seems upset and unsure what to say

" Look... I'm really, REALLY sorry. I really shouldn't have said the things I did, I'm really sorry. What can I say to make it up?" She takes a seat and dabs her eyes with her while lace handkerchief.

Pantalaimon sits next to her, panting slight, not seeming at all upset.

"How about being a bit nicer in the future?" Niki asks, looking in at Arcadia. "And maybe writing a letter to the editor of the Daily Prophet saying you didn't mean any of it and it's all lies?" She 

looks triumphant. "Now, where is the Potions classroom? I'm lost."

"Yes Niki, that's a very good idea. I'll do that. And, And I'll get my Daddy to do one too.... I... I rally am Sorry" Pantalaimon nudges Arcadia.

" Oh, I can show you the way to potions, It's my fave class, if you need any help, just ask. Arcadia smiles and leads the way to potions, Pantalaimon close at her heels

"Oh, I don't think I'll need help. I think I know a good bit about Potions." Niki seems a little annoyed to be following Arcadia to class, but she doesn't say anything as they disappear down a corridor.

************

The Interim Period into February

Moving on - nothing 'exciting' has gone on during the last few weeks: There was a Visit to Hogsmeade, which went well, but uneventful for most.

Anders has not been seem much apart from a very subdued DADA Class where we commented on how well everyone did on there homework, and a few 'fag' breaks, oh, and he was spotted coming back from Hogsmeade.

Snape has threaten that at some point soon he will be springing a 'surprise test' in his lesson, possibly to include the making (and testing!)of a rather potent truth potion.

Arcadia has been doing her best to be nice (when she has to), but has been spending a lot of time either alone, or alone with Nathan.  She has been able to totally avoid being anywhere near Dylan unless they were surrounded by teachers.

Nathan has indeed spent a LOT of time with Arcadia (calling her Arcy, gorgeous, sweetie, cutie and even worse nicknames), and it is rumoured that the two are now a couple. It's no use asking Nathan about that, though; he just laughs and tells people that "you shouldn't believe everything that's written by Rita Skeeter, and Hogwarts rumours are even less reliable". It HAS leaked, though, that Nathan and Arcadia will go to the Valentine Feast together (probably Morticia's fault who couldn't resist telling some of her friends...).

*******

However, the Hogsmeade trip that took place a few weeks into the term did grant an opportunity to Nimue and Anders to progress their relationship.

Nimue had popped into a café and saw Anders sitting there on his own. She went over to say hello and was invited to join him. It transpired that earlier he had run into a former roommate. This encounter had brought up memories for him of Charis, a team hanger-on who had latched on to Anders in his early days as a professional Quidditch player. When she grew tired of Anders she had dumped him very cruelly seriously damaging his self-confidence.

Amongst a certain amount of banter they also considered the impossibility of their own situation. Among those factors stacked against them were their age difference (despite her maturity and his

lack of it), their being student-teacher, her background vs. his, and finally her parents decision to take away her choice in the matter by betrothing her to Marvo. They concluded there was little they could do, as all avenues seemed blocked. However, being two hopeless romantics this pronunciation didn't dissuade them overly. Nimue reported that her Father advised her he was consulting the oracles about the betrothal indicating there might be some question over its inevitability. 

While they both declared their feelings for one another ran deep, common sense dictated they should try to keep a distance. Still they parted with some optimism and the tenderness of a brief hand holding session mixed with guilt, angst and all the rest.

Nimue went from the café to the bookshop. However, she had been spotted leaving the café looking 'dreamy eyed' by Professor McGonagall who took the opportunity to check who was inside and saw Anders looking moody. Though she was unsure whether they had been there together, the Professor tackled Nimue on the subject. She did not lie about having been there with him but did give the impression they'd been talking about magical theory rather than actual topics of conversation. 

McGonagall questioned her as to whether Anders had been 'over friendly' or made her uncomfortable in any way. Nimue did her best to assure her that everything had been quite proper. The Professor did point out the seriousness for Anders should he be found to be abusing his position with a student. Nimue was both warned and somewhat chastened by her Head of House's words. Again it underlined the delicacy of their situation.

Anders and Nimue did avoid each other after this though not without a certain amount of anguish. Nimue attempted to keep her spirits light around her friends and masked her feelings fairly well. She had no interest in accepting any invitation to the Valentine Dance though secretly hoped that during the evening she and Anders might be able to steal a dance without anyone noticing. 

***********

In the interim, Niki unfortunately received a number of Howlers and owls insulting  her. "Your mother killed Muggles and Aurors, and you're no better! You don't deserve to be at Hogwarts!" Much to the delight of some of the older Gryffindors, most of the Howlers exploded at the table. 

The only bright point of the few weeks was an owl from her father. 

Nicola, how much of that Daily Prophet article was true? I have had an apology from Cornelius Fudge, and he asked me to relay it to you. I do indeed remember Anders Grimalkin. Next time you see him, please say hello from me. His lawyer, Dmitri Georgious, is a friend of mine.

Be careful around Katia, Nicola. Her family has quite a foundation in the Dark Arts, and she has seven older brothers. She probably knows a lot of curses she's not supposed to. You know what her mother was, and they can turn quite nasty. Did you do anything to make her angry?

I don't know whether what she said was true. The records on things like that aren't available in the Ministry. You have to go to Azkaban, and there is no way that you're going there. Yes, I know 

you've gone there twice, but you're almost thirteen now.  

I came across an old diary when I was going through some of the things from our old house. It's enclosed in this envelope, since I thought you might like it. I think it was Hadrian's.

I hear there's a Valentine's Dance coming up. Are you going with anyone? Let me know. What's this about this Dylan boy?

Love,

Papa

Looking at the diary, which is small with a green velvet cover and closely lined creamy paper, Niki felt tears starting in her eyes. This had been her brother's, and he was dead. She carried it back up with her to the Slytherin dormitory, and the evening of the 12th of February, she pulled it out of her trunk and picked up a quill to write.

'Papa just sent this out to me. He thinks it belonged to my brother. I miss Hadrian. Even when he was annoying, I could talk to him. 

I suppose I've got some friends here at Hogwarts. Morticia, Nimue.. they stopped by to talk to me about that article. Still, there's no one I can really pour my heart out to. I wish it'd been someone else. Why Hadrian?'

She ran her fingers over her quill, thinking of what to write next, but almost immediately on the page opposite the one she had written on, words began to appear. 

'What are you talking about, little sister? I'm gone? Why am I not at Hogwarts?

I suppose I'd better explain, hadn't I? All right, here it goes. In November of 2000, I enchanted this diary, just for fun, to contain a sliver of my consciousness and my memories. It stays contained in 

this diary permanently. You can write to me, and I can write back, ça va?

Now, explain, s'il tu plaît.'

Niki stared at the page, shocked, then began to write.

(You can find the rest of the conversation, including Niki's description of Dylan ;-D at the following URL. It will be updated every few days at least, and will have a (somewhat Niki-coloured) description of what's going on. http://www.mydeardiary.com/cgi-bin/diary.cgi?a=Nicola+Pheidippides)

Morning Before Valentine's Day

Morticia has been true to her resolution that she'll go to the Valentine thingy all by herself although some boys have asked her. So she's very relaxed on the morning before, and while the others nibble at

their breakfast nervously, she behaves like this was an ordinary day and looks around, obviously amused.

Also at the Slytherin table sits Alpha, not looking forward to the ball. She finds that there are too much parties and she doesn't like them. You can hear her mutter to her cat that sits on her shoulder during breakfast. The cat doesn't react, but looks around very proudly when the cat notices Morticia. She leaps to the ground and climbs in Morticia's robe. Alpha keeps on munching on her apples. (She only eats fruit in the morning) She's a bit curious what Miss Eezy's up to. She decides to wait, instead of calling her cat back.

Morticia doesn't notice the cat at first, but Glueclaws, who lies under her chair as usual, sniffs and glances at Miss Eezy. Then he gets up and rubs against Morticia's leg. "Whatcha doing, stupid c-" Morticia starts, but then she feels Miss Eezy's movement in her robes and reaches down. "Hey, you. What do you think you're doing inside there?"

Glueclaws growls silently, which sounds remarkably like "stupid cat". Morticia looks around. "Whose cat is this?"

"Sorry Morticia, it's my cat" Alpha said. "She sometimes wanders off and then there's no way I can prevent that. She usually wants to "sniff" you, and by that she decides whether she likes you or not." Alpha whispers: "Randal knows that too, he doesn't like cats. Miss Eezy told me he smelled a bit like a "wild" dog."

"Oh, no problem. I love cats. They just usually don't like me..." Morticia glances down at Glueclaws who looks back as if he were sighing and silently complaining why he ended up with this girl.

"Miss Eezy? That's a cute name, did you chose it? Gluey was already called that when I got him three years ago, guess why..."

Alpha looks a bit shy when she adds: "I hope you don't mind that she's doing that, but it is something she learned in Holland where I come from. I can't do anything about it." Alpha stops, blushing, she feels she talked too much. Embarrassed, she gets up from the breakfast table, she grabs Miss Eezy and she walks stealthily away to the lake, trying to get to her usual calmness again.

She feels very homesick now, as she strokes Miss Eezy, looking out in thought over the lake. You can see a tiny little tear in the corner of her eye.

*********

Niki leans over towards Morticia at breakfast, about to tell her about the diary, then reconsiders. Would anyone even believe her? Hadrian was *dead*, after all... She wondered if it had even happened at all. She hadn't checked the diary in the morning. Could it have been a dream?

Two gray owls and a tawny one swooped down in front of her, bringing her out of her reverie. The larger of the gray owls and the tawny ones dropped large red envelopes in front of her, and flew out. The smaller gray owl took a bite of her toast, looked cheekily at her, and dropped a smaller envelope at the side of her plate.

Almost at the same time, the two red envelopes burst into flames, and magically magnified voices began to shout at the whole hall.

"YOU DON'T DESERVE TO BE AT HOGWARTS-"

"YOUR MOTHER KILLED INNOCENT PEOPLE AND-"

"IT'S DISGRACEFUL THAT YOU WERE EVER ADMITTED-"

"USING A LOVE CHARM ON A NICE INNOCENT BOY-"

"CORRUPTING YOUR TEACHERS-"

After a few minutes, in which Niki slipped lower and lower in her chair, her face growing very pink, the Howlers burned themselves out and collapsed into ash.

"Same old things," Niki says, trying, unsuccessfully, to sound nonchalant, but she looks angry.

Elia smiles into her porridge as the Howlers shout at Niki. Watching as Niki turns red, she piles her books into her bag and pulls out a catalogue from Gladrags Wizard Wear, flipping through until she find 

the pictures of girls in dress robes. As an owl flies past her towards the Owlery, she reaches out for it and ties an order to its leg, telling it to fly down to Hogsmeade.

Arcadia peeks over Elia's shoulder as she makes her order  " Oh... Your going to wear that.... You have a date then? I guess it don't matter what you wear in that case, he must like you as you are"

Then she sits down at the Slytherin table and starts to butter some toast, an innocent smile on her face.

Pantalaimon just looks at Elia, huffs and sits by Arcadia.

Elia merely smiles unconcernedly and applies herself to her porridge again. If Randal hadn't told Arcadia he was going to the dance with her, Elia assumed he had a good reason.

"She probably doesn't want to steal the attention that's meant for you, pet", Nathan says with a bit of a nasty grin from some seats further down the table. "When do I finally get to see your dress?"

Arcadia smiles at Nathan, " Oh at the Feast, don't want to spoil the Surprise" Pantalaimon gives a little shudder. " But I would think you'd be more interested in what's in the dress?" She said with a Wicked smile.

Nathan just shrugs. "Something girlish and 13 years old, I assume."

" Wouldn't you like to know!" she whispered to herself and with a smile carried on buttering her toast.

Just then a large owl pops down about a dozen envelopes in front of Arcadia and her smile broadens.

She takes the, unopened and places them in her bad.

Katia smiles very nastily. She's still a bit angry that Nathan's going with Arcadia. "Oh, I think she wouldn't want you to see it until the dance. By then it will be too late for you to ask anyone else."

Katia gags elegantly (if such a thing is possible) and heads off to her first class.

Most people are no longer impressed by the Howlers as they come in on a daily basis. Morticia waits until the noise has stopped and then asks: "What did you want to say?"  

"Oh, umm..." Niki glances over at the other students, most of whom are no longer watching her, and explains in a low voice. "But I'm not sure if it was a dream!" she finishes, hoping Morticia will believe 

her.

"We'll find out later!" Morticia whispers back. "You'll just write again and we'll both see what happens!"

"Okay," Niki replies, and turns to the other letter. "Oh, it's from Circe! My cousin, Circe, is in Athens," she explains to Morticia. "She's twenty, in the Ministry there. I think she was a Ravenclaw here." She rips open the envelope, and eagerly reads the letter.

Niki- Take a look when you get back to your dormitory. I've sent a little something. I just got back from Crete, and I read that Daily Prophet article. It wasn't true, was it? About your mother? Anyway, I 

picked you up a little something as an early un-birthday present. Circe Pheidippides

She grins. "Since I was born on... leap-day, isn't it, in English? Anyway, the 29th of February, and I only have a birthday every four years, so I get un-birthday presents."

***********

Dylan had been pacing the Gryffindor Common Room until his owl, Olwen, had returned, a piece of parchment clasped in her talons.  Dylan took it from her gently, and the barn owl settled affectionately on his shoulder, claws digging into his already worn Hogwarts robe.  Reading quickly, his pale face blanched even whiter.  

She had agreed to go with him.  He clutched the piece of parchment tightly, and petted Olwen absently with the other before sending her back to the Owlery.  Dylan felt as if he was in some kind of haze.  Never in his life did he even think she would agree.  Stuffing the parchment in his pockets, Dylan hurried from the Common Room and tried to find Niki.  Finally spotting her in one of the labyrinthine 

corridors of the castle, he called her name and ran up to her.  "Nicki!  Y'...you got a minute?"

Niki turned around, totally lost, and grinned with relief. "I was expecting Peeves! I do have a minute..." She smiles at him, her face a little pink, although it might just be the warmth of the corridor.

He laughed at that, his own pale cheeks colouring for the briefest of moments.  "Well, I'm no poltergeist, not th' last time I checked."  Dylan dropped his eyes, his one hand in his pocket wrapped tightly around the piece of parchment.  "D' you mean it, then?  You'll go wi' me t' th' feast?" he asked nervously, looking up at her.  He seemed a bundle of nerves, conflicting with each other, his eyes dark grey now, like a stormy sea.

Niki looked calmly back into his eyes. "Of course I mean it, Dylan! Would I say I would go with you if I wouldn't? This is me we're talking about, not Katia." She makes a face. "Yes, Dylan Rhydderch, I would love to go to the Valentine's feast-dancy thing with you." She smiles a little. "And you're right, you're not a poltergeist."

Smiles were never common on Dylan's face.  He was too sullen, too withdrawn for such displays, and few could ever recall seeing him smile and mean it.  But at that moment, his face practically lit up 

with a dazzling smile, giving him a look of wonder, as if he might fly at any moment.  "You...you..."  He fumbled for words, unable to believe what he was hearing.  Seeing it written was one thing, but to 

hear it was almost too much.  He lapsed into Welsh for a moment, then shook his head.  "Guess I'm at a loss fer words or sommat."

Niki grins back, mentally shouting in triumph at cracking Dylan's impenetrable barriers. "You underestimate yourself. Don't be so surprised!" She glances up the hall. "Okay... Snape's office isn't 

right down the hall, so I can talk to you without him getting mad at me. 'Fraternising with students in other houses is not suggested, Miss Pheidippides.'" She sighs. "Take a deep breath and try again?" 

she suggests, then adds. "You'll think of something to say, I promise..." She smiles.

He chuckles a little, dropping his eyes, the smile still lingering on his face.  "I am surprised.  Ne'er been anywhere wi' a girl on m' arm.  Most girls ne'er gave me a though, an' there was no time fer tha' kind o' thin' back home.  Though I'm not sure wha' I'm s'ppose t' do now.  I don't know if I can e'en dance," Dylan confessed quietly, his voice earnest.  His eyes flickered between her and the floor, the stormy grey of before softening as he relaxed.

"Well, I *know* I can't dance, so I hope I won't embarrass you too much. Oh, stop staring at the floor!" Niki sounds a little amused and a little irritated. "I promise I really mean this, so cheer up. You're ruining my good mood. It's not every day a really cute boy asks me to go to a dance, after all, but when people are gloomy I tend to get unhappy too." She glances down the hallway. "I haven't seen Peeves since this morning when he came and... Well, it doesn't matter," she said quickly, remembering the extremely rude song Peeves had sung about her supposed use of Love Charms. "I think I'm due a 

visit. I seem to be his newest target." She grins. "Still," she says cheerfully, "it could be worse. There could be two poltergeists!"

Dylan chuckled again, making a conscious effort to lift his eyes and keep them focused on her.  "B'lieve me, I'm not gloomy.  Not gloomy at all."  He blushed a little.  "Thanks t' you, o'course.  But you'll 

get used t' Peeves.  After a while, y' learn t' ignore him an' his dumb songs."

Niki shrugs. "We used to have a poltergeist... before we moved here to London." She had been about to say 'before my mother died,' but she somehow felt that that would be unnecessarily gloomy. "I was 

hoping you hadn't heard that song. I learned several interesting new words, though."

He just smiled.  "Well, then Peeves is good fer sommat, then, seems."  Dylan looked at her, sensing some inexplicable shift in mood, but tried not to let it bother him too much.  "Th' Gryffindor girls have been babblin' about dress robes an' such all week.  D'you have one?"

She smiles. "I do indeed. My cousin Circe sent me something, too. You'll see tomorrow, okay? I have a question, actually. Papa wants me to learn some more about England and Scotland and Wales. He sent some very boring-looking books... You're Welsh, aren't you? I don't know very much about Britain, I'm afraid."

Something in him bristled a little at the question, the usual taunts of the so-called "pure-bred" Slytherins echoed in his mind for a long moment.  "Yes.  Grew up near Llangollen, actually.  Th' biggest town I'd e'er seen, until I had t' go t' London t' buy books."  Dylan felt awkward admitting these things, and he dropped his eyes again, something hardening in his voice as he spoke.  He never did like 

talking about Wales, not here, not when there were so many ready to tease and taunt him into fighting over it.  

Niki looks interested. "What's Wales like? I've only been in Britain for about two months, and I've only ever been here at Hogwarts and in London." She wonders a little why Dylan looks upset to talk about his homeland, but she knows that she means no harm, and it wouldn't hurt to ask...

"D'pends," he told her softly.  "In th' south, it's all green an' beautiful, wi' soft hills an' th' valleys.  Lots o' cities an' towns, an' the coast seems t' stretch on fore'er.  Up in th' north, where I'm from, it's all mountains an' valleys, mist an' mines."  He winced a little at the last word.  "Mostly poor, though.  Th' English go'ernment don't give a damn whether we starve or no, jus' so long as they look good an' tourism stays up."  Dylan practically spat the last words, his hatred bubbling over in a way he couldn't control.  Eventually, he got a hold of himself, and relaxed a little.  "Sorry," he finally said, unwilling to look at her.

"Don't be sorry," Niki says. "You sound like you really love it. At least you get to go back..." She shakes her head, as if to clear unpleasant thoughts from it. *I'm not going to go back, I can't!* she 

tells herself angrily. "You sound like you love it," she repeats, "and you make it sound beautiful." She smiles a little. 

Dylan nodded, glancing up at her.  "'Tis,"  he replied quietly.  "Th' most beautiful place in th' world.  I wish I was there most e'ery day."  He felt so strange admitting all of this to her, strange and apprehensive yet comfortable all at once.  It left him a jumble of nerves and instincts, his walls lowering as he spoke.  "I'd love t' show you Llanyddffar.  It's a beautiful town on th' sea...we went 

there on holiday once when I was a lad."  

Niki smiles wistfully. "I went to the seashore all the time in Rabat. That's the capital of Morocco. It was beautiful... so warm and sunny... Britain is so strange, so cold." She shivers a little. "My father got the job here, but Hadrian and I didn't really want to move. I still miss Morocco. It's odd, really, since Mother was half-French and Papa is Greek, but Morocco was always home." She closes her eyes for a moment. "Isn't there a Welsh word... Hiraeth, or something like that? Longing for your homeland?"

"Hyraedd ap Cymry," Dylan whispered, looking up.  Something akin to pain flickered across his eyes as he looked at Niki, then he dropped his gaze again.  "I ne'er speak o' it.  Has no place here."  His 

voice was still soft, yet harder, as if he was trying to hold back a tidal wave with only hands and will.

Niki takes the hint. She starts to say something, but a large chalk-covered eraser hits her in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her. She whirls around to see Peeves hovering in the air behind her, 

laughing rudely.

Peeves began to sing a very rude song, mainly about Niki's supposed use of love charms, and why she would want to use them. He pelted both Niki and Dylan with erasers, pieces of chalk, and various other 

pieces of classroom detritus. Whenever one of them lunged at him, he swooped out of the way, cackling madly.

Dylan felt his temper flare wildly, and grabbing an eraser, he flung it hard at Peeves like Nolan Ryan zinging a 98 mph fastball scortching into the catcher's glove.  It smashed into the castle wall in an explosion of chalk dust.  He was fuming, and swore at the poltergeist in Welsh.  This was not how things were supposed to go!

Niki drops to her knees, coughing violently, but glaring at Peeves. She manages to mutter "Exorizo!" and Peeves shoots backwards down the hallway into the wall with what should have been a bone-crunching thump. He makes a horrible face and continues through the wall out onto the other side. After the coughing fit passes, Niki stands up, wheezing a little. "Sorry... I'm allergic to chalk dust. It-" she begins to coughs again, but when it passes she smiles reassuringly. "It just makes me cough a lot. I'm fine." She waves some chalk dust out of the air in front of her. "Lets get out of here before Filch comes and accuses us of dirtying his corridors, shall we?" Even after only a few weeks at Hogwarts, Niki's already had a few run-ins with Filch.

Dylan nodded, looking very concerned.  "Aye, you're right.  Where're you goin'?" he asked, already guiding her out of the corridor with an unconscious hand gently resting on her shoulder.

"Anywhere <cough, cough> Filch *isn't*!" Niki says fervently. She's obviously been quite intimidated by him. She glances at her watch. "It's almost time for class!" She thinks for a moment. "I've got some cough potion in my trunk <cough, cough>. Can I meet you in Defence Against the Dark Arts?"

He nodded quickly.  "Go an' get your potion, then.  You don't so good."  The concern was evident in the soft cadence of his voice, and he watched her head off down the corridors towards the Slytherin 

Tower, puzzling over all of this in his mind.

Flowers for M'Lady?

Nimue had settled in for breakfast feeling very positive. The day was clear and bright. It had snowed overnight but that added to the beauty of the grounds. When the owls arrived with the post she was

delighted to find she had received a letter from Marvo. He apologised for the delay in replying.

As she read through the letter, she started off with a smile as he recounted his experiences in training, the teasing he was getting as a result of everyone knowing he had a girlfriend and general chit-chat. 

Her brow furrowed a little when she read his response to her suggestion he work on his family:

*it would be pointless for me to talk my family. You know father would not, and never has, listened to a word I say, and my views won't matter to him. You know as well as I do that this is just a political thing to them. Still, I'm sure it will be sorted out one way or another.*

Oh well. She had expected his family might be a futile avenue and hoped he was right about it being only political. That lack of personal interest might be a lever in her own campaign. He then proceeded to congratulate her on 'having a boyfriend' and speculating with some confidence on his identity. Of course, this was totally wrong - *where in the world had he gotten that idea*. 

It had been so many weeks ago since she had written him that she had forgotten her words to him on the matter. She was sure she hadn't said anything about a boyfriend. Then she remembered her words:

*Situation become more complicated now due to arrival of new person at school for whom I have feelings* -  well that might have let him to undertake a deductive exercise and assumed official boyfriend status but why did he think it was ......

She continued to read on and suddenly choked on the bit of toast she was eating and found herself getting quite upset. "Oh that is so unfair!!" she said aloud. In the general bustle of the Hall and the

excitement of the arrival of the post no one apparently noted her outburst. 

She stuffed the letter into her robe pocket and looked around to see whether Andy or Kat were about and whether they had received any owls as she expected Marvo would have replied to them all.

Kat sat at the breakfast table. She had a quiet few weeks since the start of term. Nimue had been very close, and they hadn't really talked about anything of importance for a while. Kat knew Nimue was 

avoiding something, but Nimue wouldn't tell.   As she was sat there contemplating Nimue's lack of openness an Owl dropped a letter in front of her. It was from Marvo! She had been worried again as this was only the second letter she had got. There had been a couple of weeks with no word from him!

She opened it and started to read. As she read she started to laugh! "He has no idea! Poor thing. He better not try Mad eye!" she carried on. Raising her eyebrows a bit, and glancing towards Nimue, she 

continued to read, and start shaking her head. She continued to chuckle a little bit too.  When she finished she looked up. There were two people she wanted to talk to now. One wasn't in the hall, but... Andy was. She got up and wandered over to where he sat at the Gryffindor table.

Just as Kat is getting up there is a loud POP and a big bunch of red roses appears in front of her.

Then to her surprise there is a second POP and a bunch of Yellow carnations lay by its side.

Then with a third POP a potted plant, with multi-coloured flowers appears right in front of Kat, hovers for a second then starts to fall towards the floor.

Kat flushed bright red. And looked around to see who was watching. She sniffed the flowers. The roses had a lovely scent. Now what was she going to do with them all?

POP! yet another bunch of flowers appear, these ones bright blue!  Kat went even redder. More flowers? Who was doing this? She looked around again... Was anyone watching?

"Got a secret admirer, Kat?" Nathan's voice rings through the hall, followed by a snigger. Heads of other students turn. "Won't you tell us who goes through all this trouble when it's only for you?"

Randal had been sat at the breakfast quietly eating some toast.  "Can't you leave her alone Nathan. I hear you've already got too close to being found guilty of harming her..." He was of course referring to the Quidditch match. It's amazing what he can find out...  "Just because you wouldn't do anything so romantic for Arcadia. Have you got rid of your old girl-friend yet?"

Randal has obviously been finding out a lot more about Hogwarts and the people in it in the last few weeks... And of course sending Elia the occasional dream and the odd transfigured flower...

Although Nimue was somewhat upset over the contents of her letter from Marvo, she couldn't help but feel for Kat over the sudden appearance of all these flowers. She went over to her friend and said with a smile "Oh dear Kat. I think Marvo rather took that advise about flowers to heart and is making up for the last few weeks. It is very sweet of him though."

Just then Andy's owl, Skeith, flew into the Hall, landed on the table, and dropped an envelope onto his lap. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but it looked like Skeith had just SMILED? He flew up and out of the Hall with grace. Flabbergasted, he opened the letter and began to read silently to himself.

It was from Marvo! Marvo wrote back to his reply! Such joy filled in Andy. He began to laugh. He couldn't believe they could get through to each other...again! He was sure they could write whenever they wanted. He walked over to Kat and saw the flowers.

"What the..." he asked very confused but at the same time very happy. Petals softly fell onto his face. Everything was right. Asriel hadn't acted up in two weeks, Marvo wrote back, and he had someone in mind for the dance. He realised Skeith really was smiling because now Andy was too.  

Kat looked first at Nimue and then Andy. "Ummm I had a feeling it might be Marvo. What DID you say to him Nimue? I mean that's 4 lots of flowers in less than 5 minutes! I wonder if he's going to be sending more today?"

Kat noted the letter that Andy was holding. "You got one too? Um, Andy, I err... Could you talk to Marvo about something for me?" She swallowed and glanced at Nimue for a minute. "You see Marvo has been teased about me being a girlfriend, and kissing too I think. But they have also been joking about his wand being stuck to his hand. Saying things like his girlfriend enjoying it and such like. And talking about not writing too much because his wand would be up all night, and... Well.." she was down to a whisper that only Andy and Nimue would hear by now... "I know what they mean, but poor Marvo hasn't got a clue. I don't think I'm the right one to explain the.. er... birds and the bees to him... um, well you properly aren't either, but, well... he was going to ask Mad Eye Moody!"

She looked desperately at the two of them.... Having told something that she really didn't want to embarrass Marvo with when he returned. But the poor boy had no idea what he was being teased about!

"Gosh" said Nimue "all I suggested was that if he couldn't make the Valentine Ball that he make sure to send flowers. I didn't say four bunches though and heaven knows what might arrive tomorrow. You'll 

have to get Fee and Sarah to help you take them to Ravenclaw."

Just then an Owl, flying VERY fast swoops in and drops a small envelope at Kat's feet. It fly's around until it sees she has opened it then fly's off just as fast

* Dear Kat,

FORGET EVERYTHING I SAID ABOUT WANDS!  PLEASE! WHATEVER YOU DO DON'T TELL ANYONE! I FOUND OUT WHAT THEY MEAN! DON'T ASK!

Yours Marvo (Very Embarrassed )*

The Note appears to have been written with a slightly shaky hand. Kat read the new note. "Um, it appears you two better forget everything I told you... I think someone told him." She grins a little impish smile that brings out her dimples.

"So, Ummm, what did you two hear?" Hunched over Kat's back with Nimue, Andy read the letter from Marvo. He clasped both hands to his mouth and laughed.  "Good," he said with relief. "If I or anyone else were to explain the birds and the bees to Marvo I don't think it would have been proper to do it in a...letter. Poor Marvo."

He began to laugh. Kat gave him a *It's funny, but don't laugh at my boyfriend!* look. "I'm sorry," he said laughing. "It's not everyday you hear something like that!"

Andy checked his watch to make sure he would have enough time to get to his class.  "When are we going to send our replays to Marvo?" he asked. "I want to send one right before the feast. So we'll all send it tonight? I have so much to tell him."

Kat looked at Andy. "I guess either tonight or tomorrow lunchtime. We've got those transfiguration essays to do, and Snape is still threatening that potions test. I wouldn't put it past him to do that 

tomorrow just to be nasty!"

"I know," he said. "Snape is nasty. Almost as nasty as Arcadia. No Arcadia might possibly be worse."

Nimue shook her head with amused amazement at both Kat's revelation of Marvo's naiveté regarding the teasing as well as the emergency note:   "I wonder who finally filled him in? Moody maybe? Can you imagine? I wish I could have been a fly on the wall for that! Actually, I was going to say that I am pretty sure Marvo knows about the actual birds and bees."

Nimue blushed slightly, "we did emmm discuss once we actually started talking to each other at Christmas. I mean we were saying how we just didn't have you know those sort of feelings for each other. So he does know where babies come from and all." 

Nimue glanced at Kat somewhat awkwardly as she was embarrassed by the whole subject of she and Marvo's closeness. "Anyway, poor innocent thing that he is, he didn't make the connection with the ribald comments. It's a lucky thing he isn't coming to the dance or I don't think either of us could cover up that you'd told us."  

In response to Kat's query about what they had heard, Nimue was less amused: "Ouch  - I was hoping to forget. Look somehow he has this bizarre notion that Dylan Rhydderch is my boyfriend! I mean where in the world did he get that idea? Dylan barely mumbles 'hello' to me and he is hardly likely 

to be nursing a secret passion for me as if there is anyone at school he's interested in its Niki. Plus did he say anything to either of you about Professor Grimalkin?"

Kat grinned. "Ah! So my suspicions were true! It is Anders who you is your boyfriend then! I though Marvo had got it all wrong." She looked a little triumphant at Nimue having made her question a bit too obvious.

"As for what he said about Anders... he told me to be careful because he was never proven innocent. The reason he wasn't found guilty is because there wasn't enough evidence and the reason he is out of 

Azkaban is because of Dumbledore. He also said that Anders' defence was that he would never used darks arts, but that it was strange that he was now teaching defence against them. So basically, he doesn't trust Anders one bit."  Kat looked to see what response this would have.

Nimue was totally shocked at Kat's words. She looked stunned and looked about them with some concern.  "Kat, please don't even think that let alone say it! He can't be my boyfriend. Yes, I am attracted to him but nothing else is possible. Even if he weren't 9 years older than me, he's a teacher!" 

Nimue's looked as though actually saying this aloud to her friend was almost too much to bear. "He could lose his job if anybody thought there was anything else or my father might take me away... both of us know this.. Please don't say anything to Marvo. He said the same things to me but he doesn't know Ande...Professor Grimalkin, doesn't know him at all."  Her voice indicated she wanted to say more but she seemed on the verge of tears.

Andy put his hand on Nimue's shoulder to comfort her.  "Are you okay, Nim?" he asked. "I'm sure Kat didn't know."

"Thanks" Nimue said to Andy. "Please keep it to yourself though I wouldn't want things to get blown out of proportion."

Following her conversation with Dylan Niki had hurried back to her dormitory and drunk her potion, and felt better immediately. On her way back, she encountered Kat, Nimue, and Andy. She overhears a little of what Nimue said, and as she brushes past them, you may notice a certain contemplative look or a slightly flushed face. 

Niki looks like she's about to say something; she stops and half-turns, then speeds up down the hall, disappearing as she turns. Nimue caught Niki's hesitation and fast departure and was extremely worried that she might have overheard what Kat had said.

Kat knew straight away that she had she had struck a little too hard. "Oh, I didn't realise it was so bad. I thought you just fancied him. I mean, you've talked to him?" Kat looked around and having noticed Nimue was on the verge of tears said, "Do you want to go somewhere more private and talk about this?"

Kat was starting to feel guilty. She regretted making Nimue be like this, and she felt guilty for telling Marvo that she had thought it was Anders. But at least Marvo had thought she was joking...

Nimue looked very grateful for Kat's suggestion, she smiled a little wanly. "If it had just been a matter of my fancying him then I could probably live with that. Join Fiona and Sarah in their little Anders fan club." 

"And yes, I guess I would like to talk somewhere more private. I'd rather be honest with you than try to hide things. I have felt very guilty about that but I thought it was for the best. It was stupid of me to

write to Marvo that day about their being someone - I was just so happy I wasn't thinking that he might try to find out who."

Kat smiled at Nimue. "Andy, we'll catch you in DADA." She hoped he didn't mind being dismissed like this. "Unless he is coming too?" she asked Nimue... "You can help me float these flowers to my dorm before class, and you can tell me there. Everyone else is in breakfast I think..."

"Yes, that would be good. There is still a little while before class. I think it best this remain just between we girls." Nimue also bid goodbye to Andy for the time being giving him a quick hug before he left.   Andy hugged her back and departed from them. He put Marvo's letter in his pocket and walked away. He headed to DADA where he hoped he could get on Professor Grimalkin's good side, and sneak writing his reply to Marvo.

Kat waved her wand at the large pile of flowers that she had received, and it floated in front of her.

"Come on then." She led the way back to the dorm. 

As they entered the Ravenclaw common room she asked, "So what is all this about then?" She got a number of vases out of a cupboard as she asked and started to put the flowers in after producing some water.

Luckily she hadn't gone up to the dorm, or a real sight would have met her eyes. The flower that she had in the hall weren't apparently the only ones!

Nimue tried to convey to Kat the feeling she had had on that first day with Anders. "It was strange almost from that first moment there was something inevitable about things between us. As though we'd always known each other or that our souls knew each other or something. Destiny.  Anyway, after that and before dinner I went to the lakeside, you know the spot where we talked to Marvo, in order to think and he was there. We ended up talking quite deeply and it was obvious that something had happened for both of us."

She paused and looked at her friend. "Anyway, there it is. We both knew right then that nothing can come of this. At least not here and not now. That the obstacles..the obstacles are just.. " she closed her eyes and sighed deeply.  "It's really hard to keep distance sometimes. Marcus already twigged 

what had happened but so long as he sees that we are not taking things any further, that everything is proper, he won't tell my Father. Likewise, Professor McGonagall has had words with me about what the consequences of any 'friendship' that was deemed improper could be for Anders. So, there is no way we can be boyfriend and girlfriend - no way at all."

"I'm so sorry. I guess my relationship with Marvo probably doesn't help." Replied Kat, "You seem to have all the bad luck in these sort of things. So Anders feels the same about you then?"

Nimue blushed deeply, "It doesn't feel like bad luck. It feels wonderful and terrible at the same time. And about him feeling the same, oh I do hope so. Maybe I shouldn't hope that but I do.

As for you and Marvo's relationship it doesn't hurt me or anything. I mean yes I wish I could have that sort of freedom but then there are barriers for the two of you as well - me being the main one I guess."

Nimue checks her watch. "Oh my gosh the time. We're late for DADA! Of all the classes...we'd better go."

"Oh, dear, hang on, I need to get my books." Kat dashed off to her dorm. She came down the stairs at a slightly more sedate pace...

"You have no idea what that idiot has done!" She said grinning from ear to ear. "You should see my dorm! My side of the room is now knee deep in flowers of all differing colours and types. And just for good measure in the centre of my bed was a large box of chocolates! He definitely took you seriously! So if you want some flowers to decorate your room I have a few spare." She laughed. Obviously really happy that Marvo was making soooo much effort.  "Right, let's go." 

"I'd love some. They will make up for my being so sad and not having a proper boyfriend to send me flowers and chocolates." She said this with quite a light note to her voice.

The two girls raced off to DADA but arrived to find the door closed and the sound of Anders' voice sounding quite stern addressing a student.  "Oh dear, we'd better go in quietly and maybe we won't get in too much trouble. Fingers crossed."

Girl Talk and the Invisible Boy

Back in the Great Hall Yvette looked at her plate and placed her napkin in her lap. She poured some salt on her eggs, then threw some over her shoulder a little obtrusively. She speared some with her fork and began eating, averting her eyes from the plate of sausage and bacon in front of her.

Madison took a seat across from Yvette and smiled.  "Good morning," she greeted, before starting on her own breakfast.

Yvette grinned at her friend. "Morning!" She said the word without a trace of an accent. The next words she said sounded slightly French, and she looked sheepish. "I think being around here's not good for me! I'm losing my accent." She paused for a moment, looking thoughtful. "Is that possible?"

Madison smiled and shrugged.  "Yeah, it's probably possible...I think I'm starting to lose my American 'accent'." She took a sip of pumpkin juice. "So, are you going to this Valentine's thing?"

"What Valentine's day thing?" She asked with a grin, sipping some apple juice.

"There's going to be a Valentine's dance type thing...I probably won't go.  Or I'll just go to sit back and watch the others dance.  Is there anyone you want to go with?" Madison asked with a smile. 

Yvette flushed bright red immediately. "Non! At least...not really..." She returned to her normal colour. "What about you? You can't just sit at a DANCE!"

Madison grinned.  "If you saw me dance, you'd want me to sit down, too! Really, though...I'll probably just go stag if nobody asks me.  Better than sitting in the Commons alone. I guess I'll just wing it when I get there..." 

"I'm sure you dance wonderfully!" Yvette protested after swallowing a mouthful. "We can wear pink and red!" She smiled. "I love those colours!" 

Elia who is sitting nearby proffers the Gladrags catalog. "Would you like to take a look? I 

mean, if you don't have dress robes?" She smiles shyly.

"Sure! And thank you!" Yvette smiles and flips through some of the pages. "Is there one in here you're wearing?"

Elia smiles back. "No, I ordered this one..." She points to one with a much lower price tag.  She looks a bit embarrassed. 

"I love it!" Yvette grins, sensing the other girl is uncomfortable. "Of course, I'm not sure which one to get. You've got good taste...any ideas?"

Elia looks carefully at Yvette for a minute, studying her. "Well... I think you'd looks a bit better in pink than red..." <insert discussion of robes> Elia points out a few different robes on the smiling and waving models. She seems a little surprised at her own boldness, but still pleased.

"You should be a fashion designer when you're older!" Yvette says with a touch of admiration. Why, this girl could be French!

Elia flushes with pleasure. "Thank you," she says quietly, smiling.

"Yeah, you're good at this," Madison agreed.  "Do you think you can help me find something, too?"

"Well..." Elia studies Madison's face. She's known both these girls for some time, but she's always been a little bit of an outsider, watching, but not participating. "Well, you've got dark hair and eyes... I think maybe red? And……." The girls continue to discuss robes for some time.

Arcadia gets up from her seat with a big smile on her face and wanders out. Pantalaimon by her side.

" It will take more than a pretty robe to make them look good Pan" She giggles to herself as she leaves the room.

"Yeah, all we need to do to look good is stand next to you," Madison muttered as Arcadia left the room.  She turned back to Elia.        "Red...okay, let's see if there's anything red in here that I can 

afford.  That should narrow choices down a bit," Madison added with a smile.

Elia smiles. She points to a red dress (gasp! a colour is revealed!). "That's the one I got..." She points out several others, somewhat plainer than the more expensive ones. "But you don't really need frills and shiny things... Not like some..." She throws a dark glance at Arcadia's retreating back, then glances at her watch. "Oh, no! It's almost time for Defence Against the Dark Arts!"

Madison looked up from the catalogue.  "Oh, we'd better hurry then..." She grabbed her bookbag and turned back to Yvette and Elia.  "Ready to go?"

"We'd better!" Yvette agrees, balancing an armful of books.

********

At the very end of the Ravenclaw table, a boy sat hunched over a book. He had on a pair of thick, foggy glasses that hid his lint-green eyes, and stringy blonde hair that stuck up in all directions. 

He dimpled when he smiled, but he did that so rarely he was hardly aware of the fact.

No one ever noticed Jacob. They took him for granted, barely even acknowledging his presence. As a first year, he'd talked occasionally, but for the past two years hadn't spoken a word to his 

fellow students.  Students never noticed Jacob. The teachers whispered that he was some sort of genius. He'd never even thought of it like that, just knew that his hunger for knowledge had never been satisfied. There was so much he wanted to learn, so much he wanted to do...

Jacob hardly ever ate. He was too busy with his work, so busy he didn't even notice the way other students shovelled food down their throats. When they went to Hogsmeade, he chose to stay behind, 

wanting to finish up everything due for the next month so he'd have time to study.

At the orphanage, all the other boys had teased him. He was no good at anything, they said, except for sticking his nose in a book. He'd been beaten up several times, and once they'd even broken his arm. 

So, in general, he didn't trust others kids. He got thinner and thinner as no one demanded that he eat. Mr. Underhill, the man in charge of the orphanage, had always stood over him and watched. Now he was tall and lanky, with knobbly knees and a chin face.

There was another reason Jacob avoided others, one so dark he scarcely liked to admit it to himself. If anyone made a friendly approach, he pushed them away. He couldn't draw anyone else into his frustrated thoughts, and he certainly didn't want anyone to suffer what he'd been going through the past three years.

On the outside, he looked like any other worried third year. His clothing was slightly threadbare, and his glasses hadn't been cleaned for ages, but he still appeared normal. The expression on his face as he chanced a glance around was one of nervousness and total confusion. Looks can be deceiving....

Just Another Day/DaDA Class

Anders stared at the calendar.  February13th.

Somehow, he wasn't quite sure how, it was his 23rd birthday today.  He'd spent his last birthday in...That Place, and he didn't feel much happier about it now.  He'd stopped celebrating his birthdays after his mother died - he only had his father, and Daffyd Grimalkin cared little, if at all

about such things.

He glanced across at the small box in the corner of the room that he'd used to dispose of the several Howlers that had been delivered to him following Rita Skeeter's article.  He'd not been overly bothered by them, choosing simply to explode them into smithereens rather than read them.

Somewhat grouchily, he pulled on his black robes and glowered morosely at his reflection in the mirror.  He looked young for his age, he always had, but that didn't stop the feeling of dread he had in the pit of his stomach. Just another year away from Nimue, that was all he could see it as.

He wasn't in a good mood. Stomping down the main staircase, he headed straight out for a birthday

cigarette.  To hell with breakfast.  He'd not shown his face at breakfast or dinner since the article, preferring instead to keep a low profile.

It was a chill February morning as he stood in his customary Smoking Spot, pondering life in general, and he began to shiver a little with the cold. The grass was damp and there as a smell of wet peat in the air, which made him think of mountains and lakes...and the landscape he would create regularly as an illusion for his mother.  She'd been enthralled by her son's magical/artistic talent and nothing had given him greater pleasure than creating them for her. He missed her. He continued his cigarette in silence.

After a few moments of tears and homesickness and staring over the lake, Alpha returns to the entrance of Hogwarts. There are some classes she has to attend to, and in the afternoon she had to go to the library to help. Without noticing professor Grimalkin she enters the Great Hall. Her eyes still a bit red, she fumbles her handkerchief in her pocket, and goes to the Slytherin common room, to get her books and quills for classes. She feels very, very tired as always as she's in a homesickness mood. Oh, how

she longs for the Dutch countryside, the beautiful flatness of the country and of course her parents and siblings. "Niet aan denken" you can hear her mumble. Miss Eezy, her cat tries to comfort Alpha but this time she does not completely succeed.

Had he been feeling less full of self-pity, Anders would have followed the unhappy-looking Alpha.  As it was, his mood simply didn't allow for sympathy.  He stubbed out his cigarette viciously and strode down the corridor to the DADA classroom.

Slamming the door open, he marched inside and hurled himself into his chair He did not quite know why his mood was so black.  He hadn't felt this way since he'd been at school himself.  It was almost as if there was a bit of him inside trying to get out.

He hadn't even bothered with a shave that morning, and the young Professor's face was covered with a two-day growth of stubble, and his normally neat hair was somewhat mussed and untidy. Did he care? Hell, no.  It was his birthday, after all. He scowled and began to work through the papers on his desk, his heart not really in it.

Niki's face was flushed and she looked angry when she arrives at the DADA classroom. Dylan not seeming to have arrived yet, she leaned against the wall, running over their conversation in her head, but she soon became bored. Patience was not one of Niki's virtues. She peers in the door, which is open a crack. Seeing Professor Grimalkin sitting morosely at his desk, she ponders whether or not to say 

hello. A sudden waft of chalk dust from the blackboard causes another violent coughing fit, and she bumps into the door. Her quandary seeming to have been solved for her, she stands up and, smiling 

shyly, says, "Good morning, Professor Grimalkin."

Turning to stare coldly at the student who had interrupted - no, completely derailed - his train of thought, Anders' blue eyes narrowed.  "Come in if you're coming in, if not, leave and shut the door," he said in an impatient voice.  He bent his head down over his work, and his unbound hair fell around his face, shutting out Niki.  Irritably, he swatted it out of the way, until finally he yanked it back viciously and put it into a band.

Noticing Niki was still standing in the door, his voice raised a level or two.  "Well?  In or out?  It's up to you.  And your homework should go there."  He stabbed a finger at a spot on the desk. This was not the quiet, timid Professor Grimalkin of previous weeks.  This was almost an entirely different kettle of fish.

Niki looks very surprised, and immediately comes in, closing the door behind her. She puts her homework on the desk, then takes a desk in the third row slightly towards the right. As she takes her books from her bag, she wonders why he seems so upset, and feels her nose tingle as it always does when she's about to cry. Biting on the inside of her lip, she wills the tears to go away and stares hard at the wood grain on the desk.

He could see that he had upset her, and his anger began to dissipate.  He couldn't bring himself to say anything to her, however, and pulled her homework in.  He scanned through it, and was mildly pleased to see that everything he'd said had touched at least *one* student.

He graded it with an 'A', and got up, sliding it onto the desk in front of her.  "Well done," he said, a little gruffly.  "Very good work. And...uh...I'm sorry for snapping at you...just then." With that, he walked back to his seat and hid himself back in his work.

Niki smiled up at him, her tears gone before they could fall. "Thank you," she said. "It's all right, really. And... umm... it was a very interesting lesson."

**********

Having arrived in the Slytherin dorm, Alpha sees her bed... And as tired as she is now, completely emotionally drained, she lets herself fall on the bed, just for a few minutes. But thinking of her family and her hometown she falls asleep.  Miss Eezy, her cat, sees this as an opportunity to explore Hogwarts.  She wanders around the corridors sniffing and snooping around.

So as Alpha is asleep in the Slytherin dorm, her cat, Miss Eezy wanders around, exploring Hogwarts. She's a Siamese cat with beautiful blue eyes and she's very friendly towards everyone, although she doesn't like to be picked up by just anyone. She first must have "sniffed" the person and if she approves of you, then will allow them to stroke her.

A small gray kitten scampers up to Miss Eezy, purring and batting at the other cat's tail. It's Skotadi, Niki's cat, who seems to have become separated from her. Miss Eezy sniffs and purrs also, as if she agrees that the little cat can come along.

A few moments later, a second cat emerges from a corridor. She's a large black cat, and she stares at Skotadi with an uncomfortable amount of intelligent for an animal. Hissing, she launches at him, 

claws bared.

Skotadi dashes down the hall as soon as he possibly can, whimpering from a torn ear and a very bloody gash across his nose. He manages to elude Belen, and ends up outside Professor McGonagall's office. 

Batting at the door and mewing loudly, he tries to get in.

Miss Eezy strolls down the corridors, sniffing curiously around. She finds herself outside the DADA classroom, where she hears a familiar voice but she strolls past the classroom looking for some excitement. She climbs several stairs, the last one moves up in a very strange and creepy way. There's another room, closed, so she cannot enter. She meows demandingly ( in a way only Siamese cats can).

Who's office might this be?

***********

Winifred had decided to skip breakfast. Instead, she partook in some much-needed slumber. She was feeling a bit stressed about all the homework the teachers were assigning, staying up to try and get 

everything perfect. She was also a bit apprehensive about the Valentine's feast, not having secured a "date" and all.

But now it was time for Defence Against the Dark Arts and she didn't want to be late. She entered the classroom, turned in her essay, and took a seat near Niki. "Morning Niki. How was breakfast?"

Niki makes a face. "More howlers... It wasn't much fun." She sighs. "I hate that Skeeter woman. I wish someone'd write something about *her.* See how she likes it..." she mutters, then shakes her head and smiles. "It was... okay, though," she says, thinking of the note from Dylan.

Anders marked Winifred's assignment with a 'B'.  "Stop that talking," he said, brusquely, looking across at them.  "This isn't a social event, it's a classroom."  Checking himself, with an almost bewildered expression on his face, he added, "at least, keep it down.  I'm trying to work here."

His eyes kept straying, almost yearningly, towards the door.

"Sorry to hear about the howlers. Hopefully you'll start getting less when people forget about the article. I wish Arcadia had never come to this school, she's just so...so...conniving." Winifred looked 

thoroughly disgusted.

"She's foul," Niki says irritably. "D'you have a date for the dance?" At the professor's request, she speaks much more quietly.

Katia enters, sitting well away from Niki. Almost at the same time, an owl swoops in the window, dropping a very large red envelope, which is smoking at the edges, before it flies back out the window.

"Maybe it's a birthday card," Katia suggests, smiling in mock innocence.

Anders stared at the envelope, his face draining of colour.  They were normally not so...ripe...when he received them.  This one had to be exploded quickly before it spurted forth its Howler nastiness.

Heedless of the students in the room, he tossed the Howler almost nonchalantly into the corner of the room, flicked his wand into his hand and murmured a few words.  Magic streaked from his wand tip and destroyed the envelope.  Bits of voice could be heard, but no coherent sentences.  Some of the escaped words still made him wince, however.

"MURDERER!  GUILTY!  NEVER LET OUT!  AZKABAN!  NOT RIGHT!  RESIGN!"

Then, the words disappeared and the young DADA Professor shook himself back into attention. That made fourteen so far.

Niki looks very angry and mutters something about "les imbéciles très emmerdant..." She glares at Katia, then at the remains of the howler, and resolves to ask Professor Grimalkin what he did to it to keep it from talking.

Winifred sighs upon hearing Niki's question. "I don't have one yet. I'm a little disappointed, but I'll just have to enjoy myself anyway."

"I bet anything someone'll ask you," Niki whispers, smiling encouragingly. She really hoped Winifred wouldn't ask whether she had a date...

Dylan slipped into DADA as quickly and quietly as he could, keeping low so as not to attract attention.  He kept away from Niki, too, unwilling to make her a target for more attention that she had previously been.  Like a falcon scanning the forest below, Dylan's stormy eyes darted across the room, taking in the inhabitants.  He was in the back for reasons of his own--it made keeping a low profile easier, mostly.  And that low profile seemed to be his over-riding goal for the moment.  However, he realised there was homework to turn in, and he ruffled through his bag for a moment, unable to recall where he'd put it.  It had to be here somewhere....didn't it?

Niki felt inordinately disappointed when Dylan skulked into the back of the class, but managed a small smile at him. 

Dylan looked up in time to catch the smile and offered a tiny one of his own.  He felt better now, having found his homework, and as quickly as he could manage, he darted up to Professor Grimalkin's 

desk and stuck it in the pile then hurried back to his seat, head down, hands in his pockets as usual.  Dylan just hoped he hadn't botched this assignment.  But seeing as this wasn't Transfiguration, 

Charms, Potions, Arithmancy, Divination or any of his other classes, at least he had a chance, as small as that chance might be.  He didn't want to think about that, though.

Anders picked up on the furtiveness of Dylan's movements and watched him carefully from below long black eyelashes.  The young Welsh student was so like he himself had been at that age that it was almost a physical pain to be reminded.  But there were enough differences there for Anders to have

high hopes for the boy.

Scanning through the lad's homework, he smiled to himself.  This, at least, was one thing where Dylan could take some comfort.  His eloquence in describing the elements was sheer poetry, and it was evident that, despite initial reservations, the boy had a natural talent for understanding the concept that Anders had outlined last week.  He felt a slight pang of jealousy.  He himself had shone at nothing.  He had read book after book after book, but it all seemed to fall into the abyss of his mind, never to be seen again.

He graded the paper and walked across to Dylan.  "Good job," he said, smiling.  "An A."

When Yvette, Madison and Elia reach the door of the DaDA class, Yvette juggles her books and various papers to find her  homework, dropping half of them. She triumphantly places the sheet on 

the desk, then attempts to pick them all up.

Andy walked down the hall towards DADA class. A class he couldn't wait to attend! He went inside the classroom door and saw that they had not yet started the class. *I hope Nimue and Kat get here on time* he thought to himself. He approached the Professor's desk.

"Good morning, Professor," he said. "Here is my assignment. Shall I place it right here? Okay. Thank you." Andy sat down with the utmost dignity and grace. He wanted to make an impression, and he hoped he was doing so. He spent so much time and effort on his paper he really hoped to get an A. But then again...getting a bad grade would be the least of his problems.

Noting the time, and that class should have started five minutes ago, Anders glowered at Andy as he arrived.  "I notice that there is some extremely serious timekeeping going on here today," he said, getting a little hot around the collar.  "I may be the newest teacher in the school, but I would appreciate a *little* respect."

He stood up, and pointed his wand at the door, which flew shut with a slam. In a voice that was thick with his bad mood, he began.  "We will commence today's class by going over last week's 'challenge'."

With another flick of the wand, the chalk began its scratching on the board. "We discussed the various ways to 'combat' elements.  Let's start with the first group."

The chalk worked.

"Air versus Air - is obviously a Draw.  Air versus water, however, there is a clear winner.  Cold air can freeze water in its tracks.  Given these two examples, tell me what the results of Air versus fire and air versus earth are..." He span around and his eyes fixed on his 'victim'. "Niki."

"Fire would defeat air because fire consumes air when it burns. Air can move earth around, like in tornadoes, so air would defeat earth." Niki looks quite pleased with herself for being able to answer his 

question. She had been sure of the first part, but not so confident of the second.

Arcadia strolls into class, Pantalaimon at her heels, a comb in her hand

" Sorry I'm late" She says and adds almost as an after thought " I just had to take all my cards to my room, they were getting too heavy to carry around" She takes her seat, patting Pantalaimon's head as he sits beside her.

"Good, Niki, you're thinking along the right lines - but surely air moving earth around means that earth gets stronger?  No - those two elements are on a par.  That combination would ultimately result in a draw.  Good answer, though."  He smiled briefly at her and then turned his annoyed expression to

Arcadia.

"Miss Fudge.  SO glad you could finally join us.  Perhaps you would care to tell the class, that, given the principle of water versus water resulting in a draw, what would happen in the event of water versus fire and water versus earth?  After all, you clearly know enough about these elementals to not need to complete the homework assignment I set for you."

Arcadia, who had not been paying attention suddenly looks up and goes pale. "Sorry what?"" Pantalaimon looks straight at Grimalkin and gives him a very evil look, slightly baring his teeth.

Anders shook his head, in mock sadness.  "Miss Fudge.  I am so VERY disappointed in you!  I was counting on you to relate your vast knowledge to the rest of us who aren't so fortunate as to know everything with no need for such futility as homework."  He gave her a smile, and it wasn't entirely

pleasant.  "You have a second chance to answer the question, Miss Fudge. Water versus earth and water versus fire.  In your own time.  No rush.  We have all day, do we not, class?"

His head was starting to ache, and it was most unpleasant, not helping his black mood one little bit.

Arcadia (and Pantalaimon)Look Daggers at Professor Grimalkin. " Well 'SIR'. That would depend on where you are SIR. I mean. If your in the middle of the ocean, then water would win, if you were in the middle of a volcano then fire would win."

Then she smiles. " And anyway. Why are they fighting Sir? Aren't 'good' things supposed to work together? I though only 'Dark' Wizards fought the elements? GOOD wizards would not worry about such things and use them all in harmony. Or are you trying to tell us that sometimes dark magic is okay? that we won't always be sent to 'AZKABAN' if we were to use dark magic? I mean, it sounds like 'The Magnificent' Oh, sorry I mean Marvo got away with it. So Some people can, even if some people end up being put on trial and so on" She looks innocently at Professor Grimalkin.

Madison glared.  "Just because you're using the elements that way, doesn't mean it's dark magic.  We have wizard duels, too, but that doesn't mean we're Dark Wizards or anything...Nobody here is using dark magic, and if  you were TRULY guilty of it, you probably would be sent to Azkaban...but 

mistakes happen, too. Sometimes people just like to believe what they want to because it makes for good gossip," she added, pointedly.

"Beautiful!" Yvette whispered with a proud grin. "We don't call you Maddy for nothing!"

Arcadia completely ignores Madison, and continues to stare at Professor Grimalkin. But Pantalaimon turns for a moment to glare at Madison, then back to the Professor.

Dylan was grinning, through he kept his head low enough that no one noticed.  He'd finally gotten an A on an assignment.  And Arcadia was being picked on.  The combination of those two things were enough to make him grin.  He knew the answer, knew it easily.  Yes, maybe he would be decent in this class after all.

Arcadia's words were like physical blows.  One.  Two.  Three.  It was all he could do not to double over with the pain of what she was saying.  But -probably to Arcadia's great benefit - before he could respond, the door opened, and two late entrants came in.  Without even turning to see who it

was, he bellowed over his shoulder.

"Detention.  No argument.  I am sick and tired of people refusing to take me seriously.  I will not have thi..." He turned. All the anger seemed to drain out of him and he went deathly pale.  "Miss

Black.  Miss Hawkwood.  Uh."

He moved away from Arcadia and sat down at his desk, his face just on the pink side of red.  "Sit down.  We have started the class. Uh...detention...yes...well...um...I'll let you know about it.  And Miss

Fudge - I would like to speak to you after class."

He went very quiet and massaged his temples.  "Can ANYONE tell me the answer to...uh...to the question I just asked?"

Niki raises her hand. "Water versus earth would be a tie, water versus fire would have water winning if they were in the same quantity, but if there was a significantly larger amount of fire, the water would boil away, and fire would win."

Kat couldn't believe it! Detention? That was too much. "Oh, sorry Sir, I was about to say 'Sorry we are late but we had an over enthusiastic boyfriend to deal with.' But seeing as you have already given us detention due to being upset with Arcadia, and you obviously don't want to hear why we are late then I will just sit down in the corner. Don't mind me. Oh and someone told me it was your birthday, I hope you are having a good one!" She stalked off to the corner of the room and got her books out.

Anders looked up from rubbing his temples at Kat.  "Miss Black, I..."  His blue eyes were wounded and hurt, but he knew he had to stand his ground. "We will discuss this later," he affirmed, hoping that the apology in his eyes would carry to her.

It was time to start the class.

For once, to his own amazement, Dylan raised his hand.  "Water could also beat earth, if'n y' think about it.  Water can erode a mountain, yet earth can't destroy water," he offered quietly.  He'd never 

spoken in this class, save the first day when he told Katia to be quiet.  He didn't quite know why he was speaking now.  But he knew this.  He knew it in a way he couldn't really explain.  But that gave 

him a measure of confidence he'd never felt.

The Fire Demon

A roar from the back of the classroom caused the students to jump.  Anders quirked one dark eyebrow.  "That," he said, almost nonchalantly, as he began to cross the room, "is a fire demon.  One of a very few that have been raised in captivity.  We are fortunate indeed that the Ministry of Magic saw fit to spare it for your studies."  There was a faint note of  sarcasm in his voice, and seeing the look of puzzlement that crossed everyone's face, he explained further.

"Elemental spirits such as the fire demon need to grow and learn even as you do.  This one was summoned very early on its existence by a wizard who held it captive.  It was later turned over to the Ministry of Magic for containment.  All the time it is enslaved and held captive in its 'prison',

it is virtually harmless."

He muttered, 'Lumos' under his breath, and a soft glow illuminated the corner.  The entity that stood, encased in a cage seemingly constructed from little other than spider thread was truly awful to behold.

It was tall and lanky, towering over the 6'4" Professor, who looked up at it mildly.  It was apparently constructed completely from living flame.  Sinewy arms reached out, grasping for Anders as he approached, and the look of sheer malevolence in the thing's burning red eyes spoke of the unspeakable horrors it would work on the Professor should it have the opportunity.

"The cage is constructed from Aquanoleum," said Anders, looking as though he was totally unaware of the glowing hatred in the demon's face.  "Aquanoleum is a physical manifestation of a water spell, woven into threads that bind together in a web to prevent the fire demon from acting."

His eyes met the demons briefly and he sighed.  "I do not personally like to see such entities imprisoned in this way.  They belong to the volcanoes, to the centre of the earth from where they come, not in a cage in a Ministry building."  His words seemed to be spoken directly to the demon, not the class.  "It is with regret that I was advised that all the immature demons were still too…frisky, shall we say, for the DADA class.  This one is older, more world-wise, and less likely to turn.  I do not wish to cause it unnecessary harm, but…your curriculum is, after all, your curriculum."  He moved to the cage.

"It has been brought here for today's class for you to witness at first hand what you should do in the event of attack from one of these things.  Many fire demons are…mischievous as opposed to truly evil - but there are some - " and here he glanced sideways at the thing, "that will destroy until they are vanquished for no reason other than they can do it."

"Our experiments today will figure very heavily around the fire elemental.  Normally, the Ministry would perform this service for me in advance, but they are, apparently, too busy and have requested that I do this myself.  Please note that the spell I am about to cast is one that is as close to the Dark Arts as you can get without crossing the line."

His voice shook a little as he said this.  But, confidently, he stood before the cage again, and bowed his head, almost apologetically.  Anyone close enough would hear him mutter an apology to the demon before he held up his wand and chanted 'Brimstone multiplartum!"

There would be two things the truly observant would notice when Anders cast this spell.  The first was that a faint sheen of sweat broke out on his face, and the second was that the clear crystal pendant he wore around his neck seemed to glow faintly orange.

The thing let out a roar of rage? Pain?  It was impossible to tell which - and several tiny sparks leapt forth from it, burning on the ground before Anders.  He knelt down and picked one up in his bare hand.

"Here," he said, dropping it into the palm of Dylan who was nearest.  "Take it.  It won't hurt you.  It's incapable of hurting you - it's a neo-demon.  It is a child of our fiery friend there, and will be neither 

good nor evil unless you teach it one or the other."

He scooped up the other dancing flames gently, almost paternally, and began dropping them on the student's desks.  "I want you to study these neo-demons for the remainder of this class, and I am going to teach you the four very basic element spells that you can use to examine elemental effects on the fire element."

The pendant around his neck had reverted to its dormant state, and he glanced down at it, a look of relief crossing his face briefly.  Then he seemed to pull himself together, and the chalk sprang to life again.

"To cast a simple spell of water on the demon, the spell is 'Aqueatus'.  Wands down, repeat the words after me, please."  He repeated the process for 'Terraneus' for earth, 'Cumulus' for air and 'Pyrolus' for 

fire."  Then he nodded.

"All yours," he said.  "Experiment, and note."

And all the while, the parent demon in its cage at the back of the room was staring at him balefully.  He returned its stare with an apologetic gaze of his own, then looked away, ending the Lumos spell and returning to his seat, troubled.

The students on the whole enjoyed their class though Arcadia appeared to enjoy poking her little demon. A few students received slight burns but on the whole it was a successful practical lesson.

**********

Encounter at the Bike Shed

(Note: This is taken from a transcript of an IC chat between the two characters. Although it never appeared on the general list it introduces a number of later themes.) 

Anders stood behind the shed where his bike was housed, smoking somewhat despondently on a cigarette.  The day had started poorly and the…situation he'd just found himself in with Arcadia had troubled him more than he dared admit.  His headache seemed to be worsening as the day went on.

Nimue, wondering where the Professor had gone, had come outside, being fully aware of his 'haunt', and now rounded the corner.  She saw him. "Professor?" she said, gently.

The young DADA Professor almost dropped his cigarette.  "M...M...Miss Hawkwood?"  Seeing his clearly shaken state, she moved a little closer.  "Are you all right sir?"

"M..me? Uh...yes...uh...think maybe..."  He tailed off, and looked up at her, hurt in his eyes, then spoke truthfully.  "No.  No I'm not."

She was concerned.  "What's wrong?"

In a wretched voice, his head drooping, he replied.  "All those things...those things about...That Place...they still hurt...I can pretend that they don't...but they do..."

"I could kick Arcadia for those things she keeps saying."  

Anders shook his head. "It's not JUST her though, is it?  I got...fourteen Howlers...FOURTEEN!"

"Stupid people."  She folded her arms across her chest and looked stubborn. 

The young man's blue eyes lifted to meet hers. "Stupid?  Or...right...?"  He looked close to tears, and Nimue's tender heart filled with pity for him. "I'm sorry about that article. It must have been awful for you.  Not right."

They avoided eye contact for a while, then she came out with her reason for seeking him.  "I wanted to wish you happy birthday."

Anders looked at her and managed a smile.  "I tend not to celebrate them any more...but...thank you.  Thank you very much."

"If I had known I would have got you something - secretly."

He smiled shyly at her.  "You're here.  Now.  That's...enough."  There was something oddly hesitant about him, as though he seemed almost reluctant to move closer to her.  She sighed heavily. "This about sums us up always keeping proper distance."

Even more wretchedly than before, he shook his head.  "I'd hate for someone to think I was like this...with all my students..."  He lit another cigarette and fixed her with a pleading look.  "You know it's just you, right?"  He was clearly very agitated about something.

Nimue nodded.  "Yes. I trust you."  And to emphasise her point, she added, "You're not like that."

Anders was silent and contemplative.  Then, suddenly, as if changing the subject, which was, in fact the case, he asked, almost conversationally, "What do you recommend for headaches, Nimue?"

She furrowed her brow.  "What sort of headache?"

Anders touched his temples and the base of his neck.  "Here...and here mostly..."

She frowned.  "Back of neck is strange - can indicate... no, sorry."  She stopped the line of conversation, seeing the look of worry that crossed his face.

"Can indicate what?  What?"

"No, it's just that the back of the neck…it's a vulnerable place for wizarding folk."  She smiled.  "Probably just tension. I'd suggest a bath and a massage."

"I can manage the bath."

"I wish I could offer the massage."

Anders looked at her, a wicked glint coming into his eyes, just momentarily. "Me too..."

Nimue smiled.  "As a healer of course."

"Of course.  I wouldn't expect anything less."

Nimue wished she could touch him but continued keeping a proper distance between them.

Anders was clearly not 'all there', as he said, in an even more distracted way, "My hands are cold.  Feel."  He held them out to her, and she took them in her own, startled by the icy chill that she touched.

"Oh, yes they are."  She looked at him in concern.  "You may be coming down with something."

"Do I feel like I have a temperature?  Everything feels hot to my hands." He WAS a little flushed and his eyes seemed brighter than normal.

Nimue placed a gentle hand on his forehead and frowned.  "You are a little warm…"  She watched him as he closed his eyes wearily and muttered something about a fountain.  The memory of that first day came back to her and she smiled, whispering, "And a garden…"

With his eyes still closed, he murmured, "And...it was just us..."

Suddenly aware of what she is doing, Nimue swallowed a little nervously. "I shouldn't really be playing nurse with you…" But Anders seemed lost in his own thoughts, and seemingly didn’t hear what she said.  "I want that back...just you and me..."

Nimue bit her lip.  "I wish we could…"  Like him, she closed her eyes and visualised the scene and they both realised with a start that it was more than just an imagined place.  They both touched on the same scene, simultaneously, and it filled up their senses with its remote beauty. Anders opened his eyes with a start, and the image was lost. "What...the...."

Nimue breathed in.  " Oh…"  Anders began to worry slightly and let go of her hands.

"You're right...y..you shouldn't be out here with m..me...you might be seen...."  He looked greatly disturbed by what had just transpired, and Nimue looked at him with tears standing in her eyes.

"What's wrong?"

He looked at her, yearningly.  "I...could have just...lost myself in that moment..."

"Me too."

He carefully took her hands again and his voice was soft, and loving. "Think we could...try again?"

"Alright."  They both closed their eyes and then, from somewhere in the back of her mind she felt his presence, and his voice calling her name.  She responded gladly, and he carried on.

~What's happening here?  I....know this isn't real...but...~

~Don't say it isn't real.~  A pause.  ~Our minds are touching.~

The bodiless voice was filled with wonderment.  ~How is that possible?~

~I don't know.~  She paused.  ~Perhaps because we care so much for each other?~

Before Anders could respond, and before either of them could explore this strange occurrence any further, Nimue sensed a sudden…jolt of blackness from him, which severed the link, and the scene winked out of existence.  Anders let go of her hands and stumbled back, clutching briefly at his head,

muttering in pain.  She sighed.

"I think I must have touched on that headache."  She looked at him closely. "Are you sure that demon didn't - you know.."

Anders looked like he was in real pain.  "Yes...I think you must have..." His own brow furrowed.  "What about the demon?"

"Well I sensed something - it didn't feel like you.  I thought maybe the demon might have sent the headache "

"No...that's not its nature.  That's too subtle."

She shrugged.  "Maybe - was odd though."

"Demons just enjoy...destruction."

"True."

There was a silence, and he said, finally, "I...used to get headaches like this all the time when I was at school...maybe it just attacks that bit of my mind that touched yours...."  He winced at the sharpness of the pain. "I think I should go see Madam Pomfrey...this is hurting...or maybe...just a lie down..."

"Sounds like a good idea."

There was a sudden expression of mischievousness in Anders' face.  "Wanna come with me?"

"I'd better not walk with you I guess..."  His words sank in and she arched an eyebrow, amused.  "Not to lie down I take it?"

Very suggestively, he looked at her.  "Well..we might lie down...eventually…"  Then he immediately blushed furiously at the words that were his, but not his.  Nimue blushed too and he clapped a hand over his mouth.  "God, I'm sorry.  That was...crude of me..."

"I assumed you were joking with me," she brushed off his apology with a smile.  

He shook his head. "I'm not quite...feeling myself today..."  His face contorted with the effort of biting back the words that were trying to follow this statement. To his relief, he succeeded.  

Nimue looked at him carefully. "Anders? You're teasing me."

He swallowed.  "I'm sorry..I should go and rest."

"Everyone's gone to dinner I'll walk with you…" She looked up.  "Unless you think I shouldn't?"

Very vague and confused, he stared at her.  "Fine.  Yes...that'd be..."  He frowned and seemed to think.  "Uh...sorry? What was it you said?"

She was quite concerned now.  "You're not well…"

Almost snappishly, he responded, "I'm fine, I just need to rest..."  His face looked a little on the flushed side again.  She held up her hands. "OK…"

He blinked at her rapidly.  "This headache is...killer."

She looked at him with tenderness.  "What do you want me to do?"

Anders grinned a little suggestively.  "What I want you to do and what you can do are two different thi..."  He stared at her in abject horror and backed up against the shed.

Knowing that there was something terribly wrong now, as this wasn't like him, she took a step backwards.  "Anders? You're scaring me a little I think you must have a fever."  He was silent, and there was sweat forming on his brow even as she spoke.  She put a hand back to his head and was shocked. "You're burning now…"

Anders swallowed, closing his eyes.  "I...will go take that bath you mentioned...I'll speak to Professor McGonagall, get someone to cover my classes for a day or two..."

Nimue nodded.  "Good idea."  She could sense more than see how wound up he was.  "I am sorry I couldn't do more to help…"

He seemed faintly disoriented as he spoke.  "I'll...I think I'd better leave now....uh..thanks for ....listening...."

She nodded.  "OK. I'll see you soon I hope…"  She stood back to let him leave.

Anders took a few slightly uncertain steps forward before turning back to her, his voice almost pleading.  "This isn't me, Nimue...I don't know what this headache's about...but..."

"Anders?"  She was unsure what was wrong with the young Professor.  He looked at her as though he would ask for something, but then he seemed to calm down again. "I'm fine.  Just fine.  A good night's sleep and I'll be right as rain."

She sighed.  "Alright. Take care of yourself." 

In a voice more like his own, he smiled shyly at her.  "Nimue?  Thanks for wishing me a happy birthday...."

"You're welcome I just wish I could..."  He took a step towards her.

"Could what?"

She said nothing.  How could she voice the wish that she could give him a birthday kiss when such a thing was an impossibility?  He looked at her levelly.

"That...mind link..."

"Yes?"

"Do you think we have to be...touching, holding hands for it to work...?"

She stared at him, and then, without touching him, closed her eyes, and he did the same.  It was almost with overwhelming joy that he felt that warmth in his mind that was unmistakably her.  He drew in a breath, and she likewise.

~Is this it, Nimue?  Is this the solution?~

~I'm not sure, in some way this is closer than touching.~

His voice sounded tearful.  ~I....this is so....~

In the corporeal world, Nimue reached out and took his hand, gently.  His fingers closed around hers, and when he spoke, his voice was very low and passionate.  "My Nimue...I must leave before I cannot.  Do you understand that?"

She opened her eyes and looked deeply into his.  "Yes, yes I do,"  And before he could say anything else, there was that same violent jolt into his mind and she cringed on his behalf.  "Ouch…"

Anders squeezed her hand. "Never mind..."

"Another time perhaps when that headache is gone…"

"We can try again."  He smiled at her.

"Of course."  She smiled back.  There was a long silence, then he cleared his throat.

"Can I walk you back?  Lunch will be over soon..."

"Yes."

"Then let's go."  He managed another shy smile, and kissed her fingertips lightly.  She blushed.

"I so very much wish..."

"Ssh."  He puts a finger on her lips.  "Save it.  For when we can be on our own."

"OK."  She trusted him implicitly.

Together, they walked back to the school, and it was with reluctance that Anders left her in the Entrance Hall before heading off to find Professor McGonagall.  It was all he could do to see beyond the end of his nose now, so powerful was the headache pressing against the inside of his skull.

McGonagall took one look at his pale face and bewildered expression and immediately sent him off to his room to sleep it off.  She remembered him as having terrible migraines as a student and it seemed that they had carried over into adulthood.

Lying on his bed, the curtains pulled against the glare of the afternoon, Anders closed his eyes and reached out for the garden that was exclusively his and Nimue's. But something blocked it.

Valentine's Day 

The evening of the thirteenth drew to a close, and the students slept soundly, if a little restless with excitement.

Arcadia was up early. By her bed is a stack about a foot tall of cards. She sits at a dresser combing her hair, and has been for about half an hour. Pantalaimon sits at her side, watching attentively.

After classes on Valentine's Day, the excitement was beginning to reach a fever pitch. Girls all over the castle were whispering, giggling, trotting off in twos or threes or fours to try on dress robes or put on makeup. The boys seemed distinctly nonplussed by the sudden number of giggling girls the castle held.

It is currently a few hours before the feast and dance, and everyone is very excited.

********

Alpha suddenly wakes up, then noticed she had slept for almost the whole day and night! She doesn't know what to do first..., go to the teachers and explain why she didn't come yesterday and apologise to the librarian for not helping her that afternoon. She doesn't wonder why no one even noticed she wasn't in her class today or whether they didn't wake her. After all she's a very quiet person and she doesn't stand out.

She gets up from her bed, and she wants to give Miss Eezy a cuddle. She screams: WHERE IS SHE!!!

She runs out of the dorm, knocking over Morticia and Niki, storms out in the common room, looks bewildered  around, but her cat is nowhere in sight.

She runs out into the corridors, yelling: Miss Eezy..., MISS EEZY .....! Her cat doesn't answer and Alpha runs around, bewildered and asks everyone she sees , even Prof. Snape:" Have you seen a Siamese cat, with blue eyes?????? Please???" She seems lost without her cat.

Running around through the corridors, opening classrooms and trying to open some offices and calling all the time, till she's hoarse from yelling. "Please, Miss Eezy, come back, puss, puss, puss..." Alpha knows that Miss Eezy is very stubborn and that she often acts on her own. It's a bit quiet in the corridors, all the students are preparing for Valentine's ball, but Alpha is still looking for her cat. Every time as she sees a student or a Professor or a ghost she asks them: "Have you seen Miss

Eezy, my cat? It's a Siamese cat with blue eyes ?" She looks forlorn, and on the verge of breaking into tears...

Alpha  returns to the Slytherin common room, with red eyes and trembling lips. She hasn't found Miss Eezy. Has anybody seen her? She isn't going to the ball, she wants to pursue the search action but first

she must get some treaties for Miss Eezy, maybe  she'll smell them. She sees Randal sitting in the common room, she nods at him and she's going to the dorm (reluctantly, because she hears the girl's exciting chatter about the dresses and the party) to get the treaties.

Jacob woke up, listening to the other boys in Ravenclaw snore. He grabbed his glasses and put them on upside-down, then wrapped a bathrobe around himself. He took two extremely thick books and walked 

down to the common room, reading one as he went down the stairs. He knocked over a table but didn't even notice, and thuncked into an armchair to read.

**********

Professor Grimalkin had not been seen since the DADA class on Tuesday morning, and his classes had been covered accordingly.  He did, however, finally show up at lunchtime on Valentine's Day, unshaven and bleary eyed, looking tired and irritable.  Even the fact that several owls descended on

him with envelopes in various shades of pink - which *weren't* smoking at edges seemed to do little to lift the perpetual air of gloom that was hanging around him today.

The excitement inherent in the school seemed, in fact, to be making his mood even worse, and he spent most of the afternoon shut away in the DADA classroom, keeping 'an eye' on the fire demon that was presently resident there.

The owl swooped in through an open window and dropped the card in Nimue's lap before flying out again. Nimue opens the card and reads its contents, smiling quite sweetly. She would treasure its words.

** This is some background stuff on motivations of Nimue and Marvo's (real name Malcolm) parents for the betrothal as well as Nimue's father's response to her letter back at the start of term. It is long and narrative. **

Emrys Hawkwood had consulted the oracles a number of times since his daughter's impassioned letter had arrived the first day of the new term. They remain vague and unenlightening. Something had happened to her that day and he was trying hard to fathom exactly what it was without playing the interfering parental figure. He had expected Marcus might be a source of information but the young man had not offered any news and Emrys hadn't probed.

He had expected his daughter to resist the betrothal but eventually to submit to the call of duty. She was a quiet girl but she had been raised with the awareness of the ancient Office held by her family and 

of the need for a renewal of such symbolic forms at this time. The decision for the alliance had not been taken lightly. It had been quietly made during a time just after Voldemort's final fall when it 

seemed some symbol of reconciliation was needed within the older Houses. Titus Ward's dramatic change of heart, recounted in 'Touched by Darkness' had been a great inspiration to others and a 

marriage between these two houses made a fitting tribute to these new times. 

Emrys had considered waiting for a year or two until the young people were older, but there was some pressure from his wife to make some gesture towards the Wards to assure them of his intentions now that he had assumed the hereditary office as Head of the Order of Merlin.  Thus, families and friends had been gathered together for the great announcement of a marriage to be held at date to be determined by consultations with astrologers. 

It had been a shock that both of them had taken the announcement so badly. However, Nimue and Malcolm were attractive young people - they had much in common and were in the same house at Hogwarts. Such a friendship could easily blossom into love.  

Emrys had expected when news of the events at Hogwarts had broken to find that the danger they faced together would cement their bond but it seemed not to have worked out in the way he expected. True, they had worked together as  part of a team. His daughter's deep magical abilities were starting to come to the surface but Malcolm seemed unaffected by them. His natural and genuine response to Nimue was as it had always been brother to sister - protective of her but not stirred in a way he would have expected. The boy was immature for his age though but his daughter was not. A few months older than Malcolm, her upbringing and natural maturity made her seem years older and with the awakening of her magic came stirrings of an older power.

Now he saw in the letter something or someone had awoken her. He doubted it was Marcus, though he was at about an age he might imagine his daughter forming some attachment. Still he would have expected the correct young chevalier to contact him if such had taken place. 

He was not sure what he expected when he consulted the oracles again on the night of the thirteenth February. What surprised him was that while the oracle continued to express uncertainty about the 

correctness of the parental decision, it did finally reveal the presence of the new factor in his daughter's environment. This took the form of a red dragon: passive, hidden but without any doubt a dragon. Ancient memories stirred as he contemplated the figure. 'That's impossible…' he said aloud.  

He wondered though, the power of the Founders been invoked only weeks before and this might merely be some symbol for the spirit of the school itself. Perhaps his daughter, so attuned as she was to the Flame of Albion, had called into manifestation some remnant of this power. Perhaps. Still it was a disturbing symbol to find so close to that of his child.

Unbidden to his mind came an image of his daughter lying seemingly lifeless upon a cold stone floor, in her limp hand a banner bearing the image of a red dragon … the vision faded. *No* - he shook away the memory of it - surely this was just the anxiety of a loving father not a prediction of what was to come. 

***********

Preparing for the Valentine's Day Feast  

 Note these preparations in the various Houses are taking place simultaneously.

In Gryffindor House

Elia begins to look all around her bed and trunk for the package containing her dress robes. When she can't find it, she starts to search frantically, asking everyone if they've seen it. "It was supposed to get here this morning, and it's only from Hogsmeade, and I can't find it!" She looks very upset.

Nimue had been drying her long dark hair when she became aware of Elia's frantic searching. She came over to help. "Do we know whether they even arrived yet? Shall we send an owl perhaps to the shop. They might still be open."

"I got an owl this morning that said they'd been sent! I don't know *where* they've gotten to!" Elia begins to pull robes out of her trunk, biting her lip in agitation. A few newspaper clippings fall 

out of one of the robes, and she blushes, quickly stuffing them back into the trunk.

Nimue notes the clippings fall though isn't able to read them. She chooses not to say anything. The other girl who is usually so shy seems to be embarrassed and anyway it was none of Nimue's business.

"Then they are probably somewhere obvious. Maybe one of the house elves tidied the package away."

Just then, Madison entered the dorm.  "What's going on?"  She thought for a moment after the situation was explained to her.  "Maybe someone else accidentally picked them up or something?  I'll help you look around..."

Elia looks around at her bedside table and a few other obvious places. She seems a little surprised at her own daring, since she hasn't really spoken to most of these girls for some time. Finally, she peers under the bed and pulls out a lumpy package. "Here it is!" She smiles. "Thank goodness!"

Nimue smiles with some relief. "Oh do show us what they are like? Are you going with someone"

She also turns to Madison, "what are you wearing?"

Madison smiled.  "I followed Elia's advice and got myself something red. Just something simple...nothing fancy really. What about you two?"

Elia pulls out her robes, shaking out the creases. They're red, and cut just a little shorter and somewhat tighter than Hogwarts robes, but otherwise indistinguishable. She mutters something about house-

elves, but she looks so relieved that it isn't hard to tell she doesn't mean it.

Nimue sees that a fair number of other girls are wearing red dresses, which looked quite glamorous.

"Mine is pink I'm afraid - I do hope I am not going to look too young in it though or like a cake decoration." 

"I'm sure you'll look great."  Madison looked down, a bit embarrassed.  "Um...do you think you two can help me with my hair and stuff? I'm not very good at making myself up..."

Yvette had walked in at the moment Nimue spoke, and she grinned. "I'm wearing pink, too. Hopefully it won't make me look like a lobster..." 

She peered in a mirror. "And my freckles are probably going to pop out!" She'd already forced her hair into a thick French braid, and it hung down her back obediently.

Elia offers Yvette a small bottle. "Lemon juice," she explains. "It can make freckles a bit lighter." She applies a little bit of red lipstick, studies the effect, and rubs it off. 

"Really?" Yvette asks in delight, wrapping a hand around it. "Thanks, Elia!" She hops over to a mirror and applies it, squinting to see if it's working.

Turning to Madison, she says, "I'm be happy to do your hair, if you like."

Madison looked up and smiled.  "Oh, could you? Thank you!"  She sighed  as she looked into the mirror.  "I just don't know what to do with it..."

Elia squints at Madison's hair for a moment. Then, picking up a brush and a comb, she dips the brush into a cup of water and begins to comb through Madison's hair. She doesn't seem to have any magical aids, but it looks like she's doing all right. "What do you want me to do with your hair?"

"You'll look lovely" replied Nimue. She started putting on her own dress that favoured her usual 'fantasy style' of robe/gown.

The under dress is in a pale gold lightweight satin with long sleeves that point at the wrist. The neckline is low but not plunging. The overdress is in a dusky pink brocade and is trimmed with gold lace and ribbon. It has a slight train to give it fullness and laces over the bodice opening up at the waist to reveal the under dress.

Her hair was worn loose but had been curled to give more fullness; on her head she wears a simple headband of gold lace, pink ribbon and small pink roses. After applying delicate make up and small gold shoes, she was very happy indeed with her appearance and waited for the others in order that they go down in a group.  

Madison thought for a moment.  "Hmm...a French braid? I don't know...what do you think?" She grinned sheepishly.  "Sorry, I'm not very good at this..." Seeing Nimue, she smiled.  "Wow, you look 

great!"   

"Anything French is always nice." Yvette giggled from her spot near the mirror. "And I do believe these are getting lighter by the moment!" The change was, of course, barely noticeable.

Elia fixes Madison's hair in a French braid, and as she sets down the brush, a bunch of roses appear next to her. Smiling inwardly, she picks up one, fixes it in her hair, then looks around. "Are you ready to go?" she asks.

Yvette nods. "Hey, can you get the zipper on this for me? I can't reach!" She notices the roses, and smiles. "Ooh! That's so sweet! Who're you going with?"

Elia zippers up Yvette's dress, smiling mysteriously. She doesn't say anything, just glances over at her bedside table where a number of flowers are standing in a vase of water.

She grins again, giggling. "So it's a surprise? Well, we'll find out soon enough!" She twirls in her dress. It's a shimmery silver-pink that sets off her eyes, and shows off her slim figure. It's quite long, and sort of 'floats' when she walks.

"Maddy, are you going stag, too? I always seem to have the worst of  luck with boys." She wrinkles her nose comically, leaving out the fact she had a date to the Yule Ball.

"Same here," Madison answered.  She glanced at herself in the mirror, not sure what to make of herself.  She looked very elegant in the form fitting, rose red dress robes that actually set off her figure and dark

eyes and hair quite nicely. They were simple and made of a light material that seemed to float when she walked. She turned shyly back to Yvette.  "I guess I'm ready...hopefully, I don't get laughed out of the dance." Elia glances at Yvette, smiling a little. "Are you ready?" she repeats, obviously anxious to go.

"Ready as I'll ever be!" She smiles. "Let's go!"

Elia bites her lip as they climb out the portrait hole on their way downstairs. She looks very nervous, but very excited. She feels very self-conscious in her new robes. As they come down the staircase, she 

looks around for Randal.

Draya listened to the chatter around her, waving to a few people she knew. She had finished with her hair, managing to settle it in a soft halo, framing her face and brilliant verdant eyes. She took a package 

out from under her bed, bringing out of it a sea-green muggle style gown. Slipping it on, she stared levelly at the reflection for a moment, grinning wryly as she realised that she didn't have a partner 

anyway. "All ready," she murmured to herself, walking down to the common room to wait. The gown wasn't particularly binding, so she curled up in one of the squashy armchairs, idly twirling a strand of 

her black hair around one finger. As the others began heading down, she waved a greeting, her eyes bright with excitement and anticipation...

Dylan glared moodily at the mirror, his own reflection returning the unhappy stare.  He ran his fingers through his raven hair, still damp from the shower, but nothing helped.  It flopped in his eyes, falling 

evenly on either side of his face, framing it as well as his widow's peak did.  It was not what he wanted.  He was trying to look dignified, and if not dignified, at least halfway decent.  He swore under his breath and gave up, taking to simply straightening his robes and hoping for the best.  

They didn't look so hot, either.  In fact, they looked like his every day robes.  There was a good reason for that, seeing as they were.  He had nothing else.  Granted, they were clean, and he'd actually gone out of his way to find a pair of black trousers and a white dress shirt that fit him, but the robes were a lost cause.  His black boots were no better, but there was nothing he could do about those, either.  

Dylan looked sombre, pale as a ghost, his eyes a dark, unhappy grey and quite moody...well, at least he was his usual self.  Resigning himself to his fate, Dylan stuffed his hands in his pockets and headed out of the Gryffindor Tower, head bowed as usual, hoping to catch Niki before the feast so she wouldn't have to walk in alone.

*******

In Slytherin House

Niki begins to let her hair down from the long braid and brush it out, sitting cross-legged on her bed, and watches as some of the other girls begin to come in. On her bedside table, there's a large lace-trimmed card in the shape of a heart, and a small box of chocolates. Skotadi, newly healed, is sitting on top of her trunk.

Niki begins to spray Madam Catalina's Hair Calmer onto her hair, which immediately parts itself smoothly. She pins what looks like a real butterfly, gently waving its wings, into her hair. (It's made of 

what looks like gold and pink enamel, but other than that, it looks quite real.) Her dress robes are very pale pink satin, almost the only thing she could find in her size that wasn't obviously for a much younger girl. 

Reaching into a small bag on her bedside table, she pulls out a small sticker in the shape of a heart, which is slowly shading from light pink to darker pink, then back again. She studies it, then her reflection, for a moment, then sticks it to the tip of her nose.

Katia sneers at Niki as she paints her nails blood red. "Are you wearing *that*?"

"Yes," Niki replies, glaring at Katia. "What's wrong with it?"

"Oh, nothing," Katia responds, shaking her head slightly, "if you don't mind looking like you're six years old... though, of course, you're about the right height..."

"And you look nice if you don't mind looking like une roulure," Niki mutters, rolling her eyes. She renews her resolution to learn some English profanity. "I suppose your date doesn't mind, although anyone who'd go with you can't have much taste."

"And anyone who would ask you to a dance is obviously severely lacking in brains, although I suppose I should have known about that Welsh boy." Katia rolls her eyes, and starts to put on lipstick.

Morticia comes along to check on Niki. "Hi, you're alright? Do you need any help? I got plenty of time, I'm not going to get dressed up."

Nathan strolls by with a friend. "Oh, red! Wicked, Niki, wicked!" He grins. "I thought you were a decent little girl, but Dylan seems to be luckier than I thought..."

Niki raises her eyebrows and glances down at her pink robes. She grins at Nathan, then heads out of the common room to try and find Dylan.

Randal was lounging in a chair in the common room. He was ready. He had decided that getting ready in advance was useful as no girls could blame you for their lateness then! He couldn't be holding them up anywhere, even if they decided to use the boys' bathroom (as girls have a tendency to do when their own bathroom is too busy!)

He was dressed in a deep blue satin jacket and trousers. His jacket was the type that had tails and a straight, upright collar. He wore a white shirt underneath.  He had his legs thrown over the side of a chair, and for once he didn't have his nose in a book. He produced his wand and produced a large bunch of scented roses. He produced a small card on which he wrote 'To Elia, in advance of an enjoyable evening'. Then he waved his wand and the flowers disappeared.

Needless to say they reappeared in front of Elia...

Arcadia had not been seen since dinner, she had left early from the table, smiling at Nathan as she passed him and then went off. She was not seen in the halls or the Slytherin common room.

Somebody knocks at Arcadia’s bedroom door. "It's Nathan, can I come in or would I disturb the lady of my choice in her preparations? Don't know what you're doing in there, though, you can't make yourself prettier than usual, that's impossible..."

Arcadia slightly opens the door to her bedroom being the daughter ofthe Minister of Magic, she had insisted on her own room in the dorm area. She is obviously dressed in a towel, so does not fully open the door. " Erm... Yes?" She asks shyly. Pantalaimon in there with her.

If she expected Nathan to blush, she was disappointed. "Oh, sorry. Just wanted to see how far you got. When will you be ready? Cause I'd go fly some Quidditch practice with the boys if you take much longer." Nathan grins broadly and tries to get a better look inside.

" Don't you DARE!" She smiles. " I'll be done soon, go get a good table"

Alpha  returns to the Slytherin common room, with red eyes and trembling lips. She hasn't found Miss Eezy. Has anybody seen her? She isn't going to the ball, she wants to pursue the search action but first

she must get some treaties for Miss Eezy, maybe  she'll smell them. She sees Randal sitting in the common room, she nods at him and she's going to the dorm (reluctantly, because she hears the girl's exciting chatter about the dresses and the party) to get the treaties.

********

In Classroom

Sitting forlornly in the DADA classroom, Anders stared at the small pile of pink-enveloped, obviously Valentine cards that littered the desk.  He hadn't opened any of them.  His conversation with Arcadia from yesterday, not to mention the subsequent chat with Nimue was still high in his thoughts.

When the small owl entered, therefore, carrying another card, it was an easy thing to ignore it.  Until it dropped the envelope in front of him.

It was something about the scent on the envelope.  He knew it, and he knew it well.  And there was a strange bulk in the envelope that made him curious.  He carefully opened the envelope, and tipped it up.  A pendant, on a long gold chain slid out and into the palm of his hand.  A gold dragon, enamelled red, and with tiny topaz eyes winked up at him.  He caught his breath.  It was a gift of such extravagance and so...appropriate.  Tears came to his eyes as he pulled out the simple Valentine's card and read the inscription inside before fastening the chain around his neck.  It was long, and concealed beneath his robes, hanging just over his heart.

The fire demon in the corner set about its relatively predictable roaring session, but Anders didn't even glance its way this time.

*******

In Ravenclaw House 

Fiona sat in front of the mirror staring at her reflection.  All around her, the other girls were

giggling and helping each other with their robes and their make up and their hair...

She ran her fingers through her own shoulder-length blonde bob and blinked owlishly behind her

thick-rimmed glasses.  Then she threw herself down on the bed.

"I have a headache," she declared.  "I'm no' goin' to the Ball."

Sarah tuned away from her own preparations. There wasn't much she could so with her hair. It remained short - recently she had bleached it blond and thought it suited her better that way. She was wondering whether a dress robe was necessary at all. Maybe one of her muggle-style dresses would be better. Give them wizards the sight of some legs for a change. She had a pretty dress in red though it was a little skimpy - she'd need a shawl or something if she wore it in order to keep warm.

Sarah looked over at Fiona and guessed what was wrong immediately.  "Don't be silly Fee, it's a feast as well as a dance. There will be lots of delicious things to eat and we'll have a great time! No headache's allowed. Do you need to wear those glasses all the time and let me do something with your hair? I have extensions. Do you have dress robes here?" 

Fiona sighed.  Sarah was so...persuasive when she wanted to be.  She took off her glasses, and her eyes

were a beautiful shade of deep water green behind them.  "Och, I have contact lenses," she said, "but

they're such fiddly wee things..."

McTavish, from his spot on her pillow waddled over and snuffled her hand affectionately.  "Aye, McTavish.  As fiddly as wee haggises, you're right as usual."

She stood up and walked to the chest at the end of her bed.  "I have some nicer robes," she said, a little

dubiously, "but they're no' really...dress robes as such..."  She pulled out robes in emerald green.  "I

never wore them before..." she said, wistfully.

"Oh yes" said Sarah, "that robe is lovely and brings out the colour of  your eyes. You must wear the contact lenses. Beauty requires patience and a certain degree of having to fiddle with horrid things like 

contact lenses and hair extensions. Let me weave some of those in for you."

Fee's eyes filled with tears.  "Thank ye, Sarah," she said, glad to finally have such a good friend.  Her

time at Beauxbatons had been difficult: her peers were all a little scornful of the timid little Scottish

girl.  "Do ye think I'll look alright?" she wondered.  McTavish snorted and nuzzled her hand again.

Kat chuckled from where she was laying on her bed behind several vases of roses. She had given out some of the flowers, but she still had more than she needed!  "You'll look fine. I wouldn't worry about going anyway. There will be a few of us there without a date. I'm sure the feast will be good anyway."

She got off her bed and started to do her hair. She put most of it on her head, and created ringlets around her face and down her neck. "It's a shame Marvo couldn't make it. It would have been so nice to have a normal ball without being interrupted."

"Yes, that's right Fee - you'll look fine." Sarah turned to Kat, "Yea, it would have been cool to see Marvo again. Still plenty of boys to dance with! What are you wearing Kat - mugglewear or wizard-wear?"

"I've got a blue cocktail dress I was going to wear. So, muggle wear I guess." As she is talking she pulls out her dress and puts it on. It has a tight fitting velvet bodice with no sleeves of any form. The skirts are quite short, just above the knee. They are mainly in velvet, but with pleats that are a dark blue satin inside. She puts it on. It fits her perfectly of course. She then pulls out some blue shoes that have been covered in velvet too. She puts them on.

"What do you think? I have a small blue shawl for it too. What are you wearing?"

"I have this little red dress, so muggle-wear", replied Sarah. It was a little red dress and all. Short without being indecent but showing off her teenage attributes quite nicely - oh and her legs. She wore 

red heels.  Once she was dressed she said to others, "Well ladies are we ready to knock 'em dead or what"

"Well I think I am. Is it starting yet? I mean we don't want to be early." Said Kat.

"Hey, well I am about as ready as I am going to be" replied Sarah "and the doors should be open by now. We want to grab a good table don't we so we can check out the talent. Come on Fiona - we 

might even grab a dance with Professor Grimalkin if we play our cards right."

Fiona rubbed the end of her nose.  She had to admit - Sarah had worked miracles.  She'd kept her eyes

squeezed tightly shut all the time the other girl had been fussing over her hair and makeup and when she'd finally dared look in the mirror, she'd been amazed. Even the green robes looked good on her after all.

She flicked her extensions over her shoulder and smiled broadly.  "A dance wi' Professor Grimalkin? 

Och, he wouldnae look twice at th' likes o' me..."  But it was a nice thought for a happy day.

Kat giggled at the though about dancing with a teacher. "How about that Marcus of Nimue's? He's good looking too? Or maybe Randal?" Kat led the way down to the Great Hall.

*********

You Shall Go to the Ball!

Made determined by the arrival of his gift to actually attend the Ball after all, Anders had fallen into a mildly apoplectic panic on the realisation that he had nothing decent to wear.  He owned only two pairs of robes, and they were both black and decidedly moth eared.

He sat in the sparse bedroom and stared at his reflection in the mirror. He'd even shaved for the occasion.

He couldn't believe his own mind.  He was worrying about how he looked, about going to a party for young people.  And then he realised that he had a desperate need - a desire to immerse himself, however briefly, in everything youth had to offer him, to take away the sting of the years that had

Treated him so badly.  A sudden thought struck him.  He knew of one other person in the school who was about his height, about his size. Anders went off in search of Marcus Falconer.

Marcus was in his room. He was happy for the opportunity to put aside the black teacher's robes he'd taken to wearing during the school day.  He had missed the Yule Ball and hoped to take the opportunity tonight to let his hair down a bit. He wasn't sure what the protocols were about a teaching assistant dancing with students. Still he had received a quite a few valentine cards himself and intended to honour a holiday dedicated to love by dancing and enjoying some mild flirtations.

Anders stood outside Marcus' room, feeling more than a little sheepish now that he was actually here.  What if Marcus laughed him out the room?  What if he misunderstood his motives?  What if...

Suddenly determined, he raised a hand and knocked on the door.  "Marcus? It's me, Anders...I wondered...eh...I wondered if I could ask a bit of advice, see?"

Marcus was in a good mood and quite happy that Anders had sought him out. "Hello. You're looking a little brighter than earlier. Ask away!"

Anders entered Marcus' room, a slight flush on his cheeks.  "Well, uh, it's like this...I would really like to attend the uh...the Ball this evening, but all I have..."  He pulled on the sleeve of his robe a little pitifully. "And I...well...y'know."

He ran a hand through his hair.  It was still damp from his quick bath, and hung loose around his shoulders.  That, combined with his freshly-shaven face, made him look surprisingly youthful.

He swallowed nervously.  "Do you have any decent robes I could borrow?  I'd look after them, and make sure they were washed and returned to you...?"

"Yes, certainly, help yourself." Marcus said, "I didn't know what sort of social life there might be in Hogsmeade, so I came well prepared. Totally wasted but an evening like this allows for a little dressing 

up. Do you want to favour the tunic and breeches look and robes? I have both."

Anders' blush deepened.  "Uh...breeches and tunic?"  He rarely wore trousers outside the Muggle world, other than his jeans and his bike leathers, preferring the comfort and comparative anonymity robes gave him.  He was, for a moment, tempted.  He'd seen how immaculate Marcus looked, even in

robes, and could imagine just how fabulous the other man would be in tunic and breeches.  No, he thought, a little sadly.  That was a world away for the likes of him.

He glanced through Marcus' copious wardrobe, probably large enough to cross an international timeline, and picked out a set of deep blue robes.  He liked blue.  "Thank you, Marcus," he said, smiling at the other man.  "I'll return them tomorrow."

"I look forward to seeing you there" said Marcus. "I guess as staff we are expected to be there as chaperones but we should leave that sort of thing tonight to those that are 'past it' like Snape!"

Marcus seemed a little bright-eyed, "I shouldn't have done it but I flew into Hogsmeade for a drink earlier. There is a lovely new barmaid at the Three Broomsticks who has somewhat caught my eye. You should come out with me down there one night, I'm sure she has a friend."

Anders started in surprise.  Marcus was actually suggesting that he go out for a drink with him?  He was taken aback. "Well..."  Then he grinned.  "Yes.  Yes, I'd love to."

With that, Anders returned to his own room and began changing into the borrowed robes.  They fit him perfectly, and were more tailored than any he'd ever possessed, falling softly from his slender shoulders, giving his slim form more definition under the robes than they would do normally.  He pulled on his soft leather boots to wear under the robes, feeling quite extravagant and a little light-headed about the whole thing.

He left his hair loose for a change, liking the contrast of his raven hair with the deep blue of the robes, and when he finally took a deep breath and looked at himself in the mirror, he was quite startled at the change in himself.  He looked...presentable.   He would, he decided, do.

********

Dylan, however, finds her as he comes down the corridor.  He looks a little cleaner than usual, but other than that, there is no great change.  However, when he lifts his eyes to look at her, he stops 

dead in his tracks.  "Niki..." he starts to say, but realises he can't say anything at all.  He can only look at her, amazed.

Niki grins. "Hi," she says, feeling her face flush. She reaches up to scratch her nose, which is itching, and accidentally detaches the heart sticker. Glancing at it, she drops it into her pocket. "Do you want to head down?"

Dylan smiled, almost shyly.  "You're willin' t' walk in wi' me?  After e'erythin' tha' has been said?"  He chuckled a little, thinking over everything, then looked back up at her, his eyes softening to blue once more.  "You're a brave girl, y' are."  

"How do you know it isn't true? I mean, that I haven't put a Love Charm on you without you knowing it?" She grins wickedly. "Thank you... for the flowers..." Niki smiles. "And of course I'm willing to walk with you. You," she points at Dylan, "have a very low opinion of yourself."

Dylan chuckled ruefully, dropping his gaze and shaking his head.  "I'm jus' a realist, tha's all."  He paused for a moment, then looked up at her and held out his hand.  "Well, let's go, then, an' watch th' sparks fly.  Not e'ery day tha' a Slytherin an' a Gryffindor go t' a feast together, love charms aside."

Niki slips her hand into his, very aware of how small she suddenly feels. "All right. Let's go!"

Dylan paused for a minute, looking down at her hand in his.  He couldn't remember the last time someone had put their hand in his of their own accord.  It was enough to take his breath away.  "You're 

amazin'...I hope you know tha'," Dylan murmured, and he began to walk her to the Great Hall.  His head was up for once, for he was finally proud.  Proud that he had a beautiful girl on his arm who wasn't afraid of him or merely pitying him.  He wanted the entirety of the school to see that he was with Niki.  Yes, he told himself, this will be a good night, indeed.

