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HP-Hogwarts Role Play Transcript 13 

The Valentine's Day Feast


Transcript covers Messages 4339 - 4817. (Note some messages after 4339, which deal with preparation before entrance to Great Hall for Feast, are included in prior transcript.
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Entrances

A confident young man walked the corridors of Hogwarts that evening. He knew that, as a member of the faculty, he was expected to put in an appearance, and to arrive early, and he was going to do both. He was feeling on a dizzy high after seeing how good he COULD look if he put in a little effort, and with the arrogance of youth, was feeling utterly indestructible. 

He walked with a rare straightness to his walk, a strange contrast to his usual slouch, and something of the old Anders Grimalkin was back as his gait took on a boyish jaunty bounce. Arriving at the Great Hall, he pushed open the door and entered. It appeared that he was the last of the staff to arrive as they all turned their heads his way as he came in. He may have been mistaken, but he thought he saw a look of approval on Minerva McGonagall's face as she took in his smart appearance. He moved to stand next to Marcus Falconer, looking incredibly dashing in a two-piece outfit that somehow made Anders regret his choice, but he grinned at the other young wizard, ignoring the death stares coming from Severus Snape. It seemed nothing could faze him this evening. 

"Severus doesn't approve." remarked Marcus to Anders. Noting the Potions Masters glances in their direction. Marcus was scanning the room as students from the various houses were coming in. He then excused himself from Anders side and went to have a brief word with Professor Dumbledore, who appeared to nod his head in agreement with something Marcus said to him. Marcus headed out the door passing Anders again as he did. "Alas, dangerous but necessary duty calls me away". Marcus exited the Great Hall. 

With Marcus gone, Snape strode over to where Anders stood, looking relaxed and happy. "Not bad, Grimalkin," he said, in a sarcastic tone. "Scrub up well - for a prison rat, don't you?" Seeing the way this caused a flicker of hurt to cross the young man's face, the Potions Master sneered to himself and returned to his position. He was here only under sufferance anyway. Ridiculous concept, Valentine's Day. He stood, his arms folded firmly across his chest, shooting glowers at Grimalkin, simply because the young man was there. He still did not trust the young DADA Professor any further than he could comfortably have spit him. 

Marcus passed in the hallway Kat, Sarah and Fiona and seemed especially please to see Kat. "Miss Black, ladies," he gave them a gracious bow and moved on. His destination was Gryffindor Tower though he was careful as he passed groups of students in their finery to make sure he hadn't missed her. As he reached the hallway in front of the portrait hole that led to the Gryffindor common room, he was pleased to find Nimue coming down the dim-lit passageway. She stopped dead in her tracks and gave a little gasp of surprise, "So my Lady Nimue, am I to understand that on Valentine's Night of all nights, you have no escort?" His tone was teasing and even in the subdued light of the passage he could tell she was blushing slightly. 

For one wild second in the hallway, before she recognized Marcus she had thought it might be Anders who had come to meet her. But of course it wasn't. She had a fairly good idea why Marcus was there as she had mentioned to him that she was going on her own to the Feast. "Marcus, so what's brought this on?" Nimue asked with a note of amusement in her voice. 

"Well I was downstairs and was becoming concerned you might have locked yourself away in misery at the prospect of no one with whom to dance the night away. It came to me in a flash that this couldn't possibly be allowed. Therefore, as I am your protector, I thought it best to seek leave to combine those duties with the arduous task of escorting you to the Ball. So here I am." 

"Well, when you put it that way, what girl could possibly refuse you." Nimue answered enjoying the banter. It was calming her nerves, which had been giving her butterflies for the past half-hour in anticipation of seeing Anders. Of course it never crossed her mind that part of Marcus' gallantry was to limit contact between his charge and Anders. Marcus offered Nimue his arm and they walked down the marble staircase, making their fashionably late entrance into the Great Hall, which had been splendidly decorated, for the event. 

Kat, Sarah and Fiona wandered into the hall behind Nimue and Marcus. At Sarah's suggestion they went and got glasses of punch each and stood to one side of the hall watching people come in. Kat enjoyed watching people. It was amazing how they changed when they dressed up like this. She sipped her punch, which felt a little warm inside her. Around her neck she was wearing the necklace that Marvo had given her for Christmas. She had figured, jokingly to herself, that if anything were likely to go wrong at this ball, at least she'd see it coming. 

Arcadia makes a 'fashionably late' entrance to the ball, Pantalaimon as always close by her side, his white fur gleaming more then usual. She wore a semi-transparent over robe of shimmering red, under which she wore an extremely tight and short red dress, cut low and off the shoulders. Her nails were slightly longer than usual and also a deep red. On her feet were red stilettos and she had a small red sparkling purse. Her blond hair was completely straight and down well below her shoulders as usual, but seems to shine like gold. Surprising (and to the annoyance of some) she actually looked very beautiful, although not at all like a 13 year old She smiled and swept into the room. 

Nathan seems to be very pleased about his companion and gracefully gives her an old-fashioned bow and one of his nicest smiles. "A pleasure to see you it is every time you enter the room, Miss Fudge, but you have managed to do the impossible and top you usual beauty. May I?" He offers her his arm. 

Arcadia beams. " Why thank you Sir. I think your worth the extra effort" She takes Nathan's offered Arm and allows herself to be lead. Pantalaimon rubs up against Nathan, and Arcadia shudders. 

A few minutes later Arcadia enters she wanders over to the punch bowl. Although many eyes are on her she is very careful and after taking a goblet of punch she very secretly takes a small potion bottle and pours it's contents into the punch.  (Note: Basically just a single sip of punch will have the effect of 'loosening inhibitions' making your character act slightly drunk. Not falling over drunk, but merry and more likely to make a fool of themselves, or say

things without thinking about it. It is of course up to you if your character drinks the punch or not, but I think it will be fun to see how people will act.)

Despite Snape's cruel words, Anders tried to brush them off. He had determined to make a concerted effort here tonight, and with that in mind, he walked away a little, putting some distance between himself and the loathsome old goat. His new position put him in the shadow of one of the rising pillars, where he could watch the comings and goings as he pleased, without being in Snape's line of sight. 

He heard Marcus' voice and looked up to wave his friend over. He'd been told once, that when you were about to die, you knew. You had a flashing vision of everything that had happened in your life so far, and you accepted your fate with open arms. As he looked now on the angel that had come to sing him to his rest, his jaw dropped open and his breath caught so hard in his chest that he thought he had actually stopped breathing. She was stunning. 

Yet far from making him bold and confident, the sight of Nimue looking so beautiful in that fantastic outfit, Anders found that it made him desperately unhappy about the widening gulf between them. She was like something from another world, something he could gaze at longingly, but never own, never lay claim to in any way. Snape was right. He was a prison rat, destined for nothing but a life of hardship. She was nobility. They were from opposite ends of the spectrum. And it almost broke his heart. He considered, there and then, simply turning tail and going back to his room, but something, some inner driving force he could not fathom, made him step out from the shadow of the pillar. Perhaps just to get a better look at her, because certainly nothing else in the room could possibly take his attention. 

Marcus felt Nimue's slight hesitation and heard her intake of breath as Anders stepped away from the shadow of the pillar. He had anticipated this and figured that since he was there as her escort and chaperone, a little leeway might be granted. "I'm going to get us something to drink." he said to Anders as they got closer. "Keep a close eye on her while I'm gone. And you..." he turned to Nimue and admonished her with his finger, "no wandering off to the forest and no adventures while I am gone." 

Hearing the musicians striking up a new piece, Professor McGonagall glanced around the room. Anders Grimalkin certainly did shine up nicely. Striding over, she smiled at him. "Would you like to dance, Anders?" Pleasantly aware of her new dress robes, she doesn't notice the students who are dropping into their chairs, helpless with mirth. 

With Professor McGonagall's arrival, Marcus saw his plan to allow Nimue and Anders a brief moment together could be somewhat diverted. Therefore, with a wink in Anders direction, he spoke up: "My dearest Minerva, you look so ravishing tonight and I simply could not bear it if you did not have the first dance with me. I insist that Anders here wait his turn." With a graceful bow he held out his hand to lead her to the dance floor. 

Professor McGonagall laughed merrily. "You are a gallant liar, Marcus," she told him, but allowed herself to be led onto the dance floor. Once there, she danced rather inexpertly, stepping on Marcus's feet.

Katia had been one of the first students to arrive. Wearing a muggle-style dress the color of arterial blood, which matched her lipstick and nail polish, she was standing by a very tall fifth-year who was saying something in a low voice. She laughed, and seemed to be enjoying herself, particularly when her fifth-year date seems to be 

unable to take his eyes away from her.

As Niki and Dylan enter the Great Hall, Katia whispers something to the fifth-year, who looks up and says loudly, "You know what? I think Rita Skeeter got it backwards. It must have been the Welsh kid who used the Love Charm. I didn't think any Slytherin girl would go with *that*!" Katia giggles appreciatively. 

"And obviously you have no taste whatsoever," Niki says, throwing a dark glance at Katia and her 'friend.' "If you did, you wouldn't be seen dead with her." She rolls her eyes. "There are always people who aren't happy if they're not being nasty," she adds in an undertone.

Dylan felt his temper flare as the Slytherin spoke. He knew this was coming, knew it in his bones that at least one person would make this difficult, given who they were, their Houses and that blasted article. But, to his credit, Dylan held his temper in check for the moment, and kept his head held up high, as if Katia and her date didn't exist. Niki grins. "You did better than I did," she whispers.

At that very moment, an owl flutters in the window. It drops a large red envelope at Snape's feet, and he bends over to open it. A magically magnified voice, not recognizable as any of the students', begins to speak. "HAPPY VALENTINE'S DAY, SEVERUS DARLING!” The Howler collapsed into a pile of ash. 

Minerva McGonagall was deeply amused at the expression on Snape's face, and only the years she'd put into training her features kept her from bursting out laughing like so many of the students. To distract herself, she went over for some punch. Sipping it, she felt surprised. It tasted much nicer than the punch at the last feast.

Snape had been getting increasingly more and more agitated as the Ball drew on, and when the Howler had

arrived, he was positively steaming.

Muttering under his breath, and blaming Anders Grimalkin for everything from the Howler to any other

major world crisis that had ever taken place, he strolled to the table and helped himself to a glass of

punch. He downed it swiftly, ladling out a second before slipping back into the corner to watch the events in

the room with inward-turned thoughtfulness.

When Snape's Howler arrives, Niki stops, trying to smother giggles, but they erupt and she collapses onto a nearby chair for a moment, gasping for breath. 

Dylan couldn't help but laugh himself, his pale face flushing as he, too, dropped into a chair to ride out the wave of mirth. "I s'ppose we'll jus' sit here, then," he said, his eyes practically glittering with laughter. 

Niki gestures to Professor McGonagall. "Look," she whispers. "What's wrong with McGonagall?" 

Dylan looked to where Niki gestured, and sure enough, Professor McGonagall was asking Professor Grimalkin to dance or something along those lines. Dylan looked puzzled. "Dunno," he admitted. "She looks kinda...kinda silly, or sommat like tha'." It was hard to see his Head of House as a real person, or as a giggly woman for that matter. Dylan shrugged, and looked back to Niki. 

Niki looked very seriously at Dylan, then her stern face cracked into a smile. "She looks really silly," she agreed. "Do you want to go and get something to drink?" 

"Yeah, all right," he replied, and got up. Maneuvering deftly across the hall, and avoiding eye contact with any and all Slytherins, Dylan fetched some punch and brought back the two glasses. Handing one to Niki, he sat at the table, setting his before him. "I guess e'eryone's goin' a bit silly tonight if'n Professor McGonagall is allowed, y' know?" Dylan glanced at the punch, but didn't drink it yet, more content with watching Niki instead. 

Niki sips her punch, feeling a tad uncomfortable at being regarded so closely. "Thank you," she says with a smile, trying to think of a topic of conversation. 

It dawned on Dylan that he probably shouldn't have been watching her like that, and he dropped his eyes quickly, his cheeks flushing for a moment. This was not going well. He did not know how to do this, how to be charming like the other guys seemed to be. It was frustrating. "Sorry," he mumbled. 

Niki looked confused. "For what?" she asked. She had a feeling she knew what he was apologizing for, but somehow she didn't really mind. "No, never mind," she said quickly, not wanting to embarrass Dylan any more than he already seemed to be. She saw Katia over Dylan's shoulder, muttering something under her breath. 

He glanced up, and said, "No, it's all right. Jus'...I'm not very good a' this. I don't know what I'm s'pposed t' be doin', an' I know I'm not so charmin' like th' other guys. I'm lucky I can string a few words t'gether t' make a sentence." He turned a little in his seat, and saw Katia as well, though he paid her little mind. 

Niki shakes her head. "Dylan... Don't be so... so down on yourself. I happen to think I have fairly good taste." She smiles a little, but she seems to have something on her mind.

"Runs in th' family, it does.  Can't rightly help it."  Something of a laugh escaped his lips and he looked up at her, his eyes still blue despite his unease.  She seemed pensive, caught up in thought.  "What is it?" Dylan asked gently.

"Oh, it's just HER..." Niki gestures towards Katia, who is now talking with the unnamed fifth-year. "She's just so... so... But, I mean, I suppose you'd expect a half-Veela to be nasty." She looks abashed. "I shouldn't have said that, Dylan."

Dylan looked openly puzzled, and he scratched his head a little.  "Half-what?  What's tha' mean?"  He'd never heard of a Veela before.  It sounded suspiciously like a kind of American cheese for which he once saw an advert.

Morticia enters the ball alone. She has put on one of her better robes, but that was all she decided to do. She sits down somewhere, staring out of a window and sighing and muttering something about "can't rely on anyone" and "valentine cards". 

Katia detaches herself from her fifth-year, who looks forlorn, standing by himself. She sits down next to Morticia, smiling nicely. "Is something wrong, Morticia?" 

"No, not at all." Morticia forces a smile. "You know, at the Yule Ball, I was... with Egreen." She sighs. "I miss him. I think I had a crush on him. And everything went so awful... well, no need to bother you, have fun with - whoever he is." 

Katia smiles conspiratorially. "He's so... boring! I mean, look at him! He's just... staring at me, like he's got no brain of his own. Come and dance with someone. I'll find you someone...?" she offers, obviously making an effort to be nice. 

Just then Morticia spots a surprising guest and leaves Katia alone...

"Missing Egreen, eh?" Katia murmurs to herself as she returns to the side of the unnamed fifth-year, who looks very happy to see her return.

The Surprise Guest

He stood in the doorway, dressed head to foot in deep black velvet robes. His hair was long and tied back into a ponytail, both sides flecked with white. He looked reasonable muscular and trim, but that may be the cut of the robes. He smiled and uncrossed his arms. "Hello" It was Marvo!

Out of the blue Morticia appears in front of him. "M....?" she gasps, and then (poor Marvo) throws her arms around him and hugs him. "Marvo! What... Kat! Kat, look!"

Sarah's mouth drops open and she looks to see if Kat has noticed him yet.

*********

Nimue couldn't help smiling with deep appreciation at Marcus for his tact and his sacrifice. Still this wasn't likely to last long and turning to Anders she found herself completely lost for words. He looked fantastic in the dark blue dress robes that she almost felt embarrassed to look at him. She felt she must look very childish indeed wearing pink, when so many of the other girls were dressed in glamorous muggle wear looking much more grown up. 

He should tell her how beautiful she looked, that he would be honoured to escort her to the dance floor, that he would simply die on the spot if she walked out the door...one of any number of things breezed through his mind. However, he appeared to have lost the power of speech. When Marcus left them alone, a look of abject panic flickered across his face, quickly replaced by one of serene calmness. "Good evening, Miss Hawkwood," he said, softly, unable to take his eyes from her. "You look...enchanting tonight." For her benefit and nobody else's, he bowed his head forward, allowing the dragon pendant to fall out from the fold of his robes. 

"Thank you Professor" Nimue noted his gesture and that he wore her gift. "You appear to be feeling better today?" She adored the feeling of talking to him in this crowded Hall. The moment felt timeless. 

Anders nodded, not taking his eyes off her for one second. "I am...much better, thank you Miss Hawkwood." A frown crossed his face. "I apologize if I was...a little strange when we spoke yesterday. I had a terrible headache. Professor McGonagall gave me permission to rest, and a long sleep took the worst of the pain away." A small lie. He had not slept a wink, but Nimue did not have to know that. He looked around, reluctantly pulling his eyes from her, and seemed to be considering. When he turned back, there was a shy smile on his lips. "I thought I must be wrong," he said, "but I see I am not. You are the most beautiful girl here tonight." 

"I am so happy to hear that Professor"; she answered keeping their conversation neutral. "And not to worry about our conversation, you were in pain and under stress. I understand." When he told her he considered her the most beautiful girl in the Hall, she smiled at him, blushing slightly and said softly so no one could hear "and the happiest girl in the world being here with you." She then turned to look for Marcus, "How long do you think Professor McGonagall will drag Marcus around the dance floor?" 

"Who cares?" he said, a little cheekily. He took hold of her hand. "Let's see if we can out-dance them, shall we?" He certainly hadn't paid any attention whatsoever to Marvo's grand entrance. 

*********

Randal wandered towards the Great Hall, and spotted Elia. "Why hello, beautiful lady. You look wonderful! May I escort you in?"

Elia smiles, a little shyly. "Thank you. You look very nice too." She holds out a slim brown hand.

Randal took the lead and led Elia to a table to one side of the Great Hall. "Hope this is ok." He pulled out a chair for her and helped her sit down.

"This is fine," Elia says, smiling. She seems relieved that the other Gryffindor-Slytherin couple has grabbed people's attention. 

Nathan leads Arcadia to a table. "So, what do you want to-" he starts, but then he spots Marvo appearing and utters a low hiss.

Arcadia sees Marvo arrive and looks a little worried. Pantalaimon hides behind her.

Randal watched as the new comer entered. He noted Arcadia's nervousness. At least something had got through to her. But why did HE have to turn up.  He turned to Elia, "would you like to dance?"

Elia smiles and stands up, looking over to the dancing pairs. Professor McGonagall seems to be permanently maiming Marcus's feet, and then her gaze rests on Anders and Nimue. Her eyes widen for a moment, then she murmurs, "Of course!" before shaking her head. "Yes, I'd love to dance."

Marvo is almost knocked off his feet by Morticia but soon regains his composure. He gives a nervous laugh " Morticia? Wow Tish! Wow. Your hair! "  He smiles

Kat had spotted him instantly (she had of course been watching the door in the vain hope that he might have been able to turn up even though he told her he couldn't!), and before anyone can say anything she runs up to him and jumps straight into his arms.  She wraps her arms round him and kisses him on the lips. "You made it!" she gasps breathlessly, grinning so much that it is difficult to imagine that she doesn't smile all the time!

Marvo (with great respect) pulls Morticia to one side and catches Kat, returning her kiss. " My, wow, you look fantastic! " He hugs her very close.  Marvo seems a lot more 'buff' than before, and a little taller. Also his hair seems to have grown a lot in just 6 weeks.

Kat hugs back. "It is wonderful to see you! And, you can tell you have been working out!" She squeezes the top of his arm. "Look! Muscles!" She grins up at him. She reaches up and touches his hair, "Not the only thing you've been 

working on either by the look of you. Have you been growing too?"

Kat giggled a little, "So you want to do more kissing then?" She had thought about mentioning the wand thing, but people might be listening and she didn't want to embarrass him too much.

Marvo goes red (some things don't change) " Kaaatt!" He whines, obviously embarrassed. He smiles. " Yes. Mad eye... Mr. Moody has been pushing me quite hard " Kat notices that Marvo hand feels strange, cold.

Suddenly, Niki stands up and darts over to Marvo. "Marvo! Hi, welcome back!" She smiles very widely.

Marvo decides it's best to move away from the doorway now, seeing as he is starting to create a little crowd.

" Niki! Oh Gosh it's so good to see you all. Shall we take a seat?"  He is beaming.

Andy had been trying to fix his hair just right for the past half-hour. He knew he was going to be late, but that was better than not going at all. He surprisingly looked very well dressed in muggle clothing. A nice pair of 

pants, shirt, and blazer made him look dashingly handsome. He made sure he had everything with him, and hurriedly swept out of the room.

After walking through a couple of corridors, he finally arrived at the ball. He looked around to see Kat, Nimue, Dylan, Niki, everyone was there! This would be a great ball. 

After saying Hi to a couple of people he went to the punch bowl. He was about to drink a sip of punch when something stopped him. He looked up. His jaw dropped. Standing right in front of him was his pal, his buddy, his best friend in the whole world. Standing right in front him was Marvo.

"Andy! Wow. Great to see you! All of you!"

*******

Nimue is completely oblivious to Marvo having arrived as she is so wrapped up in these stolen moments. "Dance?" her heart was beating very rapidly as she allowed him to led her onto the dance floor. This was magical.

There was nobody in the room, nobody on the dance floor.  There was only the two of them, his hand lightly around her waist, holding her at the respectable distance that Charis had taught him he should dance with a lady. The difference was...Nimue WAS a lady.  Charis had just been...it didn't matter what she had been.

He was a graceful dancer, light on his feet and very considerate as he led his lady around the dance floor, his slender form giving him a grace that was almost sinuous in its movement.  Occasionally he would move his head a little closer to her and once or twice, his loose hair brushed across her face.

"Can we make every night Valentine's night?" he asked softly, his voice wistful and filled with a strange kind of pain.

"I wish we could" she replied softly. She loved to dance and was delighted with the way in which Anders danced with her. She could dance with him all night quite happily. 

Nimue had to keep reminding herself that this was a moment they'd been granted by Marcus. She'd suspected he was a romantic at heart though perhaps he'd not expected to be quite so carried off by Professor McGonagall to allow them this.

Still there were enough people on the dance floor to allow them just enough privacy yet for it to remain completely proper. She knew it was important that decorum was strictly maintained but still thrilled when he moved closer to her. It would be so easy.... 

********

Randal takes Elia and whisks her onto the dance floor. He holds her close and leads her through the dance. He is swift on his feet, and Elia doesn't feel like she has to put any effort into it at all. He has, of course, been trained to dance at balls and the like.

As they dance they draw closer to Nimue and Anders. "Looks like they are having fun! Although I don't think I'd want to be Marcus." He whispers to Elia, grinning.

"I don't think his feet will ever be the same," Elia whispers back. She's not a bad dancer, very light on her feet, but she hadn't had much opportunity to learn. She smiles, enjoying herself tremendously.

Katia and Unnamed, her fifth-year date, are dancing very close, and the fifth-year still seems unable to take his eyes from her. Katia looks exceedingly bored.

*******

Marvo keeps one hand around Kat's waist and takes Morticia by the hand. Then he glances over to the dance floor and sees a young man dancing with Nimue. He recognizes the robes and the ones Marcus wore for the announcement in London and therefore assumes that she is dancing with Marcus, so he smiles and looks back.

" So. What have I missed?"

Niki smiles. "You missed a Howler to Professor Snape giving him Valentine's Day greetings... and did you see that horrible article by Rita Skeeter?" 

"Snape got a Valentine Howler?" Marvo smiled, "I'm sorry I missed that! And yes I saw the article. had 'Arcadia Fudge' written all over it! "

Niki glances back over her shoulder. "Oh, dear... I'd better go back to Dylan. I just ran off." She smiles again, then turns back to the table they had been sitting at. 

As Marvo leads them away from the door he suddenly stops and looks a little confused. " Did she say Dylan? "

Niki turns. "Yes, I said Dylan..." She looks confused, and gestures towards him. "He asked me to the feast... Why?"

Marvo looks slightly more confused. " Asked you? I... I thought he was... seeing Nimue?"

Niki looks extremely confused. "Umm... Not to my knowledge," she says, looking back at Dylan. She hurries back, sitting down. "I'm so sorry, Dylan, I didn't mean to run off like that. But... why does Marvo Ward think you were seeing Nimue?"

"Nimue?" he asked confusedly, looking up.  "It's all right tha' you ran off...heard a bit about him, people talkin' in th' Common Room.  But why would I be seein' Nimue?  She's in my House, an' I like her well enough, but I've ne'er said more than three words put t'gether t' her."  Dylan frowned, the blue in his eyes darkening to a stormy gray.  "More rumours, then?"

"I don't know." Niki looks deeply confused. "I don't know Marvo that well, but I don't think he's really the sort to spread rumors." She shrugs. "Well, it doesn't matter. Oh, and Veela? They're magical creatures... they look like women, really beautiful women, but they make men sort of... well... crazy about them. Like that boy-" she gestures to Unnamed- "is about Katia? Well, her mother's a Veela, and that's why he's like that." She grins. "It's a bit funny, really. I don't suppose he knows."

After a few moments silence, she offers her hand. "Do you want to dance? I promise to try not to step on your feet... *too* much..." She grins evilly.

Dylan chuckled, and as his anger diffused, his eyes settled back to blue.  "I'll try t' do th' same fer you," he told her, taking her hand gently.  She seemed so small next to him, delicate, almost.  Dylan rather liked that.  Like a perfect gentleman, imitating what he had seen the others do, he stood and bowed to Niki, his hair falling in his eyes as he did so.  "M' lady."

Niki feels very small, but, unusually, this isn't as bad a thing as usual. She feels safe, rather than shrunken, as she takes his hand and they walk to the dance floor.

As he saw the others do, Dylan brought Niki to him, his one hand at her waist, his other holding hers.  Music ran in his blood, after all he was Welsh, and he had no problems finding the rhythm, the beat almost matching that of his heart.  Trying to remember everything he'd ever seen of dancing like this, he started to move in time, feeling a little awkward, but in all honesty, not doing too badly.  At least he wasn't stepping on her feet.  "How am I doin'?" Dylan asked softly, squeezing her hand a little.

"Better than I am," Niki whispered back, her head resting on Dylan's chest. She had, of course, had some experience dancing in the past, but this was... different. She wondered idly what Hadrian would say when she told him about this, and, imagining his taunts, her face colored a bit.

"You're doin' fine," Dylan murmured softly.  "Arddunol."  He knew she didn't understand the Welsh, but he didn't know how to express himself as well as he ought to in English.  But that really didn't seem to matter just then, with her head resting on his chest, with her just so close to him.  He suspected that he would hear an earful from McGonagall and Snape for violating some archaic rules about House interaction, but at that moment, Dylan didn't care.  He was dancing with the most beautiful girl on the floor, and having the time of his life.

Winifred entered the Great Hall, admiring the decor and enjoying the lighthearted atmosphere. She wore an elegant, empire-waisted, medieval-style dress. It was constructed out of a matte black material with cranberry satin trim. Her dark hair was lightly curled with small cranberry colored flowers situated in it. 

Gazing around the room, she noticed Niki and Dylan dancing. She smiled to herself. "So that's who the mystery man is..." Moving on, she also looked for the elusive Kalidor, but did not see him. The refreshment table looked inviting, so she helped herself to some of the punch. "This is some good punch!" She quickly finished her glass and filled up another. 

She situated herself at a table and watched the dancing couples. She longed to be out there. Just then, a dashing fourth year caught her eye. They made eye contact and Winifred smiled, trying to be as inviting as she could.

Confrontations at the Feast

Marcus was becoming rather dizzy with Professor McGonagall's erratic dancing. His feet might never recover.

He also noticed that Anders and Nimue had taken to the dance floor. He hadn't expected they'd be quite so bold and he thought he'd better rescue the situation. When he spotted Marvo sitting with Kat and Company he knew he had a situation on his hands. 

"Minerva, you have exhausted me." He managed to guide their steps in the direction of Professor Snape. He gently nudged into the scowling Professor who turned to glare at he and Professor McGonagall.

Marcus relinquished his hold on Professor McGonagall and guided her in the direction of Snape. "Why certainly you can cut in Severus.," he said quite loudly. He left them to it and headed in direction of Marvo.

A slight smile on his normally miserable face, Snape was suddenly rather surprised to realize that yes, he would quite like to cut in and dance with Minerva. He'd enjoyed the punch, too. He was feeling...most unlike himself.

"Minerva?" he said, offering her one arm.  "Can I tempt you?"

"Why, of course, Severus!" Professor McGonagall smiled happily, taking his arm. "It's so delightful to watch the students, isn't it?"

To add to Marvo's confusion Marcus joined them at the table giving a radiant smile in the direction of Sarah and Fiona who were nearby. "Mal..Marvo, how excellent to see you up here. Since you are here I was wondering if you'd permit me to ask Miss Black for a dance?"

Marvo still looking confused turns and smiles at Marcus. " Hello Mr. Falconer" He turns to Kat to see what she says to both questions.  Marvo thinks to himself '... hang on....'  " Then Who is dancing with Nimue?" He asks out loud, but more as a question to himself.

Marcus looks quite bemused at Marvo's question and looks around to where Nimue and Anders are dancing.

"Oh. Yes, well that's Anders Grimalkin."  He tries to catch Anders eye to signal they really should come over 

and be sociable.

Marvo stops smiling. " Grimalkin!"  Marvo stands suddenly.

"Look, Marvo don't start getting overly involved. You are here with Miss Black remember? Nimue is perfectly all right. I am her escort for the evening and Anders is a friend. 

As Anders and Nimue danced, they talked quietly, but could not be heard, at least, not until Anders grinned broadly and said in a normal level of voice, "Ah, but really, Miss Hawkwood.  Maybe I ENJOY playing with fire."

Marvo pushes past Marcus and walks over to the dancing Couple. He takes hold of Anders arm and pulls him quite forcefully away. " Do NOT touch her Murderer!" He Turns to Nimue, " And I thought you had more sense than that Elizabeth!"  His Left hand now holds his wand, and his fingers seem o be melded into it.

Nimue is horrified at what Marvo has done and said. On instinct, she slaps him hard across the face. "How dare you!"

Marvo puts his hand to his face. This was not the welcome he had expected. " Don't you know who, what, this is? What's a matter with you Nim?"

Niki stands, staring at Marvo and Anders. "What do you mean by that?" she says, storming over towards them. Her thoughts are in turmoil. She had thought that only some of the more annoying students... Katia and Arcadia for instance... would try to remind Anders of his past. Why was it any of Marvo's business?

Anders stumbled backwards from Nimue suddenly as the dance was rudely interrupted.  He blinked once or twice - his landing on earth after walking on air had been a rather rocky one. There was something...in the stance, in the manner of the young man who had separated them...that reminded him...smacked of.... Auror...

The colour drained from his face, and the bile rose in his stomach as all the memories flooded back in through the mental gates he kept so carefully erected around his thoughts.

But he would not leave without retaining *some* semblance of dignity. Ignoring the intruder, he turned to Nimue.  "Thank you for the dance and for the conversation, Miss Hawkwood.  As I said, my time here at the ball must

necessarily be cut short as...as I have work that I must catch up on after my time off yesterday." 

Almost in defiance, he took her hand in his own trembling one and raised it to his lips, grazing her knuckles gently.  "Your servant, my lady." He turned to the stranger and bowed deeply to him.  "Sir." Anders Grimalkin left the Great Hall without so much as a backward glance.

Marvo glares at Anders as he leaves. " Moody warned me about him. " He turned to Nimue. " Did he do anything to you?"

Nimue didn't answer for a few moments, her anger somewhat dissipated by Anders dignified departure. She had noted that his hand had been trembling when he'd kissed hers. She turned back to Marvo: "Of course I know Professor Grimalkin! Are you mad? He's one of my teachers! How could you be so cruel and so rude!"

Professor McGonagall might have been the *slightest* bit tipsy, but she was still Professor McGonagall. She was beside Marvo and Nimue in an instant. "This is not acceptable behavior," she told them her voice quiet and cracking like a whip. "You are not to speak in that manner to a Hogwarts professor, Mr. Ward," she told Marvo, "and as 

for you, Miss Hawkwood... I am disappointed in you. I thought that you would know better than this. Your behavior will improve, and you will apologize to Professor Grimalkin, Mr. Ward." She turns to Niki. "Miss Pheidippides, I assure you that your intervention is not required."

Marvo looks at Professor McGonagall. " My Apologies Professor. I have just come from a long journey to

find.... HIM and my b.. and Nimue..." he lets his words trail off. He does not comment on the suggested apology.

"Professor, I apologize for slapping Ma..Mr. Ward but he totally misinterpreted an innocent dance and I am afraid I lost my temper at the way in which he addressed Professor Grimalkin."

After eating twice his weight in food and drink, Hagrid surprisingly showed up at the Valentines Day

Feast. He was in a bad mood because of the tribbles and thought the gathering would get him in a better

mood. He entered the room and saw many people. Marvo caught his eye.

"Good t' 'ave ya back, Marvo! Ya missed the tribble disaster althou' tha' might a been a good thing," said

Hagrid as he approached Professor McGonagall. "Minerva," said Hagrid. "Ya said ya needed a word wit'

me bou' somethin'." 

"I don't blame you, Miss Hawkwood," Professor McGonagall said, tight-lipped with fury. "And don't apologize to me, Mr. Ward. I am not the one you have called a murderer. I would go and locate Professor Grimalkin." She turns to Hagrid. "Hello, Hagrid."

Katia turns to Unnamed, speaking in a voice audible to those within a few yards, but not to the teachers. "Well, I mean, he is a murderer, but it's not really right, is it, for a teacher to be dancing with a student like *that*?"

"Yeah..." the fifth-year replied, tearing his gaze from Katia's torso. "Yeah, it's not right."

"What's that Ward boy mean, coming in here just for the dance? Why hasn't be been here before?" She flashes a glance at the students gathered around Nimue and Marvo.

Yvette had been bored, and wandered over to the drink table. She downed her fifth glass of punch and hiccuped, wobbling away. She knocked over Unnamed, not noticing until he cried out.  "Oopsies! *hiccup* Sorry 'bout that, really, I must watch my...*hiccup* self..." She trailed off and began muttering incoherent (is that even a word?) French under her breath.

Katia rolled her eyes, and Unnamed pulled her a bit to the side of the dance floor, talking to her in an undertone. Her face lit up with a very slight smile, and she threw her head back and laughed, replying in a low voice.

Yvette looked around, suddenly seeing double. She wanted to sit down, really she did...the sudden pounding in her ears was *most* unpleasant...

Madison headed over to the punchbowl and, after gulping down her second glass of punch, began to flirt with a very handsome fifth year Ravenclaw...whose date stalked off when he flirted back.  Later, after another half a cup of punch each, the two began to dance...Madison was a better dancer than she had let on and the two seemed to be having a good time, even if they seemed a bit tipsy.

Niki, too, was enjoying herself. She had wondered what the Welsh word meant, but considering Dylan's reaction last time she'd asked him about Wales, she decided it was better to savor the moment and ask later, if she remembered. Niki couldn't remember feeling this happy for a long time. At least not since she had realized that the diary 

held Hadrian, that her brother wasn't gone... But even that was a bittersweet blessing, she reflected. What he had told her was enough to make her blood run cold.

Dylan looked down in time to see the troubled expression flitter across Niki's face.  "What are y' thinkin' about?" he asked her quietly, his voice low and gentle.  He was worried about her a little, about all the things she hid that hurt her so badly.  But then again, he mused, one could say the same for him.

Niki answered without thinking, without even realizing she had spoken: "The last time I was this happy." She seemed utterly amazed that she had said that, her face burning. "It... it's nothing," she stammered, wondering what happened to make her let down those walls now of all times.

He shook his head.  "It's hardly nothin' if'n it means sommat t' you.  Which obviously it does."  Dylan pulled his hand from her waist briefly to brush her cheek, the gesture amazing even himself.  He quickly put his hand back, uncertain what he was doing.

Niki bit her lip, unsure of whether she could tell Dylan about the diary, unsure of whether he would believe her if she did, or whether he would even want to know her if he believed her. "My brother," she said, her voice so low as to be barely audible. In an undertone, she explained about the diary, omitting the bits she'd written about 

Dylan, and then about how Hadrian was writing disconcerting things. A part of her brain, the part that wasn't affected by soft words, is screaming at her. 'Don't talk about this!' it shouts. 'Why are you saying this? There's something wrong!' but Niki silences it. For some reason, she feels like she could trust Dylan with anything.

To his credit, Dylan kept dancing, never loosing the beat as she spoke.  For a long moment, he fell silent, mulling over all this in his mind.  He'd seen some crazy things since he'd come to Hogwarts; was this any harder to believe.  She was too earnest, too open to have this be a lie.  Right now, he wagered, he'd believe just about anything from her lips.  "I dunno what t' tell you...I think it might be dangerous," he replied in an equally quiet tone.  "If'n he's 

connected t' Dark magic, th' diary itself might be dangerous...I'm not goin' t' tell you t' stop writin' in it, if'n it makes you happy.  But fer God's sake, be careful."

Niki nods, her head moving against Dylan's robes. "I would have gotten rid of it when I realized what it was... Hadrian and I were almost like twins, only ten months apart, and when Mother was taken away... I know I should get rid of it, but it'd be like killing him again, and the worst part is, he knows it, and he's manipulating me..." She sighed. "I'm going to try not to think about it now," she told Dylan, "and enjoy this."

"Do tha', then.  You've earned it, I think."  Dylan kept her close, his hand around her waist a little tighter now, protectively so.  It seemed so much in Niki's life was out to hurt her.  He frowned at that thought, unwilling to entertain it for long.  He just kept dancing, surprised to find he had a knack for this, and even more surprised to find that he liked it very much, indeed.

******

Katia turned to where Nimue and Marvo were standing with Professor McGonagall. "Of course none of the Wards have any manners..." The fifth-year snickers, nodding appreciatively.

Andy looked at Katia and agreed. The Wards had no respect, no dignity. Marvo's probably on steroids. He shouldn't be with Kat. He shouldn't have any girl.  He realized what he was doing. What was he thinking? Why was he so 

mad at Marvo? He realized that this wasn't him. This was definitely Asriel and Katia had definitely been the cause of it. 

Katia smiled dazzlingly at Andy, obviously sensing his torn identities. It was always like this, with males following her around, with their eyes if not in person, because of her Veela blood. Murmuring something to Unnamed, she walked over to Andy. 

"Get away from me," Andy whispered to her. "Why are you doing this? Please...ah..." No one noticed but deep inside Asriel was beginning to win.

"Doing what, dear boy?" Katia is clearly enjoying herself. Her voice is low, so that no one but Andy can hear. "You don't really want me to go away, do you?"

Andy gasped, dropping to his knees. "No," he whispered. A few people helped him up. 

"I'm fine," he said looking into Katia's eyes. "Just a stomach ache...I'm all better now." Asriel has triumphed.

Katia recognized the change in his eyes. "I'm very glad to hear it," she said, smiling. She totally ignored the fifth-year, who was looking very impatient and irritated. She fluttered her eyelashes and whispered so low that Asriel would have to strain his ears to hear her, "Congratulations."

"Excuse us," said Asriel to the fifth year. "We have some talking to do." Staying in the body form of Andy, he took Katia away from the others and made sure no one could hear.  "There's no time. I need a favor to ask of you," said Asriel. 

"Yes?" Katia smiled inwardly at the look of utter loathing on Unnamed's face.

"I need you," he said," to get the pendant. I'm pretty sure McGonagall has it. This brat is stronger than we think." 

Asriel looked around to make sure no one was watching. 

"Only when I have the pendant can I truly take over this body," he said. "You need to get at it. I can't. There are spells blocking me. My spirit has been roaming these walls, these halls. I've been watching you, Katia. I've been watching everyone's every move. I know how everyone works. Especially that Grimalkin." 

Katia nodded immediately, not even stopping to think how she was going to get the pendant, which was undoubtedly heavily guarded. "I'll try," she told Asriel, her face grave. "You've got to stay in... in that body, though?" She glances at it in distaste.

"Once I have the pendant I can become my true self again," he replied. "Not in the view of others though. Just us. I can't risk it. You understand." 

Katia is obviously pleased with this answer. "I understand," she repeats.

"You and I will finally be together," he said. He could feel Andy was starting to come back. "I must go. He's coming to." He made sure no one could see and kissed Katia on the lips. 

Katia was enjoyed herself immensely for a few seconds, but she heard a noise from behind her. Spinning around, she saw a very nervous-looking first year dashing towards the bathroom, obviously having over-indulged in punch. She muttered something in German, then turned back to Asriel. 

"I must leave you," he said to her. He kissed her once more. "Don't worry. Andy won't remember anything. He's not that powerful." He kissed her again this time longer. "Good bye." 

Was there a tear glistening in the corner of Katia's eye? Surely not. This was, after all, the incredibly unpleasant girl... It was a tear, but it didn't fall. "Goodbye," she whispered.

Suddenly a confused face came upon Andy. What had happened? And why was he standing with Katia? He just looked at her and stared, waiting for her to say something.

"And don't you ever, ever speak to me like that again!" Katia said angrily, getting into her stride without even a pause once she realized that Asriel had gone. She narrowed her eyes with dislike, and stalked off.

*******

"Oops!" Madison giggled, accidentally bumping into Winifred, then turned back to her new dancing partner...a fourth year Slytherin.  She was no longer acting like her usual sweet and innocent self, but was being very flirtatious and pissing off many of the other girls...

"Whoa! Hey Madison. Who's the cutie?" Winifred grinned. 

Madison grinned back.  "Hi Wini! Oh, this is...uh..."  She turned to the boy and whispered the question to him.  He whispered back.         "This is Evan...he's from Slytherin..." 

Winifred leaned in to Madison. "Well, good luck!" Winifred took off in the direction of the fourth year she had her eye on, and, in a rather bold move, pulled him out onto the dance floor. She acted a lot more giggly and flirtatious than she ever had in her life, but she was enjoying herself. 

******

Nimue had resisted the temptation to say anything else in front of Professor McGonagall. She had little confidence that Marvo would let the matter go or that he will apologize to the Professor or even to her!

Her refuge was that Marvo was completely wrong to have done what he'd especially as she had been left with Anders by Marcus, who was suppose to be in charge of her protection.  

Still she knew that no matter how formally she and Anders had danced together that given the undercurrents of feelings between them, they had taken a risk. However, given the degree of cheer that was flowing through the hall in the wake of people feeling very 'merry' on punch she concluded that until Marvo had been so dramatic about breaking them apart it probably would have been forgotten by everyone.   

As the Professor moved off to rejoin Professor Snape, who seemed to be almost smiling in anticipation at her return, Nimue decided to find Marcus.

She couldn't resist getting in a parting shot, "You couldn't just come here and enjoy being with Kat could you? Wake up call, despite what our parents might be planning you have no right to dictate who I can be friends with!" 

Marvo looks a little shocked. " But.." Is all he manages to say before Nimue heads over to Kat. He follows

Nimue went over to the table where Marcus is standing seeking to make some form of conversation with Kat and the other Ravenclaw girls.  She really hoped she was not going to ruin another party for Kat and without preamble jumped right in to straighten things out with her.

"Kat, look I am really sorry about that. I didn't even know Marvo was coming let alone here. If I had I would have stopped dancing immediately. I know from his letter how much he distrusts Professor Grimalkin. So I guess he thought he was effecting another heroic rescue!" 

Marvo stands behind Nimue. " Nimmy, Look, sorry if I got the wrong idea, It was just a shock seeing you with him, especially after the warning I set you. Moody says he knows people like him, death eaters who pretended to be all good and nice after V..You know who was gone. Of course I know there was nothing 'going on' I was just worried is all. Worried he might use some sort of, of charm on you, magic or otherwise.." He pause to think for a second

" But of course, I know your cleverer than to allow just good looks and a handsome manner sway you. I'm sure your safe from him. But I will keep my eye on him for you. I... I apologies for my rash actions"

He smiles and looks at Kat: " You get my flowers?" He asks in a desperate attempt to change the subject. But something was niggling him. Something in the back of him mine. Something Nimue had said in her Owl. But he couldn't quite remember what it was.

Kat had watched the scene in amazement. Why did Marvo always muck things up like this? Nimue was happy and so was Anders what was his problem. Maybe that one important word that nearly slipped out was the problem still.

Kat looked at Nimue, Marvo and Marcus, and answered each of them in turn.

"Nimue, you cannot predict how Marvo will react, and I cannot blame you for his outburst, or for dancing with such a good looking teacher.  "Yes, I did get you flowers Marvo, but I think changing the subject won't help. Why don't you talk to you beloved betrothed about Dylan and Anders and work out what is going on before you shout at anyone else. I am going to dance with this charming, well mannered gentleman!"

"Marcus, I would be honoured to dance with you." And with that she takes Marcus' hand and heads for the dance floor before anyone can reply.

*******

Arcadia has been keeping a low profile during this, Pantalaimon almost hiding in her robes. " That Grimalkin deserves everything he gets!" She says to Nathan, then pauses, seeing that they are close to the Teachers table

" And you know, he tried to... to... well... He 'touched me' in class! When I was made to stay behind! He said they he wanted us to be 'friends' be I KNEW what he meant! He's a BAD Man!"

She waits for Nathan's reply, and Pantalaimon glances over to the teacher's table where he sees that Professor McGonagall is looking their way.  Arcadia Smiles.

McGonagall, sobered up by the events between Marvo and Professor Grimalkin was greatly disturbed by what she heard Arcadia say.  The young Professor HAD been dancing rather closely with Elizabeth Hawkwood, true enough, but that was excusable - they WERE just dancing.

But if what Arcadia said held any truth, then the matter could become more serious.

Minerva McGonagall had taught Anders Grimalkin as a student, and he had been quiet to the point of antisocial most of the time, had not had any school 'sweethearts' that she had been aware of, always seeming to be a little bit too immature for the girls of his own age.  Even now, she marked his immaturity.  He was very young for his 

age.  But she couldn't possibly put him down as capable of what Arcadia Fudge was accusing him of.

She sat back in her seat, lost in thought.  She would have to speak to Professor Grimalkin, but she would wait a half-hour or so.  Just until the giddiness left her.  It was one thing after another. And, she suddenly realized with embarrassed horror, she had danced with Severus Snape.

Nathan glances at her with a slight impression of disbelief on his face. "Did he? He tried to touch you? Why do you tell me, then? You should have gone to Snape or Dumbledore AND written to your father about that right away!

Don't get me wrong, I think Mr. Azkaban 2001 is in the wrong place here... but telling things like that can backfire, haven't you learned ANYthing in that Skeeter-Affair?" He sighs. "Children!"

" Of course I remember the Skeeter thing!" replied Arcadia, "THAT'S why I didn't 'officially' say anything. I mean, who'd believe me! I think that's why he picked on me"

A violet glow suddenly illuminates the night outside the castle. At first nobody notices it due to the quarrel concerning Marvo, Anders and Nimue, but one by one students look around confused and head towards the windows. As they look outside in the direction of the Forest, they see words made out of violet, blue and purple light hovering in the air, dropping silver sparkles onto the ground. A faint sound can be heard like a thousand tiny

silver bells. The words read: 

Pour le garçon le plus doux en Angleterre, Je souhaite que tu pourriez être ici avec moi, mon amour. Je me sens perdu sans toi. Tu seras pour toujours dans mon coeur.  B.R.

Consequences

It wasn't far removed from the feeling he had had that time he'd been a fifteen year old student who had ended up in the Hospital Wing after taking a rather nasty kick in the kidneys from one of his 'fellow' Slytherins.  It felt like all the breath had been taken out of his body and he was virtually certain that each breath he took would be his last.

Anders walked along the corridor that led from the Great Hall, holding onto the wall for support.  He had been on such a high, and then...the pedestal had been well and truly kicked from beneath him.  Prison Rat.  Murderer. 

Those two phrases stuck in his throat and threatened to choke him with their accusatory presence.

He felt hurt.  He felt confused, and most of all, he felt...yes, he felt angry.  He had been acquitted of the charge of murder.  Why couldn't people accept that what had happened with Olaf Petersson had been an accident, nothing more, nothing less?  Why?

He could feel the tension in his neck and shoulders threatening to send his head straight back into the realms of migraine-dom, and paused in his walk to try to calm down.  What had been recommended for his headache yesterday?

"A bath and a massage."  It had been a harmless, innocuous remark that had been hard to turn into something entirely less innocent.  Well, maybe he could take some of her advice, if not all of it.

Finally reaching his room, he opened the door and slammed it shut behind him.  He pointed his wand at the bathroom and heard the water start to fill the tub.  He pulled of Marcus' dress robes and lay them carefully on the

foot of the bed.  It had been nice while it had lasted.  He would return the robes tomorrow, and made a silent vow never to show up to another organized event at Hogwarts all the time he was there.

Twenty minutes later, he was up to his neck in soapsuds, his eyes closed, trying to let the water soothe away the aching in his head and shoulders, and the sting in his heart.  It wasn't working.

********

Marvo watches Kat leave the table with Marcus and looks over to Nimue.  " Erm...."

"Did you hear what she called me - your 'beloved betrothed'? You'll lose her if you keep up this sort of behavior and I wouldn't blame her in the slightest. You'll end up like old Mad Eye at this rate. What were you thinking of making such a scene!"

Marvo collapses in a seat and puts his hand to his temple. " Sorry Lizzy. It was just such a shock seeing you with him! I don't want us to fight, But I've been asked by Mad Eye to see what he is up to. I guess I did over react a bit, I mean, you were only...."

Marvo stops half way through a sentence. " Hang on.. If it wasn't Dylan then...."  He looks Nimue straight in the eyes, " Just who was it you were talking about in your Owl?"

Nimue thought quickly:  "Well maybe I was talking about Dylan!" she replied, "I did write that letter on the first day of term and just maybe he just wasn't at all interested in me and I didn't get a chance to tell you! As you can see he is with Niki! Did you think of that!!

Marcus, as one might expect, is a beautiful dancer. Once they had got into the rhythm of each others steps (he was still a little tender from Professor McGonagall's dancing), he struck up a conversation:

"Miss Black, Kathryn ...I had hoped for some time to have the opportunity to thank you for more privately for the healing that you administered when I was injured in the forest. That the wounds did not disfigure me is down to your quick action. It is a debt that I cannot possibly repay. However, know that I am at your service."

Kat was surprised by this. "I, um, well that's ok. I would have reacted the same way with anyone. Although knowing how much Nimue... cared for you I was bound to act quickly." She smiled up at him.  "You need not worry about paying a debt. I am flattered enough that you asked me to dance." 

Marcus smiled down at Kat, "You obviously have a good and kind heart. It's a pleasure to dance with you. Now I really should be flirting wildly with you in order to teach that Marvo a lesson for being so ungracious to his lady." 

A slightly wicked look came into his eye, "Or maybe I should attempt to lure you away from him? After all, I suspect if I was really good at this sort of intrigue, I'd be doing just that while ensuring that Anders Grimalkin was introduced to the prettiest witches I can locate in Hogsmeade. If I did it might save a great deal of heartache later 

on. But I wonder what do you think I should do?" His tone was light and to a degree teasing but there was a real question underneath the banter.

Kat giggled and glanced over at Marvo. "Well I don't think you should lure me away under false pretenses. But a little flirtation never hurt. Sometimes he seems like he has no interest in Nimue and others..." she let the words hang. Obviously her mood isn't as light as she is trying to pretend.

Marcus didn't flirt though:  "Dear Kat, take it from me, I don't think that action of Marvo's was born of jealousy. Didn't he seem perfectly fine when he thought Nimue was dancing with me? He's just being over protective of her because of the things he's heard about Anders."

He smiled, "Really. I know their parents have these plans for them and I should be supporting that *but* I also saw the way in which he greeted you. He cares for you both but in different ways. It is possible you know." He looked at her to see if his words were lightening her mood any.

"Look, he even though he's busy he keeps glancing over in this direction. Now if you smile that lovely smile at me, he'll start worrying all right." Marcus gave her a cheeky wink.

Kat gave a glance in Marvo's direction. He was watching her. She turned away quickly and looked up into Marcus' eyes. "Thank-you. Knowing what Nimue has told me of you I know you would not lie about that." She grinned, and her eyes were sparkling again. "So you think that he loves me? I mean not like a sister, but well, proper love. 

me?"

She moves a little closer to Marcus as they dance.

Marvo sees Kat glance at him, then start to dance closer to Marcus, 'I've blown it!' he thinks to himself, feeling very sad.

"Sometime I'd be fascinated to hear what Nimue has told you about me" Marcus said with an amused tone to his voice. 

"As for love, it often happens young for wizarding folk. There are so few of us I expect we have different pressures than folk in the non-wizarding world. Or it doesn't happen at all - which is also why there are so few of us." he smiled at this thought, "I do know that Marvo's way of being awkward with you is quite a good indication that he isn't thinking of you as a sister. He can be more comfortable with Nimue because he doesn't have those sort of feelings." 

He allowed their steps to take them closer to where Marvo was standing just for good measure.

Severus Snape and Minerva McGonagall were dancing again quite enthusiastically a short distance away, not paying much attention to the students...

*****

Zephyrina stands at the corner of the ballroom. She had just arrived...the dance is the first thing she sees. She has no clue what to do...   "Erm...anyone here?" she asks silently. "Well, duh, stupid question..." With boredom and

loneliness on her face she sits down and enjoys a jellybean.

******

" Oh. Yes. that makes sense" Marvo smiles an 'apologetic' smile. " Can you forgive me? It was just 'Brotherly concern'. I mean, I knew really I knew that HE wouldn't be able to do anything to you, but also I was worried that well, someone like you is the sort of person a Dark Wizard would go for"

He looks over to Kat and Marcus. " Do you think she will forgive me? Should I have sent more flowers?"

Nimue wasn't into forgiveness mode: "Anders.. I mean Professor Grimalkin is NOT a dark wizard, where do you get this from? He was a professional Quidditch player who was involved in a very tragic accident. He almost died too! He certainly did not deserve to be placed in Azkaban for those months awaiting trial. It was barbaric treatment!

Plus, what about Marcus - don't you think that he is competent to look after my welfare? He is friends with Anders.. I mean Professor Grimalkin - he'd hardly have left us talking if he thought I was in any danger from him. He even told him to look after me!"  She looked out at where Kat and Marcus were dancing: "Whether she forgives you or not isn't something I would be able to say. I certainly cannot forgive you unless you make reparation to Professor Grimalkin."

Marvo actually thinks about he answer to Nimue. " Well... Mr. Moody told me about Anders, and I read some files on him. I admit they were very conflicting, but he still was only let out because nothing could be 'proven' guilty or innocent. So Marcus is a friend of his? I didn't know that. Perhaps..." He decided to be tactful and not continue that thread. "Perhaps when I've seen Grimalkin in action I can reconsider, but for now, well, lets just leave it at that"

Marvo is starting to get the idea that there may be something more that an Teacher/student relationship here, but he wants to talk to Kat before saying, or doing any more. One thing he knows for sure. He is NOT going to apologies to Grimalkin !

********

Andy  stood there for a while, dazed. *What had just happened?* was his initial thought. He couldn't remember how or when he got there. Then something crept into his mind: Asriel. Nah, impossible. Asriel was gone. Wait! Hadn't

Asriel tried to come into his body minutes before? Everything was a blur.

He felt a weird sensation that had come over him. Almost as if he had be held by someone. He didn't know... 

Suddenly he touched his lips and pulled them away slowly. His fingers were red. *The color* he thought to himself *of lipstick.*

Katia, who was dancing with Unnamed nearby, happened to glance in Andy's direction. She felt her blood run cold. Why, why had she been so stupid? It would make her job a good deal harder if Andy caught on. *Please,* she thought, *please let him be stupid, please let him not understand!*

Andy's eyes widened. He looked at Katia. His eyes got wider. He looked from Katia to his fingers back and forth. It finally popped into his head what had just happened. Katia and Asriel were in love. "Oh my God," he whispered. 

He needed to tell the others. He needed help because he could not do this on his own.

Several large fifth- and sixth-years seem to have detached themselves from the group of Slytherins at one table. They approach Andy, and one says, "'Ere, are you Andy Warden? We want to 'ave a word w' you."

Without waiting for a reply, they begin to close around him, moving out of the Great Hall into the hallway. He began to shiver. He backed away looking around. He looked to Marvo, Dylan, the teachers. No one noticed.

"What's going on?" he asked. "What's...the meaning of this?

"This is abou' goin' off with someone's date an' comin' back w' lipstick on your face," the largest of Slytherins says. 

"We want to 'ave a bit of a word with you," says another, advancing menacingly.

"I didn't do anything" he said looking at them. "I swear it. I don't know how I got lipstick on me. I..."

"D'you hear that?" one of the Slytherins says. "He goes out into the hall w' Unnamed's girlfriend, and comes back w' lipstick on his face, and says he doesn't know?"  "Ye must think we've not got two brain cells to rub together," another says.

Two of them advance on him, reaching for his arms. "So we've got a little lesson for you."

*********

"Shall we get some punch and go join the others?" Asked Randal. "I think after that little scene between Marvo and Anders that there are a few people who we could go cheer up. I'd like to 'bump into' the famous Marvo anyway." He grinned at Elia

Elia nodded, wondering whether she could have a quick word with Nimue without anyone noticing. She smiled back at Randal. "Not literally, I hope," she teased.

Randal chuckles at that. "No, not literally." He led the way to the punch bowl and poured two glasses. "Here," he gives one glass to Elia.

Then he leads the way to the table at which Marvo and Nimue are sat. "Greetings, stranger! My, lady." He inclines his head to Nimue. Then turning back to Marvo he says, "Looks like your young friend might be getting into a spot of bother. Excuse me ladies."

Randal wanders over to where the 5th years are giving Andy some bother. "Can I help you gentlemen?"

"Come now gentlemen, I don't think there is any need for this."  Randal steps in front of Andy

"Go ahead," says one of the fifth-years, obviously misunderstanding him.

Marvo doesn't move for a moment. He eyes Randal with suspicion, then seeing what is going on with Andy stands.

" Excuse me Lizzy. I better help" He starts to walk away then stops and turns to Nimue. " Look. I AM really sorry I interrupted your Dance. Really"

"It's a bit late now!" Nimue snapped as Marvo walked off. She felt her evening had been totally ruined thanks to Marvo. She would have gone to bed but she didn't want to give him the satisfaction!

Nimue smiled at Elia who appeared to have been left with her while Marvo and Randal 'sorted things out'.

"Some night eh?" she said to Elia.

"That's certainly, ah... one way of putting it," Elia replied. "Nimue..." Did she dare ask? Would Nimue be insulted, angry? The punch had loosened her inhibitions, though, and the words came out. "Is there something... anything... between you and Professor Grimalkin?"

Nimue was somewhat taken aback by Elia's question: "Elia, he's a teacher! It's totally unthinkable that there could

be anything between us. What makes you ask?"

"The look on your face when you were dancing with him," Elia replies simply. She wishes she had never asked, but now that it's done, she has to explain what she means. "It's... different from those girls who twitter over him and have photos of him from when he played Quidditch. I saw that look on his face too."

"Did you?" Nimue hadn't realized that they were so transparent.

"Well, I never been one for acting in that sort of giggly way about anyone and it's hard not to look happy when dancing with a handsome man no matter who he is, I mean look at Kat and Marcus."  She looked back at Elia, "However, it doesn't change the fact that there can't be anything between us."

Elia shrugs, turning away. *Yes,* she longs to say, *Kat looks happy dancing with Marcus, but that's not the same.* She also notes that Nimue said 'there can't be' not 'there isn't.'

Then Marvo goes and stands on the opposite side of the older boys, arms crossed. " Hi Andy. everything okay?"

The fifth-years glare, but move apart, returning to the feast. "Watch out for yourself, Warden!" one of them calls, as they slip back into the groups of Slytherins.

"Randal," said Andy rolling his eyes. "Come on. Let's go." He began to walk away from them. 

"You ok? Looked like a tricky corner you had got yourself into there." Randal asked Andy.

"Yea," said Andy. "It's just a couple of bullies trying to get at me because I was talking to Katia."

Marvo frowns and looks over to Kat, who looks quite happy dancing with Marcus.

Andy looks at both of them. "Listen," he said quickly. "I need to talk to you about something. Something about Asriel. Remember I told you about him, Marvo?"

Randal looks from Andy to Marvo. No one has told him to go away, so he is going to stand and listen...

Marvo, who seemed distracted turns to Andy, " Oh, yes. I remember."

He looks over to Randal. "But not here", He looks again over to Kat Dancing with 'that older man'

"Excuse us," Andy said to Randal. "Marvo and I need to talk." They stepped away from Randal. He noticed Marvo wasn't really looking at him. "Marvo," he said. "I think." And nothin came out.

Andy opened his mouth to tell Marvo some information about Asriel and Katia, but soon noticed no sound was coming out of his mouth. He tried to talk again. Nothing. It came to the point where he was actually screaming, but

not a sound came out of his mouth. Marvo looked at him as if he was an alien. Obviously a wicked deed performed

by Asriel. What was he going to do now? Hopefully Marvo could read lips.

" Andy? are you okay? " Marvo has noticed a few people are looking and acting a little odd at the feast, and wonders if Andy has been effected in the same way

Randal wandered back to the table he had left Elia at. Shame for Andy that he didn't know that distance was no problem for Randal...

Marvo looks over to Andy, a slight tear in his right eye. he shakes his head. " Sorry..... Right, Andy, what did you want to talk about? Oh yes, this 'Asriel' thing." he lowers his voice.

" I've spoken to Moody about it. He said he has sent a owl to Dumbledore. I'm here to pick up the Pendant and take it to the Ministry." He pauses and glances again at Kat " And I may not stay for as long as I expected. I'll go and see

Dumbledore tomorrow to sort out the details."

He smiles seeing that Andy looks a little worried. " Don't worry old chap, It will all be sorted out. As long as you stay away from that Pendant you'll be fine." He pats Andy on the shoulder with his left hand and Andy feels the poke of a wand, even though the hand looks empty. Marvo D Ward who has forgotten that that distance was no problem for Randal.

Andy knew it was no use trying to talk. He obviously couldn't. And Marvo obviously couldn't read lips. He gave up. He went over to Nimue and tried to talk to her. Hopefully she or someone else would know what to do. At that 

moment he just wanted to die.

Katia, dancing by in the protective clutches of Unnamed, hears a few words. "Pendant... Dumbledore... tomorrow..." She whispered something, her eyes widening, and resolved to try and talk to Marvo for a few moments later.

*******

Kat looked up at Marcus and smiled at him. "Thanks," she said. "I guess an outsider's view of things helps. I think he has stewed enough for now, though. I better go give him a chance to redeem himself, if he really does feel that way."

She led Marcus off the dance floor holding his hand. As they got to the edge of the dance floor she reached up and kissed him on the cheek, "thanks!" she whispered. Then she wandered over to where Marvo now stood on his own...

Marvo's heart seems to be beating very fast at the moment. He wonders if he would rather be facing another of Mad Eyes curses than be here right now! He is not sure if he should smile or not as Kat approaches, so he sort

of scuffles his feet and looks down. " Erm... Hi... Did you enjoy your dance? "

Nimue is pleased to see that Kat has headed in Marvo's direction. Also, she is happy to take the opportunity to claim her escort and escape from Elia's rather observant questioning.

She went up to Marcus and said in a teasing tone, "So I have a rival for your affections then?" He smiled and looked down at her and suggested a dance might be in order to 'restore the proper order of the universe'.

"It was enjoyable, yes." Kat looked at him for a minute. She can't help but feel sorry for him. "I, er... am sorry I was short with you. I still find your relationship with Nimue hard." Now Kat looked down and scuffed her feet.

" Oh Kat, please" He takes her hand, " There is nothing between Lizzy and me, apart from I guess a Brother

and sister thing. Noting like... Like what I feel for you"

Marvo feels a little faint. He smiles " I mean... Lizzy might be pretty, but kissing her? ugh! no thank you!"

" And I was so shocked to see her dancing with that 'Grimalkin' I guess I just forgot myself. He hasn't tried anything with you has he? Because if he has...."  Marvo leaves the sentence unfinished. He squeezes Kat's hand, " So... Want some punch?"

Kat grins at him. "I know it's different. It's just difficult knowing that one day you will marry her, and when you use, or almost use that 'b' word I.... well, it upsets me. Sorry. And I did really like all your flowers." Kat grinned at him wondering how to put this. "But one bunch of roses would have done."

She put her arms round him and hugged him, hoping that they could call it quits.

" Oh that", Marvo Blushes, " I was just upset is all. You know I don't want to be married.... not to Nimue anyway", he smiled, " I'm glad you liked them. I wasn't sure what to send, so I asked the elf to use his imagination. So...."

Kat grinned. "Well he definitely did that! There was all sorts. I couldn't fit them all in my dorm! Must have cost you a fortune though! You know you probably shouldn't have sent so many. But they really brightened my day!"

Kat reaches up to Marvo and kisses him. "Thank-you!"

Marvo hold on to Kat tight when she kisses him. Looks deep into her eyes and kisses her back. 

**********

Niki looked up at Dylan, not saying anything, but smiling. She felt angry with herself for interfering with this moment, which seemed almost magical, but it felt as if a huge weight had been removed from her chest. At least now someone knew, someone trusted her. She would have to be very careful indeed about what she wrote to Hadrian, lest he become suspicious, but, as she had told Dylan, she couldn't put the diary away and forget. 

Was it just her imagination, or had Dylan looked worried? Worried for her? It was like a warmth in her chest to think that he really cared. Niki could feel her nose tingle, felt tears of gratitude welling up, but she blinked them away, trying to keep her mind on the dance and the warmth of his body next to hers.  She could always worry tomorrow.

Dylan saw her gazing up at him, smiling in a way that was at once disconcerting and heady all together.  It made him feel warm for a moment, a sensation with which he was not familiar, and it frightened him.  Why did he get the sensation that he was hurtling over a cliff with no way of stopping himself, yet he liked the fall?  Dylan didn't know, but he smiled back at her, his eyes soft.  He'd never really given credence to Valentine's Day, to any of that romantic stuff, but maybe it was worthwhile.  Or maybe the punch was spiked.  He wasn't sure which.  But he was fairly certain that he liked to dance; moreover, he liked to dance with Niki.

Katia was feeling very annoyed. First Asriel surfaced and started kissing her, then he sank back under Andy's consciousness. Andy remembered- how could she have been so stupid! Unnamed had been decidedly irritated when she returned, and she had seen a few of his friends cornering Andy. Now, seeing Niki and Dylan, Katia couldn't 

resist an opportunity to be nasty. 

Unnamed was feeling annoyed too. His date, the beautiful girl who had been flirting with him for weeks, had gone off with another boy, who had returned with lipstick smeared on his face. When he realized that Katia was about to say something to these two third-years, he followed her, recognizing that Welsh kid who had gotten in all those 

fights.  

"Well, well, well..." Unnamed said, sneering at them. "How cute. I never knew Welsh boys liked toddlers."

Madison headed over to where it seemed trouble was brewing.  Completely "loose" now, she had no idea what she was doing.       "At least his date didn't go off with another guy," she sneered at Unnamed.  "What's the matter? Couldn't keep your girl interested?"

Katia flushed. She *had* hoped no one noticed. "I see you couldn't get anyone to come with you, Miss Avalon," she said contemptuously. "Since most people, Miss Hawkwood excepted, don't usually like murderers." 

Madison, though completely gone, had still expected the low blow.  "Really, it that all you have? I'd have thought you'd have more dirt on me by now, instead of using all this old news that *everyone* knows isn't true." She smirked.  "As for coming alone...I can make decisions, and I made that one on my own. Unlike *some* others, I'm not stringing along two guys...though I don't see how they got sucked into it..."  

Dylan felt his temper flare, and his voice was like ice as he spoke, never taking his arms from around Niki.  "Ne'er knew English boys liked whores," he retorted, his eyes glittering dangerously.  "Back off.  I'm not o' th' mind t' break your nose t'night."

Katia stiffens too. "What did you say?" Her voice is harsh, and her face seems to be lengthening, no longer attractive. "Would you like to repeat that?"

Unnamed grabs her arms, hissing something in her ear, but she turns on him, muttering something that makes him drop her arms as if he had been stung.

Giving Niki a squeeze, Dylan pulled his arms away, putting his hands on his hips.  "Love t', Katia.  I said tha' I ne'er knew English prats fancy whores.  I'd have used stronger language, y' see, but there are ladies present...excludin' you, o' course."  Though the words were deceptively light, his eyes and tone left no confusion as to the intent behind them.  Rage was perhaps the most appropriate word for the emotion, but even it lacked a certain quality to describe the incensed yet outwardly calm Welshman.

Madison was, for some reason, taking a certain amount of pleasure from watching this verbal fistfight.  Her eyes took on a curious glint as she stood with her arms on her hips.  For just a moment, she looked like Katia's usual, nasty self...    "Very well said, Dylan.  A bit mild for her case, but very well said..."

Yvette wandered over, watching the fight with a quizzical look. "Hey, Maddy, did anyone ever tell yer *hiccup* that when yer mad, y'look sorta like...*hicucp* sorta like..." She'd forgotten who in the hazy fog that was crowding her mind.

Madison gave a start and, seeing Yvette, forgot what she was so angry about.  It was quite possible that she couldn't remember that she was angry in the first place.  She giggled.   "Oh, well...Maybe you'll remember later.  Let's go find some dancing partners...Hey, Yvette...I think that Ravenclaw over there's checking you out.  Go for it!"   

********

"Dylan, don't..." Niki watches their growing rage with apprehension. She's seen angry Veela before, and it isn't something she wants to see repeated. "We all know what she is, but-"

Before Niki could finish her sentence, Katia screeched with rage, and throws what looks like a handful of pale fire at him. It misses, catching one of the tablecloths on fire.

Dylan, ever quick on his feet, tucks and rolls, dodging the fire.  As he goes down, he swings out with a leg, neatly taking Katia down to the floor where she can do less damage.  As he comes back up to his feet, the now cocky Welshman avoids Katia.  "Tha' th' best y' can do, miliast?" he retorts, spitting the last word in Welsh at her.  His 

eyes are blazing, their usual grey colour harder than ever.

"What is going on here?" It was Snape. He was staring at Dylan. "No, don't answer. It's perfectly obvious. Thirty points from Gryffindor, Rhydderch, and detention." He sneered at Dylan's shabby robes, his gaze raking the gathered students.

"Professor Snape, that's not fair!" Niki surprised herself by her outburst, but she felt indignant. "It wasn't Dylan, it was Katia, it's her fault!"

"Be that as it may, Miss Pheidippides, I am a teacher at this school, and you must learn not to challenge my judgement. Detention for you, as well." Snape did not look pleased to have to do this, much unlike his glee at being able to punish Dylan.

Dylan nodded, his body tensing.  "She starts havin' her lug o' a date insult Niki an' m'self, then starts shootin' fire at us both, which coulda killed some people, an' you give me detention?!  You...you...."  He looks ready to explode, his face getting redder by the minute, his hands balled into fists.  Dylan does explode, in a string of Welsh that surprises even himself, and it was easy to tell from his tone that it was quite rude, quite unacceptable and probably enough to warrant a trip to the headmaster, but Dylan didn't care at that particular juncture.

"A week's worth of detentions, Rhydderch. And you will learn not to use such language to a teacher, or you will pay the price. And... shall we say another fifty points from Gryffindor?" Snape looks quite smug.

'Smug git' were among the first words that came to Dylan's mind, though they were the least offensive.  Fuming with even more rage than before, he turned on his heel, a storm cloud in his black robes, and marched out of the Great Hall.  He was so angry that he even  forgot to bow his head as he moved.  What was that, 80 points from Gryffindor all because he let Katia and her smegging prat of a date get to him.  He ruined Niki's Valentine's Day, he was sure, and he'd never, ever make up the loss of points to the Gryffindor House.  

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

Yvette had found a chair, and was hiccuping every few seconds. She was rambling on a mile a minute to some poor Hufflepuff, and she'd attached herself to him like a barnacle to a boat. He looked bewildered, halfway between a grin and a scream.

"An' then I said, "It can't possibly be a chicken *hiccup* cause chicken's don't gots no wings!' An' he looks't me *hiccup* and says, 'Yerarealfunnyonecauseyerlooklikeachickenan'*hiccup* yerdon'tgotsnowingsandshensheshrinkedasharanle..." She began slurring her words, and suddenly giggled. "Hey, yers haves a twin!" She turned to the empty chair beside him, because she was seeing double. "An' yer didn't introduce me!" The boy looked ready to bolt.

Madison plopped down next to Yvette, grinning.  "He got a little too attached...had to cut him loose," she said, by way of explanation. Catching sight of Katia, she glared, then shrugged and turned back to Yvette. "Hey, Yvette ...who's your friend?" She gave a little wink and laughed.  

Yvette giggled. "Dunno! *hiccup* I call 'I'm Huffy." The boy looks at her like she's crazy.

In Other Rooms and Outside the Castle 

Professor McGonagall was more than a little concerned as she made her way swiftly through the corridors towards the teacher’s quarters. She paused outside Professor Grimalkin’s door, taking several deep breaths. The young man had already undergone one embarrassment tonight, and she felt almost guilty at being the bearer of such tidings.  However, it was a problem that must be nipped in the bud, and she certainly didn’t trust Snape to handle a matter of

such…sensitivity.

She knocked gently. There was a long pause, and then it opened, just a crack. Anders stood in the doorway, wearing only a pair of trousers and with his hair dripping wet.

“Yes?” he said, softly. “I was just…in the bath.”

"May I come in, Professor Grimalkin? There is a matter of urgency I must…discuss with you.”

Puzzled by her hard tone, he opened the door up admitting Minerva McGonagall to his room. She walked in and stood in the centre of the room, turning to face him. “There is no easy way to ask this, Anders, so I must be blunt.

Please forgive me.”

Still bemused, he shook his head. “If this is about what happened downstairs, I can explain.  I…”  But she held up a hand to stop him.

“I overheard something a little…disturbing, Professor, and I must see if that claim can be substantiated, I am afraid.” His face, somewhat pink from the heat of his bath immediately drained of colour. Minerva desperately hoped against hope that her initial assessment of the young Professor as a sensible man was right. “I overheard one of the students claiming that you have made…improper advances to her,” she said, watching him carefully.

Anders could have died. Had Nimue said something about their meeting in the café? He’d wondered if they’d gone too far speaking as they had. But no…surely he hadn’t done anything that could be considered…improper. But if

not her, then…who? McGonagall was silent, watching the struggle in his face that for a few moments put his innocence in the balance. Finally, he ordered his words and spoke carefully, without lying.

“I haven’t done any such a thing, Professor,” he said in a broken voice. “I have made one or two friendships with some of the students, but truthfully…that is as far as I have taken it. I would never…abuse my position for my own satisfaction.”

He looked mortified, and McGonagall’s heart went out to him. He spoke with such emotion, that she could do nothing but believe him.  She looked at him carefully. “You would not lie to me about this, Anders?”

“No, Professor. I would not.   I know that I was dancing with Miss Hawkwood downstairs, but that was all it was.  Dancing.  That's all." And there it was.  The pride that she remembered, springing, even if momentarily back

into his spine. She was almost delighted to see this return, however brief, to his old self and smiled gently.

"I do believe you,” she said, “and I will have harsh words with the student concerned. I am sorry to have bothered you, Anders. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

He said nothing as she walked to the door, but his face was working through a variety of emotions. Finally, he seemed to settle on an expression of abject disbelief and unhappiness. "Professor…" he asked, hesitantly.  "Who was that who pulled me away from Nim…uh…Miss Hawkwood?"

She sighed.  "Malcolm Ward," she replied.  "Marvo."  When his brow wrinkled a little, she added, with emphasis, "Elizabeth Hawkwood's betrothed."  She saw the expression on his face and wished she hadn't said that.  But she

couldn't take it back now.  Sighing heavily, McGonagall left him to his thoughts and undoubted misery.

********

Dylan mulled over all this as he walked, heedless of where he was going.  He was surprised to find himself outside when he did realize where he was, and Dylan stopped when he reached the lake.  It was bitter cold, and his breath came out in angry puffs of steam as Dylan stood there, regarding the heavens with eyes so grey they were almost 

black.  "I'm never making a bargain with God again.  Never.  I told You I'd do whatever the hell it is You had planned for me if you gave me one smegging night, and You couldn't even do that, could You!"  

Dylan picked up a rock from the shore and threw it as hard as he could across the lake, picturing Snape's large nose where it hit the water.  "Smug git.  I hope you choke to death on your own smug gittiness."  

He stopped ranting after a while, and dropped silently to his knees in the snow, his head bowed.  He had never, ever been so humiliated in his life.  He'd never hated two people right now as much as he hated Katia and Snape.  And he was pretty sure that Niki wasn't among his staunchest supporters either, now that he'd earned her detention 

as well.  "I should have jus' stayed in Wales," Dylan moaned to the night as a soft, light snow began to fall.

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

Niki's suggestion that Katia had been the cause of the problems and Dylan's remarks about 'shooting fire' at first hadn't registered on the Potions Master, so annoyed had he been by Dylan's insolence. 

After Dylan had stormed off, he turned and noticed the smoldering tablecloth which someone had the presence of mind to put out. He turned back to Niki.  "Miss Pheidippides, exactly what did Miss Drachenstein do?" 

Niki, who had been about to turn after Dylan, stopped. "Oh, didn't you know, Professor?" She gestures at the burning tablecloth. "Well, she made several comments I wouldn't like to repeat, then she threw that fire at the tablecloth." Then, she turns and hurries out of the hall, looking for Dylan.

"Fair enough Miss Pheidippides, I will review yours and Mr. Rhydderch situation in the morning after I have time to investigate the matter."

However, she had already turned and gone. He did not like the Welsh boy reminded him too much of Grimalkin. His manner was insolent and his accent almost incomprehensible. At least he wasn't in his House! 

Still, Snape also was not fond of Miss Drachenstein either and hadn't been from their first meeting. He had a instinctive revulsion at the idea of hybrids such as half-Veelas. If she was allowing that side to show itself too much the matter might need to be brought to the attention of the Ministry.

He looked around to see if he could see Katia but elected to go and have another drink of the delicious punch before confronting her.

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

Niki followed the footprints in the snow out onto the edge of the lake. Shivering a little in the snow, she approached Dylan, who was kneeling in the snow. She was fuming at Snape's unfairness. Eighty points from Gryffindor? 

It had been Katia who started it, Katia who ought to be punished.

 Dylan didn't seem to notice her presence, so she timidly put her hand on his back. "Dylan, you'll freeze to death if you stay out here. It's not your fault Snape's unfair."  She knelt next to him, looking intently at his bowed head. "It's not your fault Katia's a… a…" Niki seems lost for words, unable to think of a word that sufficiently describes her feelings.

He shook his head, the wind whipping his hair about his face.  "Shouldn't have lost m' temper.  He likes it when I 

do...always has.  Smug git."  Dylan remained where he was, his voice deathly quiet, almost lost in the wind.  "Eighty points.  Eighty points.  We'll loose th' House cup fer sure now...  He was cross tha' I was there wi' you, th' prat, an' tha' I dared d'fend m'self against Katia."  His voice broke, and Dylan dropped his head further.  It seemed as if whatever burdens he carried had somehow multiplied, bowing his back as well as his head.

"He didn't understand, Dylan, he didn't know what was going on. He said that once he'd heard what happened with Katia he would decide what to do..." Niki put her arm around him. "And he's a stupid, unfair..."

**********

When they finally stop kissing Kat realizes there is something else that maybe she should broach. Still looking flushed from the experience she leads Marvo to an empty table so they can sit and talk.  Still holding his hand she starts...

"Um... I don't want to spoil this time with you, but I think there is something you need to consider. I'm referring to Nimue. If you do care about her then you should consider that she might have been referring to Anders Grimalkin in her letter to you. And maybe she isn't being naive about it."

She holds her breath hoping that Marvo isn't going to explode at this suggestion.

Marvo looks happy... then Stunned!  " You mean... she has feelings for him? real ones? but... but that's not

possible!"  He looks very confused, torn between knowing that Nimue is mature enough not to just have some silly crush, and his training telling him that Grimalkin is a 'probable' murderer and should be locked away.

" That can't be!" Is all he says and puts his head in his hands.

"Oh Marvo, don't be like that. I know a little about the story behind Anders, and there are far too many coincidences. I mean, I was in the library when Katia and Niki had a huge row - you remember I told you that I got told off for having Scully in the library, it was the same day. Anyway, did you know that when Niki's mum was sent to Azkaban the condemning evidence was from the same Norwegian seeker that Anders was accused of murdering."

She paused briefly, "And, another thing, remember what happened to Madison last term. How could you prove that Madison was innocent if  she was still being possessed by Quetzelcoatal? Yes there is a lot of condemning evidence, but he does seem genuinely nice. And my necklace never screams when he is around. Not like it does with Arcadia. 

Perhaps you could give him a chance?"

Kat had to try and sort things out for Nimue, she couldn't put up with the two of them not talking again!

Marvo puts his arm around Kat.  " I'm sorry Kat, But I have seen the files on him, the MoM files. He was

only let off because they couldn't prove he did it. not because he was innocent. And Moody told me to keep an eye on him.... Where has he gone?"

"I think you will find he left after you stopped him dancing with Nimue... He said something about working..."

" I... we should go look for him. maybe give him a chance to explain himself. If... If you and Nimue think he is okay, well, I'm willing to give him a chance to speak for himself. Shall we go? I know where his room is"

Kat smiled. She had made some impression if he was going to give Anders the insciest bit of a chance. "Ok. Let's go."

The Release and Its Discovery

Anders Grimalkin  was hurting. The pain in his chest was almost unbearable as he kept back his anger and tears at these false and hurtful accusations against his character. Why, he wondered mournfully, was it looking more and more as though he was destined to be blamed for things he hadn’t done?

He sat on the edge of his bed, still wearing only his jeans, and put his head in his hands, miserable beyond

belief.  

~You could always get your own back.~

It had been a long time, a long, long time since that inner voice had spoken to him. He almost fell off the bed in shock and abject horror. He wouldn’t listen. He KNEW that inner voice. It was that voice that made him do things

he didn’t remember.  The voice that had been behind every display of petulance and temper he had ever displayed.  Terror came into his expression.

He got to his feet and started pacing the room like a caged lion. Had anybody been in the room with him, they would have witnessed a strange sight. Anders began muttering to himself, punctuating every other word with a strange sound that was something between an expletive and a whimper. He paced.

Then he began talking aloud in strange, obscure and broken sentences. “Can’ t…who it…don’t want…” …then he would pause, as if listening to someone’s reply. “No…spell…not allowed…”

He paced. This went on for some time, until finally, and most strangely, Anders flung his back up against the wall as if he could physically back away from the voice in his head.

He let out a shriek of anger and sank to his knees, clawing at his face in desperation. “Get out of my head!” he screamed. Blood began to ooze from the scratch marks he left, leaving scarlet trails down his pale skin.  He moaned softly with a combination of the pain and the fear.

But nobody heard him. They were all at the Valentine’s Ball. And as suddenly as he’d started, the struggle seemed to stop.

Anders went limp and got to his feet. Nobody saw a very oddly behaving young wizard wearing nothing but a pair of jeans and a vague, haunted expression leave his room and pad softly downstairs in his bare feet. He moved as if

On autopilot, his steps hesitant and stumbling. He turned away from the Great Hall and headed for the DADA classroom.

***********

~Let’s just give them a little scare, shall we?~ said the voice in Anders head gleefully as he reached the DaDA classroom.  ~We let this fellow out, he causes a bit of a scare, then they'll know not to mess with us.~

The fire demon's ambient glow lit up the empty classroom with an ethereal orange light that set the hairs on the back of Anders' neck on edge.  He stood in front of the cage and the demon hurled itself against its bindings.

"Hello, my fiery friend," said the DADA Professor in a voice which was his, but…quite unlike his.  "You are looking a bit…shall we say, cramped there? How about an exchange of favours?"

The demon stopped its incessant gnashing and stared at the Professor, almost bemused by what it was hearing.  Picking up his wand, which he had left on the desk in the classroom, Anders walked around the cage dreamily.

He hadn’t even been aware he knew the words to the spell, but as he stood there before the demon, the words of the demon-mastering spell came to his lips.  A spell that was forbidden to him both by the laws of his Art, and

By the laws of Azkaban.

The pendant glowed deep orange, matching the glare from the creature's own intensity as one by one the threads of aquanoleum holding it rigid snapped and frayed, until it was released. For the briefest of moments, the eyes of the demon and the eyes of the young DADA Professor met, then the fire demon bowed its head and knelt in submission to its new master.

"A favour for a favour," murmured the Professor, in a strange, hollow voice. "You are free, my demon.  Now go play your little games."

As the fiery apparition roared out through the DADA classroom door, burning a hole through the wood, Anders watched it impassively, before turning and striding down the corridor and out through a side door into the night where the snow was falling rapidly now.

He walked straight past Niki and Dylan without even noticing them, and then wandered aimlessly for a while before heading towards the Forbidden Forest. 

About halfway across the school lawn, he fell to his knees and howled with some strange inner agony.  Eventually, he got back to his feet, and, clad only in his jeans, his feet bare and soon soaked by the snow on the grass, staggered blearily and in a daze toward the Forest.

He didn’t get too far before the cold began to bite into him, but he struggled on, despite the cough that started to rack his already shivering body.

*********

Marvo leads Kat from there hall and down the corridor into the Teachers' quarters, they pass a couple of 'couples' who seem to be getting overly friendly, and are shocked to see Proffer Sprout and the Muggle studies teacher in, well, close contact!

They continue and come to 'his' room and Marvo knocks on the door. And a few minutes with no answer Marvo try's the door and it is unlocked. He opens it, but dose not go in, just looks and sees the room is empty. " Not here. Any ideas?"

"Let's try the DaDA class room."

They  head to the classroom to find the door open. "Oh no!"  says Kat. Before she can even say what is wrong they hear a load cry outside.

She grab's Marvo's arm and pulls him with her... "Come on! There was a fire demon in the cage in the DADA room, it has gone! I suspect it has gone where that scream was coming from!"

" A FIRE Demon! Here? why? how? Dam! come on!" He rushes after Kat

**********

Freed from its prison, the demon roared in a blaze of flame down the corridor.  It curiously (if such a word could be applied to an entity like that) peered into several classrooms, but found nothing of interest.

Then it heard music. Its simple, yet effective brain put the equation together. Music generally meant people.

People generally meant opportunities to wreak havoc. It smirked and took off in the direction of the music.

**********

When they get outside Kat sees Dylan and Niki. "No point asking them - they look as thought they didn't notice anyway." She say's to Marvo. She then sees the footprints. "Look! Someone has been running out here in bare feet! Shall we follow them?"

"Yes, stay close" They follow the footprints and see a man in the snow ahead of them

Kat headless of Marvo's words, run's towards him. "Professor! Are you ok?"

But as she gets closer the most horrendous shouting starts. "Get away! Run away! Bad magic! Run away!" It is the most horrendous squeaky voice. 

She stops and backs up a couple of paces to stop the noise. Then she just stands there looking shocked. How could the necklace suddenly change it's mind?

Half-frozen and now coughing violently, the young DADA Professor stared at Kat.  Then, as abruptly as the presence in his mind had arrived, it left him to himself.  All ability to move forward left him, and he sank onto his knees, coughing so hard that there were flecks of blood around his lips.

When he spoke, it was in a voice barely above a whisper.  His eyes swung to Marvo, and that same expression of utter, abject fear flickered into his face.  He screwed himself up into a tight ball, whimpering pitifully.  "No more, no more..." he muttered over and over.

The pendant around his neck suddenly stopped its orange pulsing and burst with a bright, glaring light that caused the DADA Professor to scream in pain.  When the light stopped, the pendant was no longer crystal clear, but a strange, smoky quartz in appearance, and the young man was shaking and sobbing in the snow.

Marvo pulls Kat back. " Keep away from him!" His wand is now visible in his hand. " I KNEW it!"

Kat turns to Marvo. "No, Wait!" She walks forward again, but this time there is no screaming her necklace has stopped.  "Whatever danger was there before has gone. Look at him! Something changed!"

"No more what, sir?" Kat asked Anders. This time however she did not try  to run closer to him.

"No more...no more..." He continued his chant.  Although, WAS that what he was saying?  It was hard to tell between the shuddering sobs.  It MAY have been 'Nimue...Nimue'.  But only MAY have been.

He was still scrunched up into a tightly protective and defensive ball, a position he had learned to adopt very quickly whilst he had been in Azkaban. The young man was clearly sick and delirious and in no condition to answer

any kind of question.  This state was further emphasized when his position seemed to relax, and still curled up, he lost consciousness completely, the blood from the scratches on his face staining the white snow scarlet.

Marvo holds Kat back not wanting to risk getting closer. " Go for help"

Kat looks at him for a minute. "Don't hurt him."

" Well Well Well. So you finally show your true colours. You'll go back to AZKABAN for this." Marvo doesn't say this with any malice in his voice, he truly believes that Anders has been bad and deserves what he gets.

Kat runs back into the school towards the Great Hall. Somehow she manages to miss the Elemental. She scans the room and spots Dumbledore. She runs up and tugs his robes. After whispering something to him he follows...

"Snape, find Madame Pomfrey and meet me outside!" There is no argument in his voice.

Anyone overhearing might wonder what is going on as Kat hurriedly leads Dumbledore out to where Anders is still unconscious.

*********

Snape, despite his current semi-tipsy state, nodded immediately at the tone in the Headmaster's voice.  He headed straight for the hospital wing and collected a surprised Madame Pomfrey.

As they both headed outside into the bitterly cold night, Snape caught sight of Niki and Dylan and sneered a little.  "You want more housepoints removed?  Indoors.  NOW!" With that, he and Madame Pomfrey began looking for Albus Dumbledore and the others.

As they approached the spot where Marvo and Anders were, Professor Dumbledore pace quicken. He moved swiftly to where Anders lay without addressing Marvo and knelt down by him. He seemed deeply concerned about the young professor's condition.  He said his name very softly hoping to bring him back to awareness.

He knew the voice.  Oh, he knew the voice.  It had helped him before, and as it reached through edges of his frail state of awareness, he clung to it desperately.  His eyes opened and they were full of a deep-rooted fear.

"P...professor..." he said, through teeth that chattered with the cold. "I..it happened again..."  He reached up and clutched at the Headmaster's robes, pulling the elderly wizard down to him.  "I can't remember anything,"

he whispered hoarsely, his eyes wild.

Slow realization seemed to spread over him and he stared from the Headmaster to Marvo, to Kat, and then to the approaching figures of Snape and Madam Pomfrey.  He looked back at Marvo and swallowed. "Don't...let them...take me...back there...please..."

Kat moved closer to Marvo, and clutched his arm. That way she could poke him or something if he started to say anything bad. She was worried about what had happened, but had no idea what to do or say. Marvo, who had not moved since Kat let, held her tight, protectively. But said nothing. He just watched Grimalkin very carefully.

The Headmaster placed his hand with a gesture of assurance upon Anders' shoulder in an attempt to calm his fears. "There..there my boy. No one is taking you anywhere except to the Hospital Wing where you will be attended to. You have my assurance of that!" Dumbledore then conjured a woolen cloak that he wrapped around Anders to protect him from the cold.

"Headmaster, what is all this about?" demanded Snape, as he and Madam Pomfrey approached.  She immediately detached herself from his side and rushed to help Professor Grimalkin to his feet, fussing over him as she did so.

Snape turned to look at the young Professor very coldly.  "I might have known this would have something to do with YOU, Grimalkin.  What has he done THIS time, Headmaster?"  He took one look at the expression on Marvo's face, and you could have melted rock with the heat of his grim satisfaction.  "Ohoh!  Something fairly major from 

the looks of things!" He couldn't contain the glee in his voice.  

"Now Severus!" Professor Dumbledore's voice had an edge of warning in it. "We do not know that Anders has done anything. Miss Black and Mr. Ward came across him collapsed in the snow. Apparently she tells me there is also a missing fire demon to be taken into consideration and I suggest that we should now concentrate our efforts on finding where it might be."

He turned to where Madame Pomfrey was assisting Anders, "Will you be able to escort him to the Hospital Wing? Perhaps Miss Black can help while we attend to the other matter." 

"Yes, of course, Headmaster," said Madam Pomfrey.  The poor DADA Professor was looking decidedly poorly, and she was concerned at the heat that was radiating from his skin.  She knew, of course, about his previous condition whilst he had been in Azkaban, and she was moderately certain she was looking at a resurgence of it.

"Your help WOULD be appreciated," she said, directly to Kat.  "Professor Grimalkin might look quite skinny, but he's rather...heavy."  She said this, because Anders was resting his full weight on her.

" Professor. I suggest you check the cage of the fire demon. From what I know of the defenses used on those things I find it extremely hard to believe it 'escaped' not without any 'help' anyway." He looks to Grimalkin as he says this. He also keeps tight hold of Kat's arm. Non to pleased at the idea of her helping.

"First things first Mr. Ward." said Dumbledore. "We must find where the demon has gone and either recapture it or destroy it before considering how it may have escaped." 

" By The Source! Headmaster! It would of headed towards people! The Hall!"  He grabs Kat's arm and tries to pull her with him to run to the hall. " Water Spells, or a fire freeze. Do you know them Kat?"

Kat kisses Marvo and whispers. "Sorry, I have to help. If you kick up a fuss they won't believe anything you tell them. Look I'll be ok. The necklace will tell me if he goes funny again. I'll be quick, then I will find you. Unless you offer to help too?" Kat prized Marvo's arm off her, and went over to help Madame Pomfrey.

Marvo lets go of Kat's arm. understanding her need to help. Hr runs very fast towards the hall.

Anders gratefully received Kat's offered arm and, supported between the two of them, found walking a little easier.  He coughed painfully from time to time, and had to stop walking in order to get his breath back.  There was still blood running down his face from the scratches he'd given himself, but Madam Pomfrey had already discounted those as superficial.  It was his lungs she was worried about.

And Anders?  He was confused and bewildered, disoriented and in pain.  But above everything, he was frightened.  No.  He was petrified almost rigid with fear.  There was a huge blank in his memory, and, try as he might, his recall of the evening was almost entirely zero.  He remembered dancing with Nimue...remembered...McGonagall coming to speak with him...then...then it'd been Albus Dumbledore coaxing him from under his safety blanket of unconsciousness. Limping along agonizingly slowly, he let them lead him to the hospital wing, mumbling his apologies the entire time.

Kat was relieved that Marvo had accepted her going. She helped Anders to the infirmary. "I'm sorry about Marvo, he means well, at least for Nimue." She hoped he didn't take that the wrong way. "So you can't remember anything, sir? Can't you even remember coming out here?"

"Nothing," he said wretchedly.  But the mention of Nimue's name seemed to calm him down a little.  "I remember dancing with Ni...with Miss Hawkwood...and I spoke with Professor McG..."  He broke off as another coughing fit struck him.  He pulled the cloak that Dumbledore had conjured around himself more tightly and shook his head angrily until the fit had passed.

They had reached the infirmary now, and Madam Pomfrey immediately forced Anders into a set of robes and piled him into bed with several blankets. She had conjured hot, sweet tea for him, which he accepted gratefully, sipping at it whilst she fussed around getting a potion together for him.

He seemed to start calming down as he drank and looked across at Kat gratefully.  "I'm so sorry," he said, miserably.  "You must have been so pleased to see Marvo...and then..."  He began to cough again.

"Yes I was pleased to see him, and I knew he thought... well... that Nimue was seeing someone. He sort of made a lot of connections and..." Kat left the sentence hanging.

"Well it was really strange when we found you. This necklace has magic in it to warn be about danger and dark magic. When we found you it screamed at me, then you changed somehow and the necklace stopped. Does that make any sense to you? I mean If you stay friends with Marvo then I want to help him accept that, and if I could find something to say to him then..." Again she trailed off.

He shook his head, his damp hair whipping about his face.  "No.  No sense at all." Sipping again at the tea, his body still shaking, he looked at her speculatively.  "I...you really like him, don't you?"  He tipped his head, almost shyly onto one side.  "I don't think Marvo and I are going to be friends, see.  He doesn't like me.  He made that clear earlier."

McGonagall's words suddenly came back to him and he gave her a look that spoke of his desperate need for a friend.  "I would never do anything wrong with Nimue, you know that, right?  If nothing else...please let Marvo know

that..."

And then he started to become a little vague and distant again, mumbling something about a fountain and a garden.  Madam Pomfrey bustled up and administered a potion, which slowly sent him into a restless, but healing, sleep.

Dreamily, he gazed at Kat.  "I never...not hurt anyone..." A faint smile crossed his lips, and he drifted off into sleep, his breathing sounding painful.

It's Gonna be a Hot Night - The Demon and the Dance

The fire demon had found its way, naturally, to the Great Hall. With a roar of something between delight and rage, it hurled itself into the room and immediately began setting fire to every decoration in sight, not to mention a few tables.

It was a free demon, and that freedom felt good.  It wanted to celebrate, and a fire demon's way of celebrating, was to be as unpleasant as it could manage. It began to look for a suitable victim in order to accomplish this. It's burning red eyes looked around the assembled group, and there was a hunger in them.

Arcadia, who has remained surprisingly quiet was curtly trying to 'hint' to Nathan that kissing her would not be objected saw the Fire Demon approach.  " EEEEK! Look! " She points and hides behind Nathan, Pantalaimon behind her.

Katia, who had been enjoying a 'private moment' with Unnamed, spun around. She screamed, pulling out her wand. "Aqueatus!" she shrieked, backing into the wall. The water spell settled on the fire demon, it started in surprise at the cloud of steam that rose from it.

But this was no cute little neo-demon such as the ones they'd practiced on in class.  This was the full-sized, full-fledged Head Honcho.  It was going to take more than one water spell to stop it in its tracks. It turned its malevolent stare on Katia and began heading towards her, a look of pure, unadulterated hatred on its face.

Randal was stood by Elia and Nimue. "What ever you do, don't get his attention! It will need several strong wizards to stop him!" He whispered to them. He watched and thought about how to trap the demon again... Hoping that the teachers would return quickly.

Katia's face is a mask of terror, but she keeps repeating the spell like a mantra, and others join her, including Unnamed, who looked distinctly nonplussed to have their little interlude interrupted by a elemental demon.

Randal moves to stand between the Nimue, Elia and the demon. Then he starts to send fire drenching and freezing spells. The demon is starting to look confused as spells start to come from different directions.

*****

Andy walked in a narrow corridor towards the Great Hall, where he would hope to find Marvo. Now that Andy could speak he could tell him exactly what was on his mind. He had to remember to thank Madame Pomfrey for curing him of his speechlessness, but he found it unusual that she stormed off like she did with Snape. She said it didn't concern a student and that he shouldn't worry. He hoped everything was all right, whatever it was.

After doing some instructed vocal lessons in the corridors, he entered the Hall and to his surprise was in the midst of a fire demon. A FIRE DEMON? Maybe this was why Madame Pomfrey stormed out like that? He looked around

but couldn't find her. He couldn't find Marvo either or Kat or Snape or Dumbledore. Where the hell was everyone? Confused again, he tried to look for someone who would tell him what the heck was going on.

He looked straight up at the demon. He hoped, prayed to God, that it wouldn't spot him.

Marvo comes running top speed into the room almost knocking into Andy.  " Aquirus multiplus! Use that, or Pyro Subnullus, the fire freeze spell, it must be subdued till the teachers get here!" Marvo shouts loudly, waving his Wand about trying to get the Fire Demon's attention away from the others.

As the fire demon moves closer, Katia begins to scream, unable to keep repeating the words of the spells. She seems rooted to the spot, unable to move even when Unnamed pulls at her arm.

This was not right. The demon scowled as it was bombarded on all sides by spells that caused it little more than grazes and nips.  They did not hurt, as such, but they were certainly very annoying.  Like mosquitoes buzzing around your head. It roared loudly and hurled itself at Katia, its original intended target, sending a burst of flame towards her.

Katia manages to move out of the way, but her skirt catches on fire.  She puts it out with her wand, and seems to be mobile again. She moves slowly away, not able to take her eyes from the demon.

" Oi! Sparky Over here"  Marvo picks up the punch bowl and throws it at the Demon

Yvette, who had stopped to watch this fight, marveled at the duplicates of Marvo and the Fire Demon. "So many!" She murmured, and mournfully watched the punch bowl fly through the air. "Stop, drop, and roll..."

Elia pulls out her wand, ready to attack the demon. She starts to cast any and all water-based spells she knows. The demon hardly looks affected and she hopes Dumbledore comes to help soon.

The alcohol-tainted punch caused the demon to flare brightly and seem to gather in strength.  However, the constant pelt of water spells was keeping it at bay...just.  It roared and flared, screamed and singed, and caused another table or two to burn into a pile of sad ash.

Marvo shouting at it caught its attention and it turned to glower at him. The thing threw its hands into the air and sent a shower of sparks raining down on the room. Anyone bring an emberella?

Katia screams and ducks under a table. When the sparks have fallen to the ground she comes out from under it and begins casting spells at the demon again.

With surprising agility Marvo leaps from the shower of sparks.  " What was in the punch!" He shouts. " Anyone good at Binding Spells? Try The Crimson Cords of Chittorak!"  The spell means nothing to anyone as it is not taught until the last year.  He Leaps over to Nimue's, shielding her from the Demon. " Push it into the corner, it can do less damage there!"

Katia raises her wand, muttering words too softly to be heard by any others. A silvery thing shoots from the point of it, speeding out the  door.   It was a message spell to one of the professors, whichever it encounters first. It will tell them the fire demon is there, and that the students need help. 

The demon was not at all happy by the turn of events.  It screamed words from the outer pits of hell that no mortal should ever hear, and flailed wildly as the water spells struck it from all angles. It began making a strange sound, almost like a hiss as it began to draw on every ounce of energy that it had and tendrils of fire began whipping from its body, reaching out to touch anyone who came anywhere near it.

Oh, yes.  This fire demon was *nasty*. Very, very, nasty.

Zephie was startled by the sudden commotion in the ballroom. Turning around  swiftly, she saw that there was some soft of strange being convulsing on the floor...FIRE?

"HELP!!!! FIRE!!!!" The fire caught her eye. She saw that it was a living, breathing, being...a Fire

Elemental, probably one gone bad. She has worked with Fire before...heck, she has worked with all the elements before, Air being her special one...

"What the heck is going on?"  She wonders if she should call on her Fire Spirit. "Fight Fire with Fire..." she's

thinking. "Should I?" After a while she decides she should, for protection. 

"Fire fire come to me, breathe your warmth unto me, your mistress Zephyrina calls to thee, Fire fire come to me..." she chants over and over. An old chant she learnt many years ago. She then hears a tiny voice in her head.

"What's the matter for my summon?" "Protection wanted. Fire Demon on the loose."  

"Ye shall be protected." She could feel the Fire Spirit flying past her and towards the demon. It put up a great

fight...but what exactly was happening?

*********

It was at this point that Dumbledore and Snape reappeared, fresh from the chill of outside.  Dumbledore glanced around for McGonagall who had been elsewhere but alerted to the problem had just stepped up to be with them.

"Severus, Minerva, three way split," said Dumbledore, pushing up the sleeves of his robe.  "You two cast Aquanoleum spells to bind it, and I'll do the rest." It wasn't very often that he had an opportunity to do such spells, thank goodness, but he was always glad that he knew them.

Whilst Snape and McGonagall moved in on the demon, threads of Aquanoleum shooting out and binding the demon fast in the corner, Dumbledore raised his wand and roared, "CUMULO NIMBUS!"

Almost immediately, dark clouds began gathering above the demon's head, and it let out a scream of rage as a torrential rain began to pour down on it. Within seconds it had dwindled to barely an ember and then that, too, winked out.

Dumbledore's face as he lowered his wand was sterner than usual, and he said something to Snape and McGonagall and began to make his way out of the Hall.   "Please continue the feast," he said at the door.  "I do not believe it will be disturbed again."  He pointed his wand again at the path of destruction the demon had burned through the Hall, and it immediately began setting itself to rights, including a big bowl of non-spiked punch.

Marvo looks extremely relived, and a little sweaty.  " Everyone Okay?"

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

Outside in the grounds Niki had jumped at the sound of Snape's voice, and turned a look full of loathing on her head-of-house. She took Dylan's hand, tugging on his arm. "Come on, you heard him, we need to go inside..."

Dylan didn't even turn, nor did he stand.  "Wha', an' loose m' chance fer a full hundred?"  He sighed, rather oblivious to the rest of the world, save her.  "He'd love t' do tha' t' me, th' prat."  Finally, he stood, looking at her, his voice expressionless, his eyes grey mirrors of his voice.  "You'll freeze, though.  G'on, I'm fine."

Niki's eyes flash. "I'll freeze, but you won't? I know he's a... a  prat?" She stumbles a bit on the unfamiliar word. "You are most certainly not fine. You weren't fine last time you said that, either. Come inside, it's snowing out..." She looks half-irritated, half-concerned.

Dylan was half-tempted to turn to look at her, to stand, but he did neither, merely kept his head bent, the wind whipping at his shoddy robes and raven hair, the white snow standing against them both.  He wanted to look at her, to understand why she came after him after the display in the Great Hall.  He wanted to do a million things and none 

of them came to his mind.  "Wha' d' you want o' me, Niki?" he asked, suddenly weary.  "Why did y' run after me?"

"I came after you because... because you came after me. Why did you run after me that morning in the library?" Niki shivered, wrapping her arms around herself against the wind. Snow stung her face, but she had a stubborn streak, and she was not going inside, not when Dylan was sitting in the snow by the lake. 

"You're goin' t' freeze.  Unlike most people, I'm fairly hardy.  Cold, wind...doesn't bother me.  Made o' sterner stuff...or sommat like tha'."  He sighed, his head dipping lower.  "I ran after you because I...I though you might try t' do sommat stupid...because I didn't think you needed t' be alone, an' I didn't fancy anyone else would come after you.  An' if'n you hit me, I knew how t' take it."  His voice was quiet, oddly earnest, at contrast with his defeated 

posture.

"Hit you?" Now Niki sounded baffled. "Why would I want to hit you? I'm not angry at you, Dylan. If you want me too, I will go back inside, but..." Her voice trailed off and she looked helplessly down at him. Niki had no idea what to do to help him. As the youngest in her family, the protected little sister of a boy who got angry, not sad, she'd had almost no experience comforting people, and now she felt the lack.

"I don't know wha' I want anymore," he confessed quietly, looking up and across the lake.  "Did y' ever realise one day tha' you had been doin' thin's because people wanted you t'?  An' tha' no matter how hard y' tried, y' couldn't stop doin' wha' y' had been doin', because y' didn't know how t' do anythin' else?"  

Niki shook her head, her hair whipping her face in the wind. But I do, Niki told herself. I've always done what Hadrian wanted because he knew how to make me, and even now I'm doing what he wants, even though he's dead. The difference is, I don't mind doing it. I like doing it, not having to think for myself. "No!" she whispered 

fiercely, but the sound was lost in the wind. I'm not doing what Hadrian wants, I'm doing what I want, because he's dead. "I... I know what you mean, but I've never tried to stop," Niki said softly.

"Then there's th' difference b'tween you an' me.  I've been tryin' t' stop m' whole life...there are days when I can see it all laid out fer me back home...can see the pit m'self, goin' back down int' it.  An' I lash out.  I think I'm gonna fail out o' here, no matter what I do.  Either fail or be asked t' leave.  'Cause tha's wha' e'eryone wants."

Niki felt confused. It seemed that they were talking about different things. "*I* don't want you to leave or fail... and I don't think we're talking about the same thing." Her voice was shaking slightly, as if she was trying to suppress some strong emotion. But, she told herself, don't you see the path to what is easy stretching out before 

you every day? The path to what your mother was? It's in the blood...

"No, we aren't," he replied tersely.  Even Dylan himself wasn't sure what he was talking about anymore.  Nothing made sense.  Maybe it was the cold, finally getting to him.  He looked down at his hands.  They were an odd shade of blue, but at least they had stopped shaking.  

Perhaps that was a bad thing.  Ah, he asked himself, but does that matter at all?  No, it seemed it didn't.  "Niki...I'm...I'm sorry.  You don't need t' know this much 'bout me, don't need t' be standin' here wi' me."

Niki's teeth had begun to chatter. "Dylan, come inside. You're going to freeze to death out here. And don't be sorry, just come inside. You're not making sense." She took one of his hands, her eyes 

widening with concern as she felt how cold it was.

Dylan looked at her finally, a little amazed that she had taken his hand for whatever reason.  It was cold, too cold for her, he realized, watching her shiver.  Whatever self-destructive tendencies he may have had, they were tempered by the fact that he couldn't bear to watch anyone suffer undeservedly.  Especially her.  "All right," Dylan finally connected, and falteringly got to his feet.  He was soaked, thanks to kneeling in the snow, and was too cold to shiver 

anymore.  He looked to her, a little lost.

Niki, still shivering, smiled. "Good," she murmured, her teeth chattering a little. Niki was relieved that Dylan hadn't told her to go. She would have, but she was worried about him. He was soaked to the skin, his lips turning blue, and she put her other hand on the other side of his, trying to warm it a little.

He looked from their entwined hands to her, an unspoken question in his eyes.  Perhaps she was just worried about him.  He didn't know why she would worry.  It wasn't so cold, at least not to him.  He'd stopped feeling it by the time it had started to snow.  "No sense in standin' about, then," Dylan murmured, equally as quietly, and with 

faltering steps, for he couldn't really feel his feet anymore, he led her towards the castle and warmth.

Niki followed Dylan towards the castle, trying to remember a warming spell, but found that she couldn't remember anything but what if felt like to be dancing with him... Think of something *else*, little girl, Niki told herself, but she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to.

As they came into the Entrance Hall, Niki overheard a first-year saying something about 'that fire demon!', and turned a confused look to Dylan. "What did we miss?" 

The Dance Resumes

Madison smiled, seeing them.  "Oh, it was great fun!" she laughed, still tipsy.  "The fire demon attacked..."  A disappointed look came across her face.  "Just a little further, and it would have hit Katia...Oh, well..."  She shrugged.  "But Dumbledore said that the feast is to continue. Oh...I feel...strange...Excuse me..." she 

trailed off and headed towards the empty chairs.

Nathan, who'd been in a safe corner shielding Arcadia from all the trouble, looks around and sees Morticia is up well and walking towards Marvo, and for a second an impression of relieve flickers over his face before he turns to

Arcadia muttering something about "HAD to happen", "unsafe as usual" and more unpleasant stuff.

He avoids to look out of the window where the anonymous Valentine message is still hovering over the Forest.

Marvo walks up to Dumbledore before he leaves the Hall.  " I hope you will be taking appropriate Action about this Professor? I think you understand what I mean?" He looks over to Nimue, looking concerned. Then he sees Morticia walking over and smiles at her

Dumbledore looked carefully at Marvo over the rim of his glasses.  "I am going now to check on the condition of Professor Grimalkin, Mr. Ward, and to ask him about what has happened."  In a slightly increased voice, obviously for the benefit of the other people in the room, he added, "But I do not believe that there will be a vacancy in 

the Dark Arts faculty in the foreseeable future.  I am sure there is a very rational, sensible explanation for this."

"Rational, sensible AND Obvious" Mutters Marvo as Dumbledore walks away.

Nimue was deeply relived at the intervention by the teachers. As things started returning to some semblance of normality, she came up close to where Marvo was talking with Professor Dumbledore and caught Dumbledore's remarks.  As the Headmaster moved off she addressed Marvo a note of alarm in her voice, "What did Professor Dumbledore mean about checking on Anders condition? What had happened to him?" 

Marvo was concentrating when Nimue spoke to him, so didn't register that she called him 'Anders' " He's in the Hospital wing. He let the Demon out and was found outside. Kat's with him now. I hope she's okay "

Nimue chose to ignore Marvo's comments about Anders letting the fire demon out. She was convinced that he was looking to find fault with the professor and was leaping to conclusions again. What concerned her was that Anders was in the Hospital Wing and she was determined that Marvo wasn't going to stop her finding out how he was.

"Oh, gosh look at my hair! All the water in the atmosphere has ruined it. I'd better just go fix it. See you in a bit."

Without waiting for his comment, she left the Great Hall and made at some speed for the Hospital Wing. 

Marvo watches Nimue leave. "Girls!" he says to himself with a smile. Then he looks around the room.

Morticia finally reached him, "Marvo... please, you must tell me what happened! How come you're here suddenly? Did the WIB do something to you?"

Marvo smiles at Morticia. " Sorry I didn't get a chance to speak earlier " he says, slightly out of breath

" No, I'm fine, The WIBs didn't do anything, not that they could, their a bit dim really. I've been at the Ministry, training. I was able to get time to come here to do a errand for Mad Eye."  He suddenly looks a little embarrassed, remembering the hug she gave him when he entered. "So how are things with you... and Egreen?"

"Who?" Morticia replies with an angry undertone, but then she forces a smile again. "I'm fine. And I'm glad nothing happened to you. Nathan was going on about you being in Azkaban all the time, it was awful, and with that Arcadia

around things got so annoying and terrible here...Are you staying for real? Or did you just hop in for the feast to see Kat?"

Seeing that most trouble seems to have calmed down, Nathan smirks at Arcadia. "How about a quick step outside?" he whispers.

Arcadia seems very relived that the Fire Demon has gone, and Pan comes out from Hiding under her gown.

" ooh. That sounds Lovely" She says with a smile and a squeeze of Nathan's hand.  As they step outside it may be noticed that Arcadia does not seem to be effected by the cold at all.

Marvo sees Morticia's reaction to mentioning Egreen, but diplomatically decides to let it pass. " I'll be staying a little while, not sure how long yet."

He looks over and sees Arcadia leaving with Nathan " I see. and just what has Ms Arcadia been saying? I see she's keeping a low profile. I saw the article in the Prophet. she has such a mouth!"

He smiles. " So, how have you been doing? And what did you do with your hair!" Then he actually starts to think

" It's nice like that"

Morticia blushes deeply. "Thanks... I think I'll let it grow longer again, though. Uhm... well. I've not been doing much. Papa gave us trouble, took us off school because it wasn't safe enough here in his opinion, but Mum

couldn't stand the thought of us being home all day and we didn't want to go to Durmstrang, and we couldn't go to Beauxbatons, of course, and so we were allowed back...  As for Arcadia, I'm not really somebody who talks bad about other people, but whenever I think about her a certain b-word comes into my mind..." Morticia blushes even more.

Marvo smiles, surprising please Morticia is going to grow her hair long again. " She's a Bit@# and she knows it.  I wouldn't be surprised if she had something thing to do with that Punch! And if I didn't already know who let that fire demon out I'd suspect her of that too... Only she doesn't know one end of a Wand from another!" He smiles, slightly embarrassed about mentioning Wands.

Morticia giggles and blushes violently before becoming serious again. "Well, I'd for sure like to know what she's up to with Nathan! I mean... I know Nathan. They make quite a deadly couple, I fear!"

" Well no offence, but I think he deserves her! and she him." he looks around as people are starting to get up dancing again, or falling over! " Look, shall we sit down? before someone falls over us?" He Smiles

*********

Dylan rubbed his hands together, wincing a little.  He was so cold, even the warmth of the hall did little to take away the mind numbing chill.  He glanced down and sighed at the puddle of water forming around his feet as the snow melted off his robes and hair.  "S'ppose I ought t' get cleaned up...or sommat," he managed through blue lips.

Niki looked very concerned. "Eureka!" she said suddenly. "I remembered the warming spell." She pointed her wand at herself, muttered a few words. A second later, the dark splotches left by the snow shrink, and Niki stops shivering, feeling as if she had never left the hall and gone out into the snow. She repeated the process for Dylan.

Dylan glanced from his robe, to his hands and then to her.  "You're amazin' sometimes, you know tha'?" he told her quietly, the colour coming back into his face.  He did feel a million times better physically, though mentally, he was ready to drop.  This was not how he wanted the night to go, not in the slightest.  "I...I'm sorry...fer e'erythin'....this was not wha' I wanted t' happen t'night," Dylan awkwardly told her, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, his eyes trained on the floor.

Niki blushed a little at the compliment, but her face grew serious. "It isn't your fault, Dylan," she says sincerely. "It hasn't been exactly what I was expecting, but there's not accounting for bothersome people like Katia. It's all right, really..." She smiled a little, managing to look up at Dylan, even though he was looking at the floor. Being short did have its uses...

He realized that she could still meet his gaze, being the height she was, and chuckled a little, ruefully.  "We could...we could go back, if'n you want.  Up t' you, really."  God, he wondered, when did this get so awkward.  Granted, charm had never been his strong suit, but this was ludicrous.  Dylan looked at Niki, hoping beyond hope she'd take some kind of lead here.

"I'd like to, if you don't mind," Niki said. "I liked dancing with you..." Damn! she thought, feeling her face flush. Why do I have to go red at a time like this?

Again, the same self-conscious smile as Dylan chuckled a little.  "Than dance y' shall," he told her gently, holding out his hand to escort her back to the dance floor.  He had to admit, he was quite fond of it himself.  

********

Elia found it a little strange that Dumbledore would allow the feast to continue, but was happy as well. She turned to Randal. "Shall we continue dancing then?"

The demon had gone, and now Nimue and Elia, whom Randal had been protecting, were safe. Nimue had gone, but Elia was still next to him. "If you want to dance then we will." He took her arm and led her onto the dance floor.

"I am quite glad that all the drama is over for one night!" He grinned at her.

Anders and Company in the Hospital Wing

Nimue hurried along after the Headmaster. She soon found that she had about caught up with Professor Dumbledore. Indeed, she had to slow down to avoid running into him. 

"Miss Hawkwood!" said Dumbledore, pleasantly as he noted her presence.  "What an unexpected surprise.  Ah, of course.  You'll be looking for your friend.  Miss Black kindly assisted Madam Pomfrey in helping Professor Grimalkin to the Hospital Wing.  I am sure she will be relieved to see you."  He lowered his glasses.  "You look a little worried.  Is everything alright back in the Great Hall?  No more emergencies of demons, I take it?"

"No sir..I mean yes sir.. I mean..." Nimue stopped and caught her breath and her thoughts. "Yes, sir everything is all right back at the Hall. In fact, I think the musicians have come out of hiding and are starting to play again now the danger has past. But no, I wasn't looking for Kat ... I was ..was worried about Professor Grimalkin, sir. I heard that something had happened to him."

*What had she just said!* - she sought frantically to find some explanation that wouldn't cause her to dig herself in even deeper.... except her mind was a complete blank! 

"Hmm.  Yes.  Professor Grimalkin has been involved in...an incident, it would seem," he said, walking along slowly and talking to her at the same time.  "I am on my way to speak with him about it now."

He did not give her any of the details of how Grimalkin had been found.  Neither did he comment on her concern for the young Professor, simply assuming that it was her natural compassion worrying about the young man.  He took off his glasses and looked at her a little strangely.  "Tell me, Miss Hawkwood.  You are in his DADA class. Has he been exhibiting signs of anything...unusual in the past day or so?"

"Yesterday, he complained of a headache." she struggled to remember whether he had said anything in class or whether it was only in their private conversation. "I spoke with him briefly about it afterwards as it seemed to be quite bad and I have some skill in such matters. He said the pain was both in his temples and the back of his neck. I

suggested that a bath might help to ease the constriction."  She paused hoping that the Headmaster might allow her to see Anders.

"Really?" Dumbledore seemed interested.  "A headache, you say.  Well, well.  Young Grimalkin used to get

regular headaches, and they usually preceded an event of some description.  He had to lie down for at least

a day before that duel he had with Snape..."  He sounded like he was rambling in his usual way.

"Yes...a bath...that would certainly explain the wet hair and lack of clothing..."  He was now talking to

himself more than Nimue, and suddenly seemed apologetic.  "Forgive me, Miss Hawkwood."  His eyes

twinkled at her. "Would you accompany me to the Hospital Wing?  I am sure you will find Miss Black there."

Nimue was very interested in what Professor Dumbledore was saying but did not comment. She was very happy to be asked to accompany him. "Yes, Headmaster thank you I will." and walked along by his side.

Poppy Pomfrey was not generally one to gossip, but she was terribly, terribly curious about what had happened

with the handsome young DADA Professor.  Her careful line of questioning had got her no answers from

Kathryn, and she had resigned herself to never knowing the truth.

Her concern for the young man was genuine, however. He was sleeping now, but periodically he would cry out

in his sleep.  She was not really surprised: she had seen people who had spent time in Azkaban before, she

knew how the place haunted the spirit and the soul. But she was deeply concerned for him.  Bereft of healing sleep, his condition would gradually worsen. 

She reflected on this as she offered a cup of sweet tea to Kathryn, knowing that the girl had clearly been

startled by events.  The two sat, drinking their tea in silence, the silence only being punctuated by the

occasional sob or cough from the young Professor. Madam Pomfrey's lips tightened.  She would never understand Azkaban.  Never.

Nimue arrived in the Hospital Wing with Professor Dumbledore. 

As Madame Pomfrey greeted the Headmaster, Nimue went over and sat with Kat. The two girls spoke together quietly for a few minutes. Nimue was obviously concerned about Anders and kept glancing in his direction 

with some pain on her face. Kat pressed Nimue's hand in silent acknowledgement that she was sure he would be OK. Then she excused herself as she was feeling much better and would like to rejoin Marvo. Professor Dumbledore wished her well and said he might wish to speak with her later or in the morning. Nimue was left there and decided just to stay quiet and see what happened.   

The peace and quiet of the Hospital Wing was shattered by a sob from Anders, who was muttering unintelligible words and turning restlessly in the bed. His shivering body began to shake with coughs again, but he did not wake.

The potion Madam Pomfrey had given him saw to that. But the dreams would not go away.

"I'm sorry, Da," he was whimpering now.  "Don't be angry with me, see, it's my fault...I...."  Then he would cough, then he would carry on.  "Three days, Da, that's all I need, then I'm out of your hair..."  Then he began to cry, softly, a pitiful, heart-wrenching sound.

There was no way in the universe that Nimue could ignore Anders' crying. He was obviously asleep but in great emotional pain. Therefore, as she stood by the bed she reached out with her hand and gently stroked his forehead, whispering quiet words of comfort that came to her.

He continued to mumble in his sleep, but the tears gradually subsided and stopped.  Occasionally he would whimper slightly, but whatever Nimue was saying was clearly reaching him.  One of the hands that was clenching and

unclenching in a fist found hers and, still sleeping, he entwined his fingers around hers.

Madam Pomfrey looked as though she was going to say something, but Dumbledore stopped her with a quiet shake of the head. Slowly, slowly, Anders' breathing became even and regular and it may have been the half-light in the Hospital Wing, but a smile reached his lips.

Severus Snape stamped up the corridor towards the Hospital Wing, his black robes billowing out behind him.  He was decidedly annoyed.  His earlier light mood had been replaced by something altogether more sinister. He stormed into the Hospital Wing and saw Professor Dumbledore and Madam Pomfrey in discussion.

"Headmaster!" he barked.  "We must discuss this matter immediately.  I told you that Grimalkin was a foolish choice!  He is about as loose a cannon as you could possibly have found, and he should be removed from the school with immedi..."  He trailed off as he saw Nimue and Anders holding hands - for the SECOND time since the young Professor had entered Hogwarts as a teacher.  His eyes narrowed. "Just what is going on here, Miss Hawkwood?"

Nimue looked up at Snape's rather stormy countenance and true to her nature did not flinch though her voice was somewhat subdued:  "Professor Grimalkin is ill, sir. I am trying to help him."  She didn't know if that made any sense to Professor Snape. She wasn't going to feel any guilt about what she was doing. 

"Severus, leave Miss Hawkwood be" said Dumbledore most firmly; " Her presence is having a superlative effect on Professor Grimalkin. As I am sure you can see for yourself, he is in no condition for me to speak with him just yet, neither will he be until at least the morning, if what Madam Pomfrey tells me is true.  As soon as I am able to speak with me, rest assured that I will."

He positively glowered at Snape. "Dismissed, Severus.  I would like to speak to you and Minerva once I have spoken with Professor Grimalkin tomorrow. Make arrangements to have your classes covered." Then noting that Professor Snape was still glowering in Anders' direction he said, "Still here, Severus?"

Professor Snape made a 'Hurruf' sound and turned and left the Infirmary. 

Then Dumbledore turned to Nimue, lowering his voice so that only she could hear him. "Miss Hawkwood.  I am aware that you are in possession of many talents beyond the understanding of us mere mortals.  Whatever this connection is that you have with Professor Grimalkin may appear improper on the surface, but if you can ease his pain, then I cannot, as a compassionate man, take that away from him. The heavens above know what he has already suffered."

He raised his voice again.  "Madam Pomfrey...if Miss Hawkwood wishes it, please allow her to visit with

Professor Grimalkin whenever she desires.  Her presence is obviously calming, and that is greatly desirable as far as I am concerned." 

The Headmaster's eyes twinkled at Nimue.  The old boy missed nothing. "He may be here for a week or so, Miss Hawkwood - and no skipping classes or being up here after lights out."

Nimue's eyes met those of Dumbledore's and conveyed to him without words her deep gratitude to the Headmaster for his understanding and compassion.   She returned her attention to Anders hoping that the Professor was

right that she could somehow help him.

Somewhere, at the very back of the crowded mass of thoughts and memories that made up his mind, there was a tiny, tiny spot of light, and Anders clung onto it desperately.  It was an escape from the eternal torment his mind put him under when he tried to sleep, and, as once before, when Nimue had first helped him when he was poorly, he knew he was safe, and that nothing could hurt him.

"I never...hurt...not me..." he mumbled once, almost inaudibly, then fell, finally, into a deep and restful sleep, his fingers still locked with hers.

Madame Pomfrey could see that Dumbledore was right. The girl was having a remarkable effect on the young professor. She did note that it might be more appropriate for her to be sitting in a chair rather than rather awkwardly perched on the side of the bed.

Thus, she brought a comfortable chair for Nimue to sit in and a cup of tea for her as well. Nimue looked like she was settled in for the evening thought Madame Pomfrey did say that she could only stay for a while but could come back tomorrow after her classes were finished.

********

“Minerva!” Snape positively jogged down the corridor to catch up with her.  “I must speak with you.  Would you step into my office for a moment?”  They were just outside, and he walked in, naturally without holding the door

open for her.

“Certainly, Severus,” she replied, with a faint sigh. “How is Professor Grimalkin?  I see that you came from

the direction of the Hospital Wing.”  She noted how Snape’s face darkened as she said his name.

“He looks like something that cat couldn’t bring itself to drag in, but I think he will be alright, more’s the pity.  Dumbledore is point-blank refusing to remove him from his position.”

Minerva clucked her tongue.  “Now, now, Severus.”  She sighed and sat down.  “If I remember rightly,” she

said thoughtfully,  “his pendant gives him three chances.”

“Ridiculous idea,” scoffed Snape.  “Totally preposterous.  If a wizard is capable of using the Dark Arts once, then he can certainly do it again. The whole ‘three lives’ theory is foolish and pointless.  Coupled with the fact of what happened here tonight, Anders Grimalkin should be removed from this school.  He is a liability of the first order.”

“We don’t KNOW what happened tonight, Severus,” she admonished.  “We can only go on what we see, what we

presume.  We have to hear his side of events.”

“And you know what they will be, don’t you?”  He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a folder stuffed

with newspaper clippings, each one containing a magical photograph of an increasingly haggard-looking

young Anders Grimalkin.  “After his arrest, Grimalkin said, ‘I don’t know what happened.  I don’t remember

anything.’”  Snape turned to another piece of paper. 

“After his trial, he said, ‘If only I could make people believe that my memories of the event are totally blank.’”   He threw down the clippings in disgust.  “The man is a liar, a coward, and a cheat!”

“Keeping newspaper articles on the one student who bested you at dueling, Severus?”  She bent down to

pick up the clippings.  “Isn’t that just a touch on the obsessive side?”

There was something so haunted in the boy’s face.  She remembered the day he’d received the news about his

mother’s death.  Something terrible had happened to him then, and she wondered if he’d started to go bad

at that point in his past.  She remembered having to tell him the news herself, it being universally agreed, even, surprisingly, by Snape, that it was a matter that needed treating with the greatest care.

 She recalled that day now as she flipped through the newspaper cuttings.  Breaking the boy’s heart had been

so very difficult when he had been fifteen, and it had been equally difficult tonight with him eight years

older, but still so very vulnerable.

“Anyway,” said Snape, snatching the folder back from her, his cheeks a little pink, and stuffing it back

into his drawer.  “The Headmaster wants us to meet with him tomorrow morning after he has spoken to

Grimalkin.  I just wanted to pass on his message.”

“Thank you, Severus,” she said, getting to her feet.  “I guess I will be seeing you then, then.”

But the Potions Master was lost in his own thoughts. He really DID dislike young Grimalkin, thought Minerva

as she quietly slipped out of his dungeon office.  ~I just hope he does nothing to make that even worse.~

Conversations Back at the Feast

Kat wandered back to the hall to find Marvo. She hoped he wasn't too upset that she had helped Anders. When Nimue had turned up she hadn't the heart to tell her that it really had appeared like Anders had let the demon out. If that was true it would come out soon enough. She also didn't want to tell Marvo where Nimue had gone. Kat suspected that Nimue would not have told him where she had really gone.

She walked back in the hall and looked around to see if she could spot him. 

"Yes, good idea." Morticia walks to one of the tables and sits down with Marvo. "But I don't like them hanging out together," she starts again, "I don't think they're up to any good... I wish I knew what Nat's up to. He's been behaving strangely lately, and now this message from Belle over the forest... I wonder whether he told Arcadia what it means."

Marvo takes a seat next to Morticia. "Message from Belle? Oh, those glowing letter? what do they mean?"

Morticia chuckles. "They mean Nathan would get into trouble if Arcadia could understand any French... It says something like "To the sweetest boy in whole England, I wish you could be here with me, my love. I feel lost without you. You are forever in my heart. B.R. - That's Belle Racine, quite obvious. How many other French people

would send a French Valentine message to a boy at Hogwarts?" She grins broadly.

"Oh, and Marvo, please feel free to tell EVERYBODY what that message means, will you?"

Marvo Laughs out load at this and sips some punch, starting to once more relax. It was nice to have someone to just 'talk' to.

" Oh you know me. I'm not one for gossip... But I may make an exception in this case. Anyway Tell me about G..."

He cuts off as he sees Kat enter the room and waves to her  " Kat! Over here!"

Kat come and sits down beside Marvo smiling. " Well, what have you two been chatting about?" She asks

Morticia repeats her translation of Nat's secret Valentine message and bursts into another fit of sniggers. "I can't wait to tell Arcadia!"

" You be careful with her. I don't doubt you can look after yourself. But she is very sneaky, and she may try and take it out on you. And she believes revenge is a dish best served cold. That's why she was..." He stops talking, realizing he may be about to give more information that he should. " That's why she was expelled from her last school." Under the table he takes Kat's hand and gives it a squeeze.

Morticia bursts into laughter. "She got expelled?" She gasps for breath. "Wow! What a terrific couple the two make! You do know that Nathan didn't leave Beauxbatons to look after me, don't you? He got into trouble..." She giggles.

" Oh? really? what sort of trouble?" inquires Marvo.

Morticia gets very serious. "I'm not supposed to tell... sorry... Papa would murder me, and Nathan..."

Marvo smiles. " That's okay. I can always look it up at the Ministry. But that's a secret too"  He gives a little laugh. Trying to re-lighten the mood

Morticia gives him a very Slytherinian smirk. "At the Ministry? Ah, but my dearest Marvo D., how come you have access to secret files of the French Ministry of Magic?"

Kat grinned, "So you'll get to find out, what about me?"  She turned to Morticia, "It seems obvious enough from what you've not said that he was expelled for some reason. I bet Marvo never wrote to you did he? I did tell him to you know..."

Morticia shrugs. "No, I never got a line from him..." she glances at Marvo. "But then boys don't seem to like to write to me. I didn't even get so much as a Valentine's card from Egreen."

Marvo goes very red. " Didn't know what to say. I mean....." Marvo D Ward was embarrassed and out numbered.

Kat grinned, "That's not what you told me! You said that you couldn't believe that Morticia was missing you as all you two ever did was argue!"  She turned back to Morticia. "I suspect he just didn't know what you'd want to argue about using owls!" She grinned. 

"Anyway, Morticia do you mind if we desert you?" asked Kat, "Only, I still have not had one dance with Marvo. You know we didn't even get a dance at the first ball because first he danced with Joss and then with Nimue, and then I found out about the ...." She let the sentence fall. "Well then things happened and I got kidnapped!"

Marvo wants to DIE! He goes extremely red and cannot believe that Kat said that! " Erm. yes.. Dance!"

He very quickly pulls Kat up to the dance floor

********

Winifred, though slightly shaken up from the fire demon experience, still feels very 'festive.' She wraps her arm around the fourth year boy waiting for some sort of response. He grins and they both go get some punch. It definitely does not taste the same and Winifred is a bit disappointed. The boy whispers something in Winifred's ear, she giggles, and they head outside.

Likewise Katia and Unnamed retreat into the halls, finding a secluded corner. Anyone passing by would see that they are engaged in the time-honored Muggle sport of tonsil hockey, and are oblivious to anything short of  a nuclear explosion.

*******

Yvette hopped over with a wobbly grin, and immediately attached herself to Madison's side. "Heyas, Maddie! Who's your friend?" She turned to the empty space next to her. "I'm Yvette Monclere. You look just like...er..." Once again, she forgot to mention a name. By then, her double vision was screwing with her mind, too.

Confused, Madison turned, then shrugged when she saw nobody there.  "Hi, Yvette...Why aren't you out dancing?"  She looked around.  "Hmm...looks like most of them got over that fire demon pretty quickly...Wasn't that exciting? Oh, but I'm starting to feel tired...what about you?"

"My eyes hurt." Yvette beamed, silver eyes slightly clouded. "And so do my feet...after dancing with that Ravenclaw, my feet are maimed!"

Madison smiled sympathetically, ignoring the faint throb in her head.  "Okay then...I want to get up and dance, or walk around...I don't know, do something.  I don't feel like sitting still...You can come with me, or rest here, if you like."  She got up again, ignoring the wave of dizziness that came with the sudden motion, and took about three steps before the room seemed to whirl around her.  After her vision cleared, it took her a few moments to realize that she was lying on the ground.

"So...tired," she barely whispered as her vision blurred again. "Don't want to...fight...anymore..."    

Yvette hiccuped through a giggle. "Yer'n th' ground, silly! Geddup *hiccup* or yu'll fall..." A gigantic yawn contorted her face.

Madison got up and turned to Yvette, a strange glint in her eye. "I'm  up...c'mon Yvette...let's go find some dancing partners," she said with a wink.  "You can rest those feet later...Party's not over yet..."  

Yvette grinned cattily, giggling. "Aye aye!" She wobbled her way over to a group of Ravenclaws, dragging Madison by one arm.  "Any of you like dancing?" She winked, then hiccuped.

Madison led one of the 5th years to the dance floor.  "Pick one," she said to Yvette with a wink.  She turned to see another girl glare at her, then stalk off.  "Tough luck." She shrugged.  

"Hmm..." Yvette was still seeing double, but managed to focus on one. She didn't give him a choice, just dragged him on the dance floor with her. Fortunately, he was also 'tipsy,' so he just laughed and began dancing.

After dancing a bit, the boy whispered something to Madison, who giggled.  "Yvette!" she called.  "Hey, I'll be right back okay?" She winked then headed out to the hall with the boy...bumping into Katia.

"Yuh huh!" Yvette giggled and turned to her fifth year. "D'ya know how'ta *hiccup* square-dance?" The boy grinned and nodded, and both of them broke into something that looked like chickens running away from a fire.

Marvo looks over to see Yvette and a not to attractive fifth year making some very strange movements on the dance floor " What ARE they doing??"

"Well, what have we here?" Madison said with a smirk as she approached Katia.  "So is this your third or fourth tonight?"

Katia comes up for air long enough to snap, "Leave me alone, you *filthy* little Mudblood!" then returns to her more pressing task.

Madison glared. "At least I'm not a...how did Dylan put it? Oh, yes...a *whore*."  She turned to head off with the Ravenclaw boy.

***********

Arcadia and Nathan stroll around on the grounds a bit with Nathan carefully determining their  way so that they hardly ever have a look at the Forest and the message hovering over it, which seems to be very reluctant to go.

"So, Miss Fudge... how did you like this calm and well-planned feast till now?"

Arcadia smiles and holds Nathan's hand tight. " It was fun. Until old 'The magnificent' turned up."

She looks over the tress and chats glimpse of the glowing letters, but hasn't a clue what they say.

" So...."  Pantalaimon rubs slightly against Nathan.

Nathan tries to shake Pan off and keep his smile at the same time, and he succeeds. "So? What do you mean, so?" He bends over and kisses her. "Like this, maybe...?"

" mmmmm yes. Exactly like that" She puts her arms around him and returns the kiss. Pantalaimon whimpers a little and nudges Nathan closer, rubbing against him.

Nathan breaks lose with a curse and stares at the writing over the forest which he could see while kissing Arcadia. He takes out his wand. "Nox!" he commands, but the words won't vanish. "Come on, pet, let's go to a more comfortable place inside. It's cold."

Arcadia is shocked by this and Pantalaimon even lets out a little yelp. " What? What is it? what?" She looks a little flushed.

"Nothing." He takes her hand to drag her back inside. "How about a dance?"

Arcadia pouts. " But I like it here... I like... What we were doing." She puts out her hand to pull Nathan Closer

Pantalaimon tentatively licks his hand.

Nathan puts his hand around her shoulder and impatiently drags her back inside, avoiding to look at the forest.

Arcadia 'stumbles' after Nathan, Stilettos not being the best shoes for walking the ground in and Pantalaimon pads behind, looking as confused as Arcadia.

Nathan drags her back to the ballroom and urges her to dance, secretly kicking slightly at Pan to get rid off him.

"OW!" Arcadia cries out. She steps back from Nathan looking upset.  " What was that for?" She says, rubbing her side.

"Well, keep it off my leg, I don't like animals," Nathan grunts.

Arcadia rubs her side. " I'm not an animal!"  She pats Pan on the head. " And if you want me you've got to accept Pan too. " She dose look like she is getting a little upset.

"Arcy, could you just explain to me what it is with you and this... dog?"

" He is NOT a dog. He's a wolf" Then she looks rather shy. " And it's not something you talk about... in public"

Nathan chuckles. "I thought so. Later, then... in private..."

" If you're a good boy" Arcadia grins wickedly.

********

Niki took Dylan's hand, feeling, with satisfaction, that is was no longer freezing cold. On their way in she had seen Katia and Unnamed kissing down the corridor, but decided that it was probably not a very good idea to point it out. 

She wondered idly as they began to dance again whether she suddenly liked dancing, or whether she suddenly liked dancing with Dylan... Possibly both, she decided.  

Time seemed to slip away as they danced.  Dylan liked the feel of her in his arms, the gentle press of her body against his.  It was almost intoxicating.  He looked down at her, his own expression content, his eyes a soft blue once more.  "Happy?" he asked her quietly.

Niki smiled, replying in an equally soft voice. "Very."

There was nothing to say to that, Dylan realized.  It was enough, in and of itself.  He smiled, one of those rare, genuine smiles that made his eyes shimmer like the sea and seemed to lighten the burden that always pressed on his shoulders.  He was happy, too.

"You know," Niki says after a moment, looking up at Dylan, "you have very nice eyes." She smiles. "When you're happy, they're blue, like the ocean on a sunny day, but when you aren't, they're grey... Like a wall of ice." She looks very odd, smiling bemusedly up at him, her eyes shining. The punch has obviously taken its toll more than Niki knows. 

"My Mum told me they shifted like th' sea, tha's where m' name comes from.  Dylan was th' god of th' sea...an' ruler o' emotions."  Before he quite knew what he was doing, Dylan lowered his lips to hers, claiming them in a gentle, hesitant kiss.  

Although quite startled, Niki found that, like dancing, kissing was something which depended on who you kissed. Yes, said the tiny, rational part of her brain, there *was* something in the punch, but it was soon covered in the tidal wave of emotions sweeping Niki's thoughts.

Dylan was somewhat startled himself, at his own boldness.  He pulled away at a moment, still holding her close to him.  He felt like he ought to apologies or something, but he couldn't find the English words for what he wanted to say.  Realizing that he'd only confuse her, and probably himself, if he spoke, Dylan remained silent, still dancing, his cheeks beginning to flush red.

Niki felt disappointed, and, as the tides of excitement drained away, the little island of reason in her mind grew. The punch was obviously spiked. No one was acting like they would under normal circumstances. Dylan would not have kissed her if he hadn't had any of the spiked punch. She wouldn't have enjoyed it if she hadn't had any of the spiked punch. But... Niki thought, even if she hadn't had any of the punch, she still might have liked it quite a lot. She tried to ignore his blush, looking away. She could feel the heat rising in her own cheeks. Not paying attention to what she was doing, she stepped, quite hard on Dylan's foot. "Excusez-moi! I mean, I'm sorry, Dylan. I'm so clumsy." Positively mortified, Niki was willing to bet that her cheeks were on fire.

After Niki accidentally stepped on his foot, Dylan responded: "You're all upset now," he observed softly.  "I did tha', didn't I?  Too bold fer m' own good.  I'm sorry...should I be sorry?"  There was something incredibly boyish and innocent about that question, in his questioning gaze.  "I...I won't be sorry if'n I don't have t' be."

Niki felt a tremendous wave of relief. "No, you shouldn't be," she said with a radiant smile up at him. "I quite liked that, actually..." She feels her cheeks get even redder, if that was possible.

The radiant smile took him by surprise, the way it lit up her face.  "Did you?" he murmured, and, with a little bit more confidence this time, kissed her again, still clutching her close to him with gentle hands as they danced.

Niki lost herself in that kiss, thinking of nothing but the dance and Dylan. This was, without a doubt, the most wonderful evening of her life. Not even Peeves or, worse, Katia, could ruin it now.

Though it was sorely tempting for Dylan to loose himself in that kiss as well, he remained quite aware of her, of what was going on around them.  He wanted to just let go, but despite everything, he was still the gentleman he was raised to be.  He raised his hand and smoothed her hair as he pulled his lips from hers.  "I think I'll be rememberin' this dance fer a long time," Dylan whispered to her gently.

"I know I will," Niki whispered back, a little breathlessly. She knew that at least two first-years and a second-year were staring at them, whether shocked or intrigued it was hard to tell, but at that moment she felt like she would happily have braved Peeves, Snape, Katia, *and* Arcadia for that kiss to continue. 

He chuckled a little, the tenor sound sweet and rich as it reverberated in his chest.  "People are starin'...d'you care?  'Cause if'n you do, we'll have t'go somewhere or sommat," he told her quietly, his eyes leaving hers only long enough to glance around the hall, surveying the scene like a hunted stag.

"At the moment, I wouldn't care if everyone else stopped dancing to stare. Tomorrow morning may be a different story, though." She smiled ruefully. "I don't care if you don't, but some of those older Gryffindors look a bit... well... angry." 

It was true. Several of them, the ones who had laughed the hardest at Niki's Howlers, were glaring at them and muttering amongst themselves. "They're not in my House," Niki continues quietly, "so there's not much they can do to upset me, but..." She let her voice trail off, not sure of what to say. Snape and Katia weren't the only ones who had something to say about inter-House dancing and kissing.

Dylan glanced at the group indicated, and scowled a little.  "Bunch o' cowards, they are.  Could take 'em, if'n came down t' it.  I think I've licked th' scrawny one b'fore."  Still, he didn't want to take the chance of someone making this more difficult than it had all ready been made.  "Let's take a walk, then, hmm?"

Niki nodded. "A walk sounds fine," she said, smiling a little. She wondered, as they moved towards the doors, whether smiles were more valuable when given infrequently, like Dylan's, or all the time.

*********

Kat whispers, "Oooo, did I embarrass you? Next time you'll write won't you? Just in case I make fun of you again." 

She grinned at him, glad to finally get a dance with Marvo.

" Yes that was really embarrassing thank you" Marvo danced quite well and gave Kat a 'spin' or two

" But what exactly am I supposed to say to her in an Owl? I've apparently already put my foot in it asking about Egreen, and well. I didn't think she liked me that much. I sent an owl to your and Nimue, and Andy because well, he's a mate, but if I go sending owls to another girl, well.... people might get the wrong idea.. you know?"

The Evening Winds Up

In the Hospital Wing Madame Pomfrey approaches Nimue.

"Miss Hawkwood," said Madam Pomfrey, stepping up beside her softly.  "You really should leave now.  Professor Grimalkin will sleep now.  I believe he is going to be fine."

Indeed, some of the colour had come back into Anders' pale face and his chest rose and fell evenly.  There was even, Madam Pomfrey was inclined to think, a very, very gentle smile playing around the corners of his mouth.  She reached down and very gently parted Nimue's hand from the Professor's.

"You are a kind, sweet girl, Miss Hawkwood, to show so much concern for one of your teachers, but tonight is a celebration.  You should go and join the others before the fun is through.  Professor Dumbledore said you may visit him during the day, and I will tell him when he wakes that you asked after him."

Nimue was naturally reluctant to be parted from Anders but she recognized in the firmness of Madame Pomfrey's tone that the time had indeed come to leave. "Certainly Madame Pomfrey." she said in a quiet voice rising from the chair. "I know that he is the best of hands here with you. I will visit tomorrow when I can."

Of course, she couldn't touch him, couldn't even show the kind of  sisterly concern she had when Marvo was in the hospital wing. However, in her mind's eye she imagined bending over and gently kissing his brow.  This thought in her mind, she smiled at Madame Pomfrey, collected her shoes which she had kicked off, straightened her dress and made to leave. Before she did, she impulsively kissed Poppy Pomfrey on the cheek and said 'Thank you for always being here for all of us.'

"Oh, get on with you," said Madam Pomfrey, embarrassed.  "I couldn't think of anything I'd rather do than be here for you."

Leaning across Anders, she switched out the lamp above his head.  "If his condition should worsen," she said, softly, "I will send for you.  I don't quite understand what you did to calm him down, but...well, it worked.  And as a nurse, that's good enough for me."

Nimue didn't quite understand what she'd done for Anders either but Madame Pomfrey was right something had settled him. Nimue felt a slight lump in her throat as she looked at his sleeping form. 

"Thank you Madame Pomfrey. I trust you won't need to call me though I would want you to if he became worse."

With that she departed and returned, after a quick 'freshened up' to the Great Hall. She saw Marvo and Kat dancing beautifully together and was pleased. She went over and found some of her classmates and said hello to them. 

**********

(Note: Three IC chats took place between three couples: Nathan and Arcadia visited the Greenhouse; Marvo and Kathryn went to the lake, Neither of these chats have been 'released' to the main group and so are not included here. These encounters are referred to by the characters in the next transcript. The third encounter with Niki and Dylan was released to the main group and is summarized below. Full IC chat is Message 4800)

Dylan took her hand, leading her from the Great Hall with only occasional looks back.  Ever wary, he didn't trust anyone to leave them be. Niki noted the looks backwards, hoping that he wouldn't see Katia and Unnamed, who

seemed to be enjoying themselves immensely. Dylan thankfully didn't and as soon as the doors of the hall 

closed behind them, he focused completely on her once more. Niki smiled, slipping her hand into his. She hadn't held anyone's hand since they had been to Azkaban, four years ago, and Dylan's was much more comforting 

than her father's had been..

As they walked through the corridors quietly, Dylan's voice was low as spoke "What are y' thinkin' about?"

Niki didn't answer immediately. After a few moments of reflective silence, she said, "Azkaban, and your hand. That didn't really make sense, did it? Last time I held someone's hand was in Azkaban going to get my mother's body." she sighed, "I don't want to talk about that, though."

Dylan nodded, understanding, "Last time I held someone's hand was...a few months ago...when I went home."

Niki sighed again. She really didn't want to think about Azkaban, let alone talk about it, but her  hand wasn't much larger now than it had been then, and walking down this dark and deserted corridor was uncomfortably like it. All that was missing was the screams of the prisoners, and the Dementors. She shuddered, just thinking about them, and tried to think of something happier.

Dylan stops and squeezes her hand a little, gently,   "Don't think about tha'...'twill only trouble you. You're wi'  me now."

Niki smiled sadly into the semi-darkness. "I'll try not to," she promised, resting her head on his shoulder.

They talked about various things including the meaning of the Welsh words Dylan had called Katia. 

"I probably wouldn't use words like that if I knew what they *meant*, but I suppose your mother wouldn't think I was a lady. I know a lot of good Arabic swear words." Said Niki.

Dylan looks at her, and laughs thoughtfully, " M' Mum would think y' a gem, simply because y' treat her son like a human bein'."

Niki raises her eyebrows, wishing she had the muscle control to raise both. "You can't have met very many decent people, then. Anyone who thinks you're less than human because you're Welsh or Muggle-born has a second thing coming.

Dylan gave a little shrug, "You might think tha'.  Th' English hate Th' Welsh, th'  "pure-bloods" hate th'...what d' you call it..."Mudblood."  Put 'em both t'gether, an' 'tisn't pretty."

Niki said, "Not all the pure bl- " Niki caught herself. "People from wizarding families don't like Muggle-borns. I am from a pureblood family as old as any."

Dylan gave a little shrug, " It's one kind o' hate exchanged fer another.  House hatred, racial hatred, nationalistic hatred, blood hatred...wha's th' difference, 'cept th' names y' get called?"

Niki said, "It's all stupid. People are people, except when they're not, like Katia and Arcadia."

They discussed their Dylan's siblings. Niki remarked, "It was just me and Hadrian and Papa, and now just me and Papa.  I used to wish I had a younger brother or sister, when Hadrian annoyed me."

Dylan replied, "I ne' er minded th' houseful o' children...it's hard, sometimes, bein' th' oldest.  But I don't mind. Family's really precious t' us."

Niki murmurs, almost too softly to be heard," I thought it was for Mother, too... I know she loved us, she certainly told us so often  enough, and protected us, but in the end... She didn't have to kill that Auror, but she did, even though she knew it was dangerous, and that she would be taken away, and we'd lose her."

The conversation remained quite sorrowful.  Dylan looks at her, uncertainly, "Niki...I...I'm sorry...I don't know wha' I'm doin'...I don't talk t' people...I'm not so good at doin' it now."

Niki smiles gently, "You've already gotten me to talk more than Papa or Professor Dumbledore or that damned diary combined.

Dylan gave a hesitant smile, " I jus'...if'n I shouldn't have kissed you...or shouldn't have danced wi' you...I'm trustin' you'll tell me."

Niki grins, seeming to remember some particularly pleasant past event, "Oh, believe me, I would. If I didn't like being kissed... I would tell you." Niki smiles again, and, very gently, stands and tiptoe and kisses him.

They kiss some more. Dylan's kisses are much like him--timid and uncertain as he tries his best to guess what he

ought to do. Niki puts her arms around Dylan's neck and pulls gently so that they are both sitting on a bench in

the hallway. After a few minutes Niki rests her head sleepily on his shoulder, but positioning it in such a way that she can look up into his face. "I think that there are a lot of things that people don't notice about themselves until someone else points them out."

Dylan says, "I s'ppose...I've always been serious, though...14 goin' on fourty."

Niki responded, "It's just... not in my nature, seriousness. My mother was like that too, always laughing and

smiling... At least, that's what Papa says, and that's what she does in old pictures. I hardly remember her. All I remember is the one morning when I woke up and came downstairs and she wasn't there, and Papa said she had to go away for a bit... She had her trial, and then when she was sent to Azkaban, it was Hadrian who told me, because Papa told him. I didn't even know what Azkaban was. How could I? I was five years old. "

Niki turns her face away from Dylan's, and although there is no sound, he might be able to feel a wetness on his shoulder. Dylan just holds her, smoothing her hair, whispering to her soothingly in Welsh.

"I really don't want to think about Mother, *Niki says, but her words lack sincerity, "It reminds me of Azkaban, and I really don't want to think about there... "

Dylan just holds her, letting her ride this out, his voice incredibly soothing, almost musical.

"I wish I knew what you were saying, *Niki says after a few minutes. "It sounds beautiful, but I don't understand it."

Dylan said softly "You're tired."  Niki laughed, "Not tired, just *yawn* sleepy."

Dylan laughs quietly, "Same dif'rence, really."

Niki remarks, " There was definitely something in something. It might not have been the punch, but... *yawn*... It was something. was definitely something in the punch." Niki smiles again, less sleepily this time, "I promise I will 

go to  bed tonight, and not early  tomorrow morning."

Dylan laughs, "It's hard fer me t' believe you're in Slytherin...you're s' kind, s' honest...does th' Sortin' Hat make mistakes?"

"Like I said," Niki replies, "it's in the bl-" she seems to wake up a bit, her eyes widening. "No, I  don't think it makes mistakes."

Dylan shakes his head, "Then why are you in Slytherin?  Granted, th' thin' wanted t' put me there,  too, but still..."

"Ambition, I suppose," Niki says with a shrug. Her eyes seem wary, and she doesn't appear to like this topic of conversation.

Dylan takes the hint, and settles to smoothing her hair again, absently.  The question, however, still bothers him.

"Will you tell me more about your mother than that she'd like me?" asks Niki.

Dylan chuckled softly, "She's brave, beautiful an' kind...she loves m' brothers an' sisters an' me very much...I miss her."

Niki smiled, though it turns into a yawn halfway through. "I can  tell. I can also tell," she adds with a mischievous grin, "that she's a very intelligent person, since you said she'd like me..."

Dylan chuckled softly.  "She's...how d'you say it...intuitive.  She knows thin's about people without them sayin' a word.  Says it runs in th' family."

"I think it does," Niki said. She put her legs up on the bench, leaning on Dylan, her head still resting on his shoulder. Her eyes were half-closed, but she was fighting sleep. She didn't want the night to be over, even though she was drowsy.

He shrugged a little, trying his best not to disturb her, and slipped his arm about her waist.  This was comfortable, oddly enough, holding her like this, and it brought a little smile to his lips.  He didn't speak, unwilling to disrupt the quiet perfection of the moment.  Yes, he decided, this was one of the best nights ever.

Niki's eyes slowly closed, and the smile faded as her breathing grew regular and quiet. She was asleep. 

After a few minutes of slumber, her eyes flew open, staring in horror at the ceiling. She blinked a few times, looked frantically around, then remembered where she was, and why she was there.

"Hush, gently, now, it's all right...you're wi' me," Dylan told her quickly, quietly.  His hold on her tightened, as if to prevent her from doing something foolish.  "Jus' hush, now."

Niki felt severely disquieted, but managed to keep her face calm. The dream... Or had it been a dream? It had seemed so real, but here was Dylan, holding her, so it couldn't have been real. She closed her eyes again, but stubbornly pushed away sleep until she could take a potion to protect against nightmares.

"D'you always sleep s' poorly, or am I jus' special?" Dylan asked gently, a tinge of self-deprecating humor in his soft voice.  He was worried about her.  Never had she seemed so tiny, so frail as she did now, in his arms.  He pushed the thought and his hair away absently.  

"I've had nightmares for years. They were... worse, more frequent, after Hadrian died, and I usually get a potion from Madam Pomfrey before I go to bed. But," she looks up at him, a little startled to see concern on his face, "I don't want to go to sleep now. I can do that later."

A little smile flickered across his face for a moment.  "It seems you're doin' tha' now, whether y' want t' or not."  Gently, he smoothed her hair, the gesture become familiar now.

"I won't," Niki said, as if informing him of an interesting fact. "I'm *not* going to fall asleep... again..." She smiled. "I like it when you do that, smoothing my hair..."

His smile broadened, became sweet as he continued.  "I'm glad."  Dylan took to humming again, holding her, letting his mind wander as he hummed the soft, old song beneath his breath.  Despite the chill of the hall, he felt warm, as if he had been wrapped in a woolen blanket.

Niki yawned hugely, and covered her mouth with both hands. "I'm going to fall asleep here again," she said softly. "I should go to bed." However, she made no movement to do so.

Dylan laughed.  "Don't make me try t' carry you.  Though I could d' it, I don't know where th' Slytherin tower entrance is."  He shifted, pulling her weight off of him and helping her sit up.  "G'on, off wi' you t' bed," he told her gently, standing.

Niki yawned again. "It isn't a... <yawn> tower, anyway. It's down in the dungeons." She stands up too, then smiled at Dylan. "Well... see you in the morning, then..."

A little ghost of a smile as he squeezed her hands.  "Shows how much I know, does.  Th' mornin', then," he replied quietly.  He wanted to kiss her goodnight, something, but was uncertain.  "G'night, Niki.  Happy Valentine's Day."  Quickly, he kissed her cheek, then let go of her hands, and headed back for the Gryffindor common room, unwilling 

to look back.

"G'night," Niki called after him, and found her way back to the Slytherin common room. After changing into her pajamas, she collapsed onto her bed.

Niki lay on her bed, staring up at the dark ceiling. She was exhausted, but, oddly, not sleepy. She wanted to tell someone all that had happened. She wanted a Pensieve, anything, really, to siphon off some of the thoughts that were keeping her from the arms of Morpheus. Images kept flashing up: the Fire Demon… Dylan, kneeling in the snow… Katia's face as she threw the handful of fire… What it felt like to be dancing with Dylan… Dancing with Dylan… Dancing with Dylan… 

Almost, she pulled out the diary and poured out her heart to her brother, but the punch hadn't had that much of an effect. Hadrian knew she couldn't bring herself to destroy it, but she didn't have to tell him everything. The Dark magic he had learned from their mother had to be much more extensive than Niki's, and she had no way of 

knowing what Hadrian could do, even trapped in a diary. She shivered slightly, even tucked under the warm blankets.

Instead, Niki reached under her bed and pulled out a large and shabby book. She lit her wand with a muttered, "Lumos!" and curled up on her bed, opening to the first page.

Four people stood in front of an arbor covered in vines. A man, tall and thin, with tawny hair; a woman, much shorter, with olive skin and long dark hair; two children, no more than four years old, with their mother's coloring, chasing each other around the garden. The woman was smiling up at her husband, and, as Niki watched, turned her face up and was kissed. The children stopped their game and came to stand by their parents, laughing.

Niki angrily wiped away the tears she could feel starting in the corners of her eyes, and tucked the book under the bed again. She whispered, "Nox," to her wand, and closed her eyes. Almost against her will, she tried to remember the last time she had seen her mother, almost four years ago.

Niki was frightened, quite understandably so. The island fortress was so dark and imposing, and the Dementors who had met them at the dock were so tall, even taller than Papa, who was the tallest man Niki knew. Whenever one of the Dementors got too close to her, when she passed through a door, she felt cold and sad. It reminded her of when Papa had told her that Mama was not going to be coming home with them. She hadn't understood then, and still didn't completely, but she knew that Mama had done something very wrong. It had something to do with the mark on Mama's left forearm, the skull with the snake for a tongue, that appeared and hurt her sometimes.

Niki noticed how cold Papa's hand was as they passed still more Dementors, until finally they came to a desk where a wizard sat. His face was totally impassive, and Niki wondered if the Dementors had any effect at all on him. "Ah, yes…" he said, sorting through some papers. "Mr. Pheidippides." He glanced down at Niki and Hadrian, who clung to their father's hands like a lifeline. "Sign here, and here…" 

He indicated the lines. When Papa had signed, the wizard took them down a hall towards the cells. As soon as he opened the heavy door, Niki could hear the screams. There was one man shouting for his mother, a woman's voice crying out in pain or fear… She clung more tightly to her father's hand, round-eyed with terror.]

 Niki sat up in bed, breathing hard. That had been the last time she saw her mother, when she was nine and they had come to collect her body. Had it been merely a body, soulless and empty, the abandoned shell, for more than the few days before they had come? Had the Dementors sucked out the soul of Maryam Pheidippides, leaving her worse than dead? Niki felt sick just thinking about it.

She rolled over, trying to ignore the feeling of ice in the pit of  her stomach. Think of happier things, she told herself firmly. Think of dancing with Dylan, of the concern in his eyes as she told him about the diary… No, don't think about the diary, or about Hadrian, or about the forest on that day, or the look of savage triumph on Madison's face… 

Niki began to cry, tears running silently down her face. After several minutes, her breathing grew regular, and her pillow would be quite dry by morning.

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

Katia was very late coming back from the feast. Her usually impeccable clothing was mussed and her hair looked as if it had been hastily re-adjusted. 

Nathan sits in the common room, scribbling something into a very small silver book. He looks up as Katia comes in and grins. "Now, what do we have here, a little lovebird? Got lucky, Katia?"

Katia smiled flirtatiously. "Wouldn't you like to know?" she said, slipping through the door to the girl's dormitory.

Unnamed was certainly telling the story of the evening to anyone who cared to listen. He was clearly flattered that Katia even noticed him.

Nathan casually listened to Unnamed's tellings (being in the same year he had no way to avoid them) but kept his nose in some notes and books most of the time. In fact, he doesn't seem eager to go to sleep.

Katia hummed quietly to herself as she got ready for bed.

" What you been up to?" came a voice from the Arcadia's bed.

"More than you have," Katia replies crisply, sitting down on her bed to brush her hair.


