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HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 15 

Plots Hatched, Love Ruined -A Typical Day Out in Hogsmeade


This transcript takes place on the day of the trip to Hogsmeade in mid-February of the role-play and covers Messages 5174-5394 and Message 5401 a long IC chat.  Some regular players were away on holidays during this and the next section, which meant that the focus was on fewer characters. 
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Off to Hogsmeade
On Saturday morning the castle was buzzing with excitement as usual with all the students preparing for their Hogsmeade trip.

As they finally leave their common rooms and stroll outside, little groups develop as they always do most of them within the houses. 

Nathan can be seen chatting and laughing with two Slytherin 5th year girls who are hanging on either one of his arms and who are positively worshipping him. He walks by Arcadia without even so much as looking at her, meets up with his friends and the huddle proceeds towards Hogsmeade.

Sarah Taverner was delighted at the opportunity for a little freedom as were the majority of the students. Aside from the first and second years left behind and those confined to the Hospital Wing, there was the inevitable few nerdy types who passed up the delights of Hogsmeade in favour of studying.  

Sarah had kept a low profile during Marvo's visit. Trouble always seemed to follow in his wake and this had been no exception. At least he had seemed to be gone now though. She felt bad for Kat having to miss this visit for sake of the measles but resolved to bring her back plenty of candy. 

She looked around for Fiona. This would be her first trip to Hogsmeade and Sarah intended to show off her knowledge of the town.  She waved to Morticia.  

Morticia smiled at Sarah's wave and walked over to her. "Hello! Mind if I join you for Hogsmeade? I

had a terrible fight with Muriel Blackthorn last night, she said I was fit for St Mungo's because of my visions... so I'm not at good terms with my fellow Slytherins at the moment... Of course I could ask Nimue - or Arcadia." She grimaces.

"Yeah, certainly. Glad to." beamed Sarah. She was fond of Morticia and admired her both on and off the Quidditch field.

"Haven't seen much of Nimmy since the Ball but I was hoping to see Fiona as well. Still they can catch up with us. They can always talk about their favourite Professor together." she suppressed a laugh.

"Do you get on with Arcadia then? Is she or isn't she going out with your brother?" Sarah then noted Nathan and his 'entourage'. "I guess by the look of things he's moved on."

"Arcadia?" Morticia lowers her voice. "I hate that stupid little thing! I'm glad Nat's finally realised that she's no good, he hasn't spoken with her for days. He's gotten a message from Belle, though, you know, his French girlfriend, and he's written back, so I guess the Arcadia-episode is over."

"Ha, that's interesting." replied Sarah, "You brother doesn't seem so bad these days." Sarah had never revealed that she'd overheard Nathan and Morticia arguing. "I mean that incident with Kat Black at our 

Quidditch practice last year rather put me off him but getting to see him at closer range I guess it was just an accident after all. He seems quite the ladies man having the girl in France and admirers over here. Way, way out of my league though." she smiled.

"So you given up on men completely with the departure of Egreen?"

"Nathan's not bad at all. I mean - he's 15, boys at that age are either gorgeous or morons, aren't they?" Morticia giggles. "Well, he's my brother so I can't judge, really. but we used to get along very well for a long time. And he's apologised to Kat, remember? Even given her a present and all.

As for me - I'm much too busy to think about boys. And I don't know anyone who's interesting me here." She shrugs. "So I just keep on practising Divination."

"Tish,.....  Tish!!", Doz waved and shouted frantically. She caught Morticia's eye and beamed, "I've been looking everywhere for you!" She grinned at Sarah, "..and who's your friend, I don't think we've met, I'm Dorothy, Hi."

Sarah had been about to ask Morticia about her divination skills when Dorothy came up.

"Hi Dorothy" said Sarah - never one to be shy, "I'm Sarah, Sarah Taverner, in Ravenclaw House though it's an ongoing sore point. Still the kids are nice there especially Kat who is the prefect for Third 

Year in Ravenclaw."

Sarah's punky appearance was more pronounced on a non-school day as she had jelled her spiky hair now bleached blond. 

"Hi Sarah, pleased to meet you" Dot grinned,  "BTW, like the hair!"

Winifred noticed the growing group of Slytherins and Ravenclaws and strolled over. "Good morning!" she said, addressing Morticia, Sarah, Dorothy, and the others. "Can I stick around with you in Hogsmeade?"

Morticia was quite surprised to suddenly find herself in the midst of a huddle when she only wanted to speak to Sarah, but she was quite happy that people wanted to talk to her at all! So she smiled at all of them and shrugged. "Fine with me, what do you say, Sarah?"

"Great! We'll have a wonderful time." said Sarah. That the other girls were all from Slytherin House didn't phase Sarah in the slightest as she'd originally been sorted to Slytherin when she had arrived 

mid-term. However, due to a problem of capacity she had been reassigned to Ravenclaw where she was hopelessly out of her depth with the more intellectual-types.   

"Let's go then!" grins Morticia and the party begins to move off.

When Nathan walks by Arcadia in the company of the other two girls without giving her even a glance, she is at first open-mouthed with shock. Then her eyes narrow as he walks away and Pan by her side 

gives a low growl.

"Sssshhh, Pan" she says quietly, "he'll pay for this, don't you worry. He will pay."

Just before disappearing around the corner with his 5th year friends, Nathan suddenly shakes off the girls at his side and turns around. "Oy, Arcy! Don't you want to come to Hogsmeade, too?"

Arcadia stands for a moment, unsure. But Pan nudges her. " Well... Okay... Aren't you going to introduce me to your....'friends'" She knew she had to go to Hogsmeade anyway to pick up some 'supplies', and she might as well see what she can find out about her 'competition'

Nathan takes her arm. "Sure, these are Jacqueline and Portia, just some other people from my year. You all know Arcadia, of course, our little Ministry princess?" He grins. "We'll follow you in a second, okay? Or meet you in town."

The others grin nastily and wander off while Nathan stays behind with Arcadia.

A few steps away Morticia can be heard letting out a deep moan "not HER again!"

Arcadia smiles and takes Nathan's arm. Also taking a careful mental note of the 'girls' names, while Pan takes a good look at them A few more cases for Ma'am Pomfrey soon, she thinks to herself as she

walks along beside Nathan

Nathan seems to see her glance. "They're my FRIENDS, you know? Do you understand what that means?" He smiles and whispers: "It means a) I'm not going to try and get them pregnant and b) keep your potions away from them, little snake you!"

Arcadia smiles and whispers in Nathan's ear, " A. I don't know if you'd know how, and B. As long as they don't give me a reason to." She ends with a quick nibble of his ear.

Nathan sniggers with delight. "A. I DO very well know how, and B. alright then."

He gives her a quick kiss and on they proceed to Hogsmeade. "I do hope, pet, that you've got something planned for my birthday, by the way..."

********

Anders had been discharged from the Hospital Wing early Friday morning with orders from Madam Pomfrey that he was to check in twice a day until she told him he was free.  Well, those hadn't actually been her words, but it had been implied.

He sat now in his room, staring out of the window, watching as the students trailed off towards Hogsmeade.  He would love to have gone there again - he was getting cabin fever from having been stuck inside the castle for so long.

Maybe being left here to think on his dilemma was better, but in the short term, he couldn't see that as being quite true, somehow.  He went back to his desk, staring at the letter he had started to write to Nimue.  The words weren't coming out right, and the more he tried, the harder it got.

No.  He was going to have to do this to her face.  But he couldn't do that until he had got well - and more importantly, until he'd plucked up the courage. He sighed and tried again anyway.

********

Nimue had been disappointed to find that Madame Pomfrey had discharged Anders when she had gone to see him the night before. She now expected that she wouldn't see him for some time. This made her heart feel heavy as she realised that a return to a more formal relationship was inevitable no matter what they might feel inside. 

Thus, she had slept badly and woken late and then taken her time getting ready for the trip out to Hogsmeade telling her dorm mates to go on without her and that she would catch up later. 

Thus, she came down a little late. Still Marcus Falconer was waiting by the door for her. She had to admit it did give her a little boost to be escorted by Marcus even if it was his duty rather than strictly his choice. Within a few minutes he had managed to win a smile from her and generally to lift her spirits with his anecdotes and charm.

**********

Madame Pomfrey had reluctantly let the agitated young Welshman leave the hospital wing, concerned that he might contract the Wizarding Measles.  But Dylan, when irritable, was impossible to keep anywhere he didn't wish to be, and so the nurse left him to his own devices on the morning of the Hogsmeade trip.  

Hogsmeade had never held a great attraction for him.  He knew of it, but was reluctant to go, even though it was now his privilege as a third year.  It was just another reminder of things about which Dylan chose not to think.  Scowling ferociously, he wandered the grounds, occasionally running simply to clear his mind.  

The air was still brisk, yet damp, and it reminded him painfully of home.  He hadn't heard from anyone in a long time, not from his Mum nor from his brothers and sisters, and for a moment, he wondered about them.  It was a Saturday; that meant his Mum was going to the shops now, her raven hair streaked with silver pulled back neatly and a basket over her arm, Dafydd going along to help, or maybe one of the girls.  Leaning now against a tree, Dylan smiled at the memory.  They all had coveted the place at her side, and it was a constant battle between him and Dafydd to earn it.  That was bittersweet, too.  He was the eldest, and bore the family responsibility, but rarely the favour.  Dylan sighed, and kicked at the ground irritably, as if to cast away the memories mud splattering the toe of his boot.  

At least, Dylan realised, there was no one around to watch him and ask what was wrong, for he wasn't sure if he could give an answer.

A Necessary Parting
Marcus and Nimue walked for a few minutes towards Hogsmeade when a post owl swooped down and delivered a letter into Marcus' hand. He looked puzzled and opened it. Reading with speed he swore lightly under his breath and turned to Nimue. "I am afraid this can't wait. I must return to Hogwarts and reply immediately. I know you will protest but we can catch up with the other students in an hour. You 

won't miss much of your outing." He seemed firm about her not walking on her own and she was in no mood to protest. 

Therefore, she followed him back to the castle. While she could have been left to her own devises he said he didn't wish her to wander off too far and delay their leaving. Therefore, he parked her in the 

office he had been assigned for the duration of his stay. . "I'll be as quick as I can." he advised and left.

*********

Anders, who had been preoccupied with the piece of parchment he had been writing on, wondered if Marcus was in the building.  Marcus would be able to advise him...he was, after all, Nimue's bodyguard and protector - maybe if Anders was honest with him, Marcus could help steer him in the right direction.

He gazed at the parchment, huge tears of confusion and grief welling up in his eyes.  He wiped at them angrily, then folded up the parchment and decided to go to see Marcus.  He had to return the other man's dress robes anyway...he'd never had the chance after the Valentine's Ball, what with...with one thing or another.

Finding Marcus not in his room, Anders headed for his friend's office, where he intended to leave the robes and short note asking Marcus to pop along for a chat if he had a few spare moments.  Thus occupied with his own thoughts, he knocked on Marcus' office door.  He clutched at the incriminating piece of parchment.  He'd made up his mind that he would show Marcus the letter, would come clean about his feelings for Nimue...ask if he was doing the right thing.

Because he wasn't sure that he was.

Hearing the knock on the door, Nimue wondered who it might be. Unlikely to be Marcus back so soon, so she went over and opened it to find Professor Grimalkin standing there.

"Oh. Professor Grimalkin." her automatic reaction was to lapse back into a more formal form of address for him, "If you are looking for Marcus he isn't here right now. I think he has gone to talk to Professor Dumbledore about a letter he received. Did you want to wait?"

"Ack!" Anders looked up from his reverie and his face took on an interesting shade of green.  "N..n..nimue...that is, to say, Miss Hawkwood..." He swallowed nervously, then held up the deep blue robes.  "I came to return these to Marcus...eh...I'll just...put them down and...yes..."

He inched into the room and put the robes down on the desk.  As he did so, the piece of parchment he was clutching like a protective shield slipped from his grasp and slid under the desk.

He looked at it in dismay. He would have to get on his knees and crawl under the desk if he wanted to

get it back. Why do that when she was standing here, alone...in a relatively neutral location? His eyes filled with panic.

Now. Or never.  "I...we have to talk," he croaked, finally.

"To talk? Of yes, of course, if you like." she found herself somewhat shy despite their recent closeness. "Shall we sit down or did you want to stand." She was curious about the parchment that has slipped under the desk.

"You sit.  Please.  If it's all the same to you...I'll stand.  Uh."

He didn't so much want to stand as simply start pacing around.  It helped him focus his mind.  But he didn't even know where to start. He paced.  Occasionally he would shoot frantic, almost hopeful looks under the desk, but the paper was refusing to come back out.

Finally, he plunged straight in. "Nimue - you and I need to really seriously think about what's happening here."  He stopped pacing and faced her, his face earnest, maturer than she'd ever seen him.  "I can't help the feelings I know I'm developing for you.  I can't help those any more than I can help being alive.  But...we can't...do anything about it.  We have to let go of each other, have to stop this...thing from happening before it gets out of hand.  If I truly am losing my mind..." Here, he touched the pendant, "...which is how it feels right now, then I'm putting your life in danger - and I'm not going to do that."

Tears were welling up in his eyes. "We have to keep away from each other, Nimue.  For our mutual safety.  But oh, I don't want to."  He hung his head, and his hair fell around his face like a dark curtain.  "I want to be able to talk to you like this any time I want to, but I can't.  I want to be able to laugh and joke with you, but I can't.  Most of all...I want to be sure that I'd make you happy...but..."

He stopped speaking and looked at the floor unhappily.

Nimue felt so sad hearing Anders words. Her eyes felt as though they were filling with tears but she held them back with sheer will power. She believed so much in his innocence but understood what he meant when he had touched the pendant. She felt so helpless.

When he hung his head and his long hair fell in front of his face she reached out her hand to comfort him but she stopped herself making this gesture that could lead them both so quickly into dangerous waters.

"I know." She said quietly her voice thick with tears. "I want all those things as well. I don't want to endanger you in any way either. I want you to be safe and to be free and to be happy. I know it's 

impossible but more than anything else I want you to be the one my parents choose for me so that what we have between us will be blessed. However, I will do whatever you think is best."

Anders said nothing, but from the way his shoulders shook, it was evident that he was desperately trying to keep a hold of himself.  When he did speak, his voice was thick with tears and he couldn't bring himself to look at her.

"What I think is best isn't necessarily what's right," he said.  "But...we have to try to avoid being alone together.  I don't...know whether I can exert control like this every time I see you..."

He finally looked up and the haunted look in his face spoke volumes.  "You have to stick with your own peer group, I have to find something to take my mind off you - which will be next to impossible."

Nimue couldn't help but look at him, he looked as sad as she felt and she continued to fight her own tears so as not to distress him further:

"I...I.. understand and of course, I will do as you wis..as..as you think is best", she was fairly certain he didn't wish this estrangement but in no way did she wish to cause him further pain. 

"You'd better not stay. Marcus will be back soon and I wouldn't you to feel compromised..." her voice trailed off just lost for words, not wanting him to go but not knowing what else to say and painfully aware that nothing she could say or do would make this pain any less. 

She wanted to touch him but that would be too cruel of her as he had spoken of the effort it was taking him to control himself with her. So she waited for him to agree with her and to say goodbye.

He did not raise his head as he nodded, mutely, and began to walk away.  As he passed her, however, he was unable to hold himself back.  He took her hand very gently and pressed it to his lips.

"I would do anything for you," he said, brokenly.  "I just want you to know that.  And if ever...if ever the chance..." He stopped, unable to continue, but looked at her with undeniable love shining from his bright blue eyes.  "I just wanted you to know," he repeated, softly.

He touched her cheek, very, very gently, and left Marcus' office; his heart feeling like it was going to explode. The letter lay, forgotten, on the floor under Marcus' desk.

After Anders had left the room Nimue remained sitting where she was, the memory of his touch upon her cheek lingering for a long time. She didn't move, she didn't cry. She felt stunned. 

Finally she got up and crossed to the window. Far below she could see her housemate Dylan. He looked even at that distant gloomy. She wondered whether she should go and make conversation with him. He was after all in her peer group and if she was to follow Anders instructions then she really should make the effort. She didn't want to wait any longer for Marcus to return. He knew her too well; he might question her about her sudden change of mood. 

She went to his desk to write a note explaining she'd gone into the grounds and he would find her out there. As she completed it she noticed that the corner of Anders' letter was sticking out from under the desk on that side. 

She bent over and retrieved it. It was addressed to her. She read it... then with an effort of will folded it and placed it in her pocket. There would be time enough later to consider what he had said in it. In one 

sense the letter changed nothing, Anders' decision to put distance between them remained firm. Yet it changed everything in that he'd been able to express his feelings for her more openly than he'd been able to when they were together.  

He had brought this letter here to Marcus though - why?  Again she couldn't bear to think about that now. She got up and left.

Nimue headed out of the castle and to the spot where she had spied Dylan from the window.  They never spoke that much but she thought relations between them were fairly cordial even given Marvo's assumption that they'd been a couple.

She approached him, "Hello Dylan. You decided not to experience the delights of Hogsmeade I see. How's Niki? Have you seen her this morning?"

Dylan looked up, startled, and his pale cheeks tinged pink for a moment.  "Yes, I saw her.  In th' hospital wing this mornin', b'fore I left it."  He shoved his hands in his pockets, feeling slightly awkward now.  He hadn't expected anyone to see him, never mind come down and speak with him.  "She's doin' better, seems.  Madame Pomfrey might be lettin' her out soon."

"Oh that must be a relief for you. She's a very lovely person and has suffered quite a lot in the last few weeks with that ridiculous article and all. I am glad she has a friend like you. Someone she can be close to."

She smiled at him, "I feel really awkward talking to you after that silliness with Marvo the other night. You are OK with that aren't you? I mean he was just leaping to wrong conclusions, which is in his nature. I have no interest in you that way - though you are very attractive - I don't mean that you're not or anything...."  That hadn't come out right she thought.

"But Dylan I'd like you to feel you had some allies in Gryffindor. I mean I know some people are a little funny about you and Niki but I'm not one of them." 

***********

"Dear Professor Dumbledore."

~Too formal.~  The parchment was crumpled up and thrown over his shoulder.

"Dear Albus."

~Too informal.~  The second piece of parchment joined the first.

"Dear Headmaster

 It is with deepest regret that I must sit down and write this, my letter of resignation.  Whilst I greatly appreciate all that you have done for me in relation to offering me the position of DADA Master, I sincerely believe that the job is not for me."

~Better.~

Anders took several deep breaths and squinted at his own spider-like scrawl. He took a drink of water and continued, his hand shaking so much it did nothing to enhance his terrible writing.

"Since my arrival at Hogwarts, I have lost confidence in my ability to teach this subject, and even have doubts about my suitability for the job. Professor Snape was probably correct when he called me a 'loose cannon'.  I have put the students and the school at risk once already, and am afraid that I may do this again."

Honest, but not telling the whole truth.  What he really wanted to write was, "I can't stay here, not in the same place as Nimue.  Not when I know that every time I see her now, my heart will pound, my body will sweat, my whole being will ache just to be with her.

The third piece of parchment was crumpled up and hurled with unerring accuracy toward the bin in the corner of the room.

Anders got to his feet and stormed into the bedroom, where he threw himself down on his bed.  He was behaving like a spoiled brat, and he knew it. This was the nature of his temper.  He was reacting to this situation with Nimue like a child who'd been told he couldn't have the second Chocolate Frog. Like a little boy who couldn't get what he wanted.

And it made him crazy. Moodily, slowly, he sat up again, pushing his hair out of his eyes and sitting on the edge of the bed.  He breathed deeply in an effort to calm himself down and reached out to his bedside, picking up one of the books he had been studying to aid in his teachings.

The words swam in his vision, making no sense, and with a howl of utter rage, he threw the book blindly, neither caring where it went, nor that it smashed through his bedroom window, fluttering out into the grounds like a demented bat.

Dylan and Nimue heard the sound of breaking glass from the castle and saw a book come falling to the ground a little distance away.

"What the...." 

Dylan watched it fall, and whistled softly.  "Nice shot."  A shrug and he turned his attention back to Nimue.  "People make a lot o' wrong assumptions 'bout me.  Y' get used t' it, after a while."  He dropped his gaze, shrugging a little.  "I know people hate me bein'...bein' fond o' Niki.  But I can fend them off, easy.  An' if not, Madame Pomfrey's become right good at patchin' me up."  Dylan fell silent, a little unsure if he had said too much.

Nimue gave a gentle laugh in acknowledgement of his remark about being patched up, "Yes, I've noticed that you're more than able to handle yourself in such situations. It must be a Celtic thing. I've quite a fiery temper myself but I had to learn to control it especially when we were living among non-wizarding folk."

She thought as she had done on other occasions of how similar Dylan was to Anders in build and colouring and yet how different.

"I have no idea really why anyone should take offence at inter-house relationships anyway. People can't choose whom they have fond feelings for. It just happens. Anyway, I really hope things go OK for the two of you and if there is anything I can do, let me know."

She then looked over to where the book was lying and took out her wand, "Hate to see a book lying in the slush like that and might as well get a little practice in...'Accio'" the book came to her hand. She looked at it and studied the inside front cover: 'Property of the Defence Against the Dark Arts Department, Hogwarts.'  "Oh.." 

"Oh... hello," Niki said, peering out from behind a tree. "I didn't realise there was anyone still in Hogwarts. It's so empty now." She started to go back the way she had come.

"For goodness sake Niki, where are you going off to? Come back." called Nimue. She didn't want the other girl to get the wrong idea about her  talking with her boyfriend. That wouldn't do at all!

Niki stopped and turned around. "I wasn't going to go to Hogsmeade," she explained. "I just want some time..." In fact, she had been planning to mull over what to do with the diary, but she could hardly tell Nimue that!

Dylan glanced from Nimue to Niki, then softly piped up, "I wasn't goin', either, t' be honest...came out fer a walk."  This didn't feel right, and he bowed his head a little, keeping his gaze hidden behind his raven hair.

Nimue smiled at this gesture by Dylan, and moved close to Niki,  "I think he's adorable." she whispered, "Look let me leave the two of you to talk. I am sure I'm not needed here." She indicated the book. "I want to try and return this to its home as well before Marcus finds me. I think he still wants to go to Hogsmeade so I'll have company." 

Niki smiled at Nimue. "Okay... if you're sure?" She sounded quite pleased, however.

"I'm quite sure. It does my heart good to see people happy."  Nimue turned to take in Dylan as well, "Look you two have fun. Dylan, I'll see you later back at Gryffindor." 

She then walked away. Her heart remained heavy but she wasn't one to impose her own troubles on others.  Walking away from the couple, Nimue glanced up at the broken window. She guessed that must be Anders' office or his study. 

*Why had he thrown it?* she might never know and she couldn't exactly return it by knocking on his door. There was a bookmark in the book and taking a quill from her pocket, she wrote upon it: 

'Patience - N.'

Then she took her wand and waved it over the book: "Reverto!" It flew from her hand following its former trail and re-entering the broken window. She wondered whether he'd notice its return but she felt better for having sent that one word message to him. 

The book sailed gaily in through the window, settling itself on the bedside cabinet.  Anders stared at it, then snatched it up.  He couldn't even throw a book properly.  He was about to hurl it back out the window when he caught the glimpse of writing on his bookmark. "Patience - N."

Hot tears welled up in his eyes and he looked immediately out of the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. But she had gone.

Gently, he set the book back down and went back to lying on his bed, staring up at the ceiling.  Madam Pomfrey had 'confined him to quarters' for another several days until she was happy he could return to work, and he was already going stir crazy.

He amused himself by weaving a landscape illusion in the air - the very landscape he had made his mother smile with every time he performed the trick for her.  It had been one of his favourite pastimes, bringing his mother's artwork to life.  She had been enthralled by his magical talent, but his father...

The less thought in that direction the better.

In Hogsmeade
Yvette left the infirmary looking pale and shaken. The potion was wearing off, and she'd donned a clean robe somewhere in the rush she only remembered as what had gone on inside that...place.

A stubborn frown had forced itself onto her face, and her hair was slightly frizzed. She walked with a slight limp, but it was barely traceable, and the dignified, cold fury about her was enough to ward 

everyone she didn't want to talk to away. She headed towards the village on her own.

*********

Fiona had been a little behind the others going to Hogsmeade.  Despite the friendship she'd built up with Sarah, she was still very hesitant and shy around the other students.  She and McTavish trailed behind as they headed to the village.

She'd been strangely subdued since her embarrassing encounter with Professor Grimalkin, and despite

constant pressure from her friend to reveal what was wrong, she'd been too ashamed to admit it.

She hoped fervently that the young DADA Professor would never speak to her again, because she was afraid she might die on the spot of sheer shame.

Sighing heavily, she sped up a little in order to catch up with the group.

********

After a little walk in the grounds Niki and Dylan headed off to Hogsmeade. Niki had advised him that she had heard from her cousin, Circe and that she was staying in the village. 

Dylan nodded. "Then let's go." He indicated the direction, and the pair began the walk down to the village. "I'm beginnin' t' realise tha' magic won't fix e'erythin', y' know? I can't d' so much o' it tha' e'en when 'twould be easier, I have t' find a way t' do thin's wi' m' own two hands."

Niki followed. She'd only been in Hogsmeade once before, but it hadn't made much of an impression. "It's funny... Mother used magic for everything, even doing the dishes and suchlike, although Papa 

does some things by hand... but you're right. Magic's a... a tool, not a replacement." She looked thoughtful. "I wondered why it was that Muggles were to ones to develop microscopes and quantum 

mechanics and atomic theory, but I think it's because they set out to understand the world.  We, wizarding people, didn't, because we though we didn't need to, that magic was enough.... but it isn't."

He nodded. "An' too many times, we wanted to own it, an' rule it...an' th' people around us, too. Tha's human history. We want t' understand, then own it."

Niki's smile of enlightenment turned bitter. "I don't," she murmured. "I never wanted to own things... that was Hadrian, always Hadrian, who profited from my understanding... But he's dead, and he 

can't hurt me now." Her voice wasn't steady, and it wasn't confident, it sounded more as if she was reassuring herself than stating a simple fact.

Impulsively, Dylan reached out and took her hand. "'Tisn't me, either. But tha's part o' bein' human--it's part o' our legacy." He realised he was saying too much, and Dylan fell silent, chastising himself mentally.

Niki squeezed his hand, gently. "Why?" she asked softly. 

"Why wha'?"

"Why does there have to be a destroyer for each work of beauty? Why does there have to be someone to manipulate each brilliant invention? Why does there have to be darkness for every light thought? A 

Waterloo for every Napoleon?" Niki lapsed into silence for a moment, then continued in a very small voice. "Hadrian fancied himself a Napoleon when he was... when he was alive. A bigger and better 

Napoleon, who wouldn't be beaten."

Dylan mused over this. "M' Mum used t' tell stories tha' were older than Rome, she did. An' in e'ery one o' those stories, it was clear tha' there had t' be balance. Beauty means nothin' if'n there's nothin' ugly. Happiness is empty wi' out pain."

"But there doesn't have to be more pain than happiness, does there?" Now Niki's voice was very quiet. "That's not a balance."

Dylan sighed. "I often wonder tha' m'self...I'm no bard, I have no answers...jus' old stories."

Niki shivered under her cloak. "It just doesn't seem fair. Some people are so... so happy, and others..." She let her voice trail off, staring unseeingly into the distance.

"Life's no fair. God may have promised a lot, but tha' was ne'er one o' his promises."

Niki laughed suddenly. "No one can promise fairness. It's up to people to make their own justice." Her face seemed slightly different, harder and more determined, then it relaxed into a wistful smile. "I like to pretend, sometimes, that Mother isn't dead, and Hadrian isn't dead, and neither of them were like they were. I think I'm a little jealous of you, actually..." She looked up at him, not sure how this remark would be received.

Dylan stiffened a little, his eyes shifting to a harder, colder gray, a storm at sea. "Why?"

"Of your family, I suppose. Your mother, mainly. Mother was always a little distant... and then of course she was sent off to Azkaban when I was five." Niki sighed, looking sad. "We didn't have what anyone would consider a normal family life, particularly after that."

Dylan shrugged. "I had a normal one, as normal as could be back home. Mum takin' care o' all o' us, an' Da comin' home, smelling' o' coal an' th' earth an' pipe t'bacco..." His voice cracked, and almost 

immediately, Dylan dropped his head, his hair falling into his eyes, as if he could hide behind it in his weakness.

Niki put her arms around him. She didn't quite understand what made her do it, but she felt an urge to comfort Dylan. For a moment, he just leaned into her, trying not to cry like a child. He had to be stronger than that, he told himself. But he clung to her desperately, tightly, as if he would drown in it all if he let go.

Niki had no idea what strange mix of emotions Dylan must be feeling. She had been upset, sad, even depressed at times, since Hadrian's death, and she mourned for him, but they had been enemies as much as friends and she couldn't really claim that she missed him. She found herself trying to soothe Dylan, rather inexpertly.

He pulled away, wiping at his eyes with the back of his hand, almost angrily. "I'm sorry...I...don't know wha's wrong wi' me...." 

"You're unhappy," Niki informed him. "But... don't apologise, Dylan. It's all right. You don't have to carry the world on your shoulders, you know... You have friends who'll help carry some of the burden." 

She watched him carefully, wondering what she could do or say to help him.

He shrugged a little. "I...I'm not so unhappy. I...I don't have anythin' t' be unhappy 'bout, really," Dylan tried to bluff, and by the pained expression on his face, it was fairly obvious that it was just that—a bluff.

"Liar," Niki said softly. She reached out a gloved hand for his again.

"And a poor one at tha'," he admitted, allowing her to slip her gloved hand into his. He realised how large and coarse his hands were, more suited for labour than this. Dylan sighed as he looked at their enjoined hands. How had so much changed that he was standing here with a girl holding his hand, worried about him?  

"It's okay," Niki told him firmly. "You don't have to tell me anything you don't want to, I'm not going to press you if you don't want to talk about it, but the things can hurt. And they'll keep hurting until you talk about them, and while you're talking they hurt more, but then they can heal."

"It's always goin' to hurt...I've resigned m'self  t' tha', I have." 

He started to walk, continuing on the path to Hogsmeade, his shoulders hunched and his head bowed, as if to stave off whatever was eating him alive from the inside. Niki sighed. "It can hurt less," she said softly. She wondered whether the deaths of her mother and brother had affected her as much as Dylan's unhappiness did, then chastised herself for thinking such a thing.

He stopped and turned. "It can, aye. If'n I forget a great many thin's. If'n I forget tha' I wasn't there to stop it...if'n I forget tha' I left e'eryone alone while I came here t' practice magic, a thin' tha' doesn't matter in th' real world!" He spat the words with startling venom, his famous temper coming to light. Dylan's hands were clenched into tight fists, and his eyes blazed forth self-loathing.

Niki winced as Dylan tightened the grip on her hand. She didn't have the slightest clue what Dylan was talking about, but she hated to see him so unhappy. "No one said that magic doesn't matter, it just can't 

solve everything. Not everything is your fault." 

He pulled away from her, dropping her hand. "No, no e'erythin'..." Dylan continued to walk, ashamed for gripping her hand so tightly.

Niki stopped. "Dylan," she said softly, "come back here, please?" The wind was blowing in her face, but she didn't really care.

He stopped, and turned, uncertainly. "I... I'm sorry.... m' temper... gets th' best o' me..."

Niki hurried to catch up with him. "No, not that," she said, pushing a strand of hair out of her face. It had been blowing in her eyes. "But you're upset, and I hate to see you so unhappy. When I was upset you made me feel better again... why can't I do that for you?" 

She watched him for a moment, then dropped her gaze to the snow blowing on the ground. "I'm no good at this."

He shrugged a little, awkwardly, looking very much his fourteen years. "I'm not so good at it, either," Dylan confessed softly, hesitantly. "I learned how t' be th' shoulder m' family used t' lean on...I don't know how t' lean on other people...'tis in m' nature."

Niki shrugged. "Well, we can both get some much-needed practice, then." She turned her gaze back up from her boots to Dylan's face.

He met her gaze for only a moment, but it was a troubled moment, the steel colour of his eyes softening as he softened. "I...Jesus, I don't e'en know wha' t' say anymore...s'ppose 'tisn't so important, anyway..."

"Nonsense," Niki said firmly. "It's important if it's making you unhappy. I can't make you tell me if you don't want to..." She reached up to put her hand on his cheek, trying to comfort him.

Dylan shook his head. "I...I can't.... I'm always put out in one way or 'nother, Niki. Wha' th' reason is jus' changes." He sighed a little, and touched her hand against his cheek. "Let's go meet your cousin, then?"

Niki sighed, looking troubled. "All right," she agreed. "I think she has a room in the Three Broomsticks."

He nodded, then said softly, "Lead on, MacDuff."

"MacDuff?"

Dylan chuckled a little. "Shakespeare...Macbeth?" He shook his head. "Didn't think so...Muggle play, famous, 'tis. I rather fancy it."

Niki nodded. "Circe said she really wanted to meet you. I told her you looked like Professor Grimalkin," Niki added, blushing. "She used to have a crush on him when she was at school. She was a year behind him, I think, but she's engaged now so she won't admit that she did."

Dylan couldn't help but laugh again. "D' I really look so much like th' man?"

Niki looked at him for several minutes. "A lot like him," she said finally. "Your colouring is similar, and your faces are similar, and you might look like brothers to someone who didn't know you, but to someone who does, you look quite different."

Nodding, Dylan said, "Welsh blood, y' know? We're both Celts, an' it shows."

Niki smiled. "Papa wants me to read more about the history of Britain. It's really interesting, actually. About Emperor Hadrian and the Romans, then the English kings and all..." She looked up at Dylan 

again. "I've got to remember to tell Circe to keep her hands off you, though," she added with a wicked grin.

Dylan looked genuinely confused, almost innocently so. "Ah...if'n y' say so...I s'ppose..."

Niki giggled. "I'm teasing you," she said. "If anyone has to watch out, it's Professor Grimalkin, but Circe's very nice. I think you'll like her. She has a lot of stories about Greece, and all the magical 

creatures there. Her fiancé, Ari, is in the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures, and it's amazing how many Muggles get eaten by Manticores or lured off by Sirens."

"Well, 'tisn't exactly sommat people watch fer, y' know?" Hogsmeade was rapidly approaching, and Dylan couldn't help but scowl a little. He did not want to be here. It wasn't home, and it was simply another reminder how he did not fit into this world neatly. An oval peg in a round hole--almost there, but not quite.

***********

Sarah, Dorothy, Morticia and Winifred had arrived in Hogsmeade and were  marvelling once more at the shops. Morticia stops at a clothes shop and stares at the robes. "Look, they've got national Quidditch robes for sale! There, Bulgaria... Ireland... Wales...Iceland... Gosh, don't they have English ones?"

A witch who's just been redecorating one of the windows smiles at her. "No, dearie, not at the moment. We'll get some more in a few weeks. We just got some new dress robes, though, if you girls want to have a look."

Morticia shrugs. "I don't know, I'd rather get my crystal first and then spend the rest of the money. How about you?" she asks, looking at the other girls.

"I'm easy" said Sarah, "we have plenty of time after all and the robes can wait. Be nice if they did some more casual robes as well." Sarah was sick of black, black, black all the time even if it was school 

uniform.

"Where are you going to get the crystal, Morticia?" 

"There's this shop for magical items and books where I got my Divination book. Maybe they'll have crystals there. It's a really interesting shop, you know, there's so many books and other stuff I've never seen before!"

Morticia leads the girls to a small shop with dusty windows. The inside is dim and dusty as well. A small wizards sits behind the counter, head resting on his arms, and snores, but a big cat sits on the counter and eyes the girls as they look around the shop.

"This place is just sooo cool." remarked Sarah after the girls had spent some time looking round. "I could spend my allowance a few times over and have nothing left to spend at Honeydukes or for a 

Butterbeer!" 

Sarah wasn't the bookish type and her family wasn't wealthy as those of some of the other students so her allowance wasn't great. She liked the various magical items on display and wondered if she might treat herself to just one thing. However, she couldn't decide on a 'one thing'. 

"What are you looking for at Hogsmeade? Anything in particular?" asked Dorothy of Sarah.

"Not looking for anything in particular - not like Tish is. I want to get some candy for Kat though and maybe a book - she likes muggle fiction. She's quarantine at moment - Wizard Measles - I mean the poor girl what a week! Anyway - do people call you 'Dot' or is it Dorothy all the time?"

I'm Doz really, but Dorothy is just fine. I recommend the Everfizz Sweets myself.

Sarah looked around and said to the others: "Anyone seen a wee blond lassie answering to the name of Fee? I think she's got lost along the way!"

Morticia spots some crystal items in a shelf - balls, dices, little figurines, daggers and much more. She gasps. "My, they ARE expensive alright! Look, the small one is ten galleons! And the bigger ones... this huge one doesn't even have a price attached!"

The small wizards still snores behind the counter. "Have you found anything, Sarah? Look, there are self-adjusting hairpins over there!" Morticia giggles. "Maybe we should buy some for Arcadia!"

"No, nothing that really interests me I guess." Sarah slightly blushed – an unusual sight in the cocky Ravenclaw girl. "Maybe I'll get a small one when I've saved up a little more or stopped spending all my allowance on sweets and jokes." She smiled to assure Morticia that she didn't mind really.  

"Are you serious about buying something for Arcadia? That's a nice thought but I didn't know you  were that friendly. She seems to dislike all girls but then I guess she'll make an exception for you 

because of her interest in Nathan."

Morticia laughs. "Well, of course I LOVE Arcadia, I mean, she's such a sweet little thing, isn't she? We should buy her one of those hairpins - and improve it. How about self-twisting hairpins, hm?" She grins wickedly.

*******

Arcadia finds herself alone after looking too long at a shop with really adorable robes - Nathan seems to have disappeared.  It is only after some ten minutes that he walks over to her with a broad smile, hiding something in his robes. "So, are you going to buy any of them, pet?"

Arcadia smiles as Nathan walks over and talks to her. " Oh? Oh no. They're far to plain. But I've got an idea or two from them. I have my own Robe maker you know" She beams with pride.

" So, have you been where you want to go? I've got just about everything I needed" She pats a small unmarked black bag around her waist.

" Fancy buying me a butterbeer?" She takes Nathan's arms and hugs it. Pantalaimon who was looking in the window, stares up at the two of them. "Huff"

"Lady has her own robe maker, now think of that!" Nathan smirks. "Well, Princess Fudge, may I lead you to the Three Broomsticks for a drink then?" He leads her along and buys her butterbeer.

As they sit and drink, he eyes the bag. "What is it you have there?"

*********

Yvette walked through Hogsmeade mechanically, one brown eyebrow raised slightly higher than the other. A very sceptical expression was on her face, but in a moment she shook her head.

Soft brown curls flew everywhere, and she paused to inspect the window of a shop before shivering. "Maybe I should get some butterbeer." She says to herself, and walks into the Three Broomsticks.

Enter an Enchantress
Niki glanced around at the shops, but she brightened up when the Three Broomsticks came into view. Standing in the doorway was a tallish witch with long curly red hair. She was talking to a rather 

seedy-looking goblin, who didn't sound very happy. 

"Circe!" she said  happily, waving. The witch looked up, said something to the goblin, which stalked off, and hurried over. 

"Hi, Niki!" she said brightly, giving Niki a hug. Then she turned to Dylan. "And you're Dylan Rhydderch. I'm Circe Pheidippides, Niki's cousin."

"Ma'am," he said out of habit, bowing his head a little in greeting. For all his rough edges, Dylan was well mannered when he had to be.

"Would you two like to come in and have some Butterbeer?" Circe asked, gesturing towards the door. "I think the goblins have gone off for now. They're incredibly irritating, and I don't think this lot have discovered personal hygiene." Niki glanced at Dylan.

He smiled a little, almost in spite of himself, then asked Niki softly, "Wha's Butterbeer?"

"A drink," Niki replied quietly. "It's really quite good, even if they have the stupidest ad campaign in the world." She put on a tinny little voice. "Barney says, 'I'm batty for Butterbeer!'" 

Circe grinned. "You can't come to Hogsmeade and not try Butterbeer at least once," she told Dylan. "Even the goblins, while abrasive on the nose, like it."

He looked genuinely puzzled yet again, but nodded, letting Niki take the lead.

Circe headed back inside, where she went to the counter to get three Butterbeers. 

Niki followed, selecting a table near the wall. "I wish I'd gotten more of Papa's genes," she said wistfully. "He's tall, and so are all my cousins. I've got to be the short one."

Dylan chuckled. "I think 'tis cute."

"You wouldn't think so if you were short," Niki said, but she smiled. After a moment, Circe rejoined them. She handed each of them a mug full of Butterbeer, then turned to Dylan. 

"So, Dylan, you're a Gryffindor? I was a Ravenclaw when I was at Hogwarts, but it seems the class of the Slytherins has improved since then. They used to all be annoying brats. Of course," she added, 

winking, "some might say they still are..." Niki stuck out her tongue at her cousin.

Dylan chuckled, eyeing his Butterbeer carefully. "Aye, well, most Gryffindors like t' hold tha' opinion still. But they're a decent lot, s' long as y' fall in wi' them."

"It's good, I promise," Niki said, sipping her Butterbeer. 

Circe nodded thoughtfully. "Is Snape still there? And McGonagall?"

He took a hesitant sip, and a smile curled the edges of his lips. "Not bad...McGonagall's there, head o' Gryffindor as usual. An' Snape is still there, th' slimy prat." The insult came easily, and as soon as he said it, Dylan's cheeks flushed and he dropped his gaze, his hair falling in front of his face again.

Circe laughed. "Snape hated me. I was Head Girl, my last year there, and Snape wanted a Slytherin to take it. He's a great Potions teacher, but he's a horrible bore, and he can be downright cruel if he takes a dislike to you."

Dylan said softly, "I'm well aware o' tha'."

"Ouch," Circe said, wrinkling her nose. "One of the lucky few... well, many? Any enemy of Snape's is a friend of mine," she added, glancing guiltily around the pub to make sure that Snape wasn't hiding in a corner. When it was clear he wasn't, she relaxed slightly. "I used to be mortally afraid of him."

Dylan looked up. "I'm not afraid o' him. I jus' want t' bash his head in, 'specially after th' week straight o' detention I jus' had wi' him this month."

Circe raised her eyebrows. "A whole week? He must have reached new levels of vindictiveness since I left. Then again, maybe it's Anders- I mean, Professor Grimalkin's, arrival that's but him in such a bad 

mood."

Dylan shrugged, noticing the slip of names but saying nothing on that. "Aye, well...'tis a long story...surprised Niki didn't tell you. He's had in fer me since I walked in th' door."

"I knew Professor Grimalkin when we were at school. Well, not knew him so much as wanted to," Circe admitted. 

"I told him," Niki said, earning a glower. 

"Obviously Niki tells you more about me than she tells me about you," Circe added. "She didn't say anything about the Valentine's feast, except that she went with you and you're a good dancer." Now it was Niki's turn to glare.

And it was Dylan's turn to flush crimson. "Well...not so good...I...um...diolch," he murmured, studying her butterbeer with an unnatural intensity as he blushed.

Circe looked contrite. She began to say something, but an explosion of noise from the doorway interrupted her. The seedy-looking goblin was back with several of his friends, and they were all shouting in Gobbledygook. Circe groaned. "Sorry, I've got to go deal with them," she said, setting down her butterbeer and standing up.

Dylan glanced at her, then at Niki, a questioning look on his face.

Niki shrugged. "I've no idea what they want. All I understood of that is that they're angry, and that's just from the way they're yelling..." Circe was shooing the goblins out, and followed them, 

closing the door behind her. 

Niki turned back to Dylan. "I think you passed the test," she said. "You don't like Snape, and I think that's enough for Circe."

He chuckled softly. "I'm tryin'...I don't know wha' t' say, really."

"Do me a favour, though, and don't tell anyone about Circe liking Anders," Niki said quietly. "I don't want to embarrass the poor man any more than he's already been embarrassed." She took another sip of 

Butterbeer. "If you really want to get on Circe's good side, don't even mention the Ministry of Magic, much less the Department of Mysteries. It's all top-secret, and she doesn't like to talk about 

it."

He took a sip of his butterbeer. "I wouldn't know where t' begin on tha', there."

Niki smiled. "I keep forgetting how little I know about Muggles, and how little you know about wizards. They should do an exchange program. Have Muggle-born students stay with wizarding families for a while in the summer, and vice-versa. It would be interesting, and I think it would teach us a lot." She stared at the half-empty mug, then added, "But there are so many foolish people out there... 

Wizards who think that Muggle blood has something wrong with it, or that living with Muggles will somehow rub off on you. I never had any Muggle-born friends before I came here. There weren't any, at my old school, and before that Mother didn't let me play with Muggle-born children."

"An' then politics come into play...no Welsh person who has any respect would stay in England, an' then how d'you work tha'? A mess...hate all o'er."

"You could always stay somewhere outside the country... Katia lives in Germany, for example! You could stay with her for a few weeks."  Niki doubled up with laughter at the thought of it. "What's wrong with England, though?" she asked when she had stopped laughing.

Dylan scowled. "Lots...old wounds. Th' Welsh have an amazin' memory, we do."

Niki stared at the table. "Actually, I don't think I would be going places in the summer. I'm away at school all year, then I come home... and Papa's all alone, now."

"I understan' tha'," he said softly. "I've never been on holiday, not really."

Before Niki had time to answer, Circe returned. "I'm back, and I probably smell like those goblins," she grumbled, sitting down again. 

Dylan couldn't help but chuckle at that a little, softly.

Circe looked around the pub, and Niki glanced at her. "Where are you and Ari getting married?" she asked.

Dylan fell silent, letting the two talk.

"Near my house in Athens," Circe replied, looking back at her. "Remember? You're coming out during your holiday to see..." 

Again, he said nothing, trying to imagine Athens, but falling copiously short.

"Of course I remember. You'll probably have to call the wedding off,  though, if you still smell like goblins." Niki grinned, but Circe was unruffled. 

"Ari would be more likely not to marry me because of my incredibly annoying cousin."

"Are y' two always like this, or am I jus' lucky?" Dylan finally asked.

"We're always like this," Niki and Circe said at the same time, then they both grinned. Dylan laughed softly, reminded of himself and his brother.

"Would you like to come, Dylan?" Circe asked suddenly. "It'll be good for Niki to have some company her own age. All our cousins are much older or much younger than she is, and since Hadrian couldn't be here..." Circe stopped, looking embarrassed.

Dylan flushed scarlet, and shook his head, dropping his gaze. "I...I couldn't possibly...I...your family wouldn't like me much...an'....an' I don't want t' intrude or sommat."

Circe raised her eyebrows. "Ari's Muggle-born, if that's what's bothering you," she said. "If you have plans for the holidays already, then I understand."

Dylan looked up. "I...I...not plans, really..."

"I'll write to your parents and ask if it's all right, then, if you want to," Circe said. Niki was looking quite surprised, but pleased.

Dylan, however, looked distressed. "My Mum.... is needin' me at home...I think...I...I don't know."

Circe nodded, apparently lost in thought. "It would take... Let's see. A train to a port, then a carpet from international waters..." She sipped her butterbeer thoughtfully. "Unless you took one of those... What're they called? Aeroplanes? I'm not sure how fast they are."

Dylan sighed. He would love to go to Greece, but I wasn't even conceivable. Was it? "Aeroplanes can go from London t' Athens in a couple o' hours."

Circe nodded. "I Apparated, but of course you're too young to do that. I suppose it would take at least three days... A train to London, then a plane to Athens, then the wedding, then back, but if you come you'd want to see some of the sights, wouldn't you? Do you think your mother could spare you for a week?"

Dylan looked down at the table, his hair hiding his eyes from view. "I don't know...y' would have t' ask her, I s'pect."

Circe looked thoughtful again. "Would she be used to owl mail, or should I send her a letter in the Muggle post?"

He looked up sharply. "No-one's allowed t' send an owl, not e'en th' Headmaster."

Circe looked startled at the vehemence of his reply. "Well, then, I'll send her a letter in the Muggle post. Assuming you want to come, of course, and watch a woman who smells like goblins get married?"

Softly, he said, "I've ne'er been outside o' Britain...I...I think I'd like t' see Greece." He dropped his eyes again, a little embarrassed at his near outburst about the owls.

"So would I," Niki said, smiling at Circe. "It'll be much more fun with someone other than you newlyweds for company." He was glad Niki spoke up. This was a little beyond him, or so it felt. "My ancestral homeland, and I've never even been there," Niki continued. "Although my Greek is abominable. I don't think anyone will be able to understand a word I say."

"Oh, Iesus!" Dylan said suddenly. "People can barely understan' m' English here. How would I d' in Greece?"

"A lot of people don't even speak English at all," Niki said. She wrinkled her nose. "Anyway, their English will be even worse that ours. Even Papa's not too good at English. I think I'm better than he 

is."

Dylan looked unassuaged. "I'll ne'er be able t' talk t' anyone."

"Believe me, Dylan," Circe said, "I can understand you perfectly well, and our family speaks English well enough to understand you all right as well, and as for most of the other people who'll be there, they either speak good English or none at all, and an accent won't matter. Besides, if it's needed, any of our cousins can translate. Everyone knows that Uncle Christos' children," Circe looked embarrassed again, "child," she amended hastily, "speaks hideous Greek."

He nodded a little, relaxing slightly. "Aye, well...sorry...it's sommat I get...touchy 'bout.  People like t' make fun o' m' accent here, s' it seemed logical tha' o'er there..."

"...they have even funnier accents," Circe finished. "I don't because I lived in Britain for nine months of the year for seven years, but the rest of our family does."

"Oh..." Dylan looked at Niki, slightly confused, but Niki smiled. "It's true," she said. "I speak French at home, since that was my first language, but Papa does have a strange accent when he speaks English." She turned to Circe, and mouthed, "Thank you!"

Dylan mulled over this, a tinge of a scowl on his face, characteristic of him when thinking.  "Aye, well...'twill be fer naught if'n Mum says no, so let's not be gettin' too excited."

Circe nodded. "It's true, Niki. I need to write to your mother, Dylan. Can you write the address for me?" She fished in her pocket for a bit of parchment. "I assume that a normal white envelope would 

be best?"

He nodded, and pulled a stub of a pencil from his own pocket, and his usual block print wrote out the address. "Wi' stamps an' e'erythin', jus' like th' postman says."

"I think you should put the stamps on for me," Circe said. "I have some, but I'm not really sure how many to use, and all..." She didn't want to probe into why Dylan didn't want any overt signs of magic.

He chuckled a little. "I'll see t' it," Dylan told her, stuffing his pencil back into his pocket.

Circe smiled. "There's a Muggle post-box not too far from here, I think. If I write the letter quickly, will you check over it so that I can mail it ASAP?"

Circe clattered down back down the stairs and returned to the table, sliding the letter to Dylan. Dylan looked over the letter, then, with a scrap of his own paper and his ever-ready pencil, scribbled a few 

hasty lines in Welsh. Then, with a nod, he folded them together and handed them to Circe. "Look all right t' me. Had t' let m' Mum know a few thin's, an' 'tis easier if'n I jus' add it in this way." 

Circe  nodded, tucking the two pieces of paper into her robes. 

"Look," Niki whispered to Dylan. "It's Arcadia, and she's been  shoplifting again."

*******

Marcus and Nimue entered the Three Broomsticks a while after Dylan and Niki. 

Marcus had intercepted Nimue in the school grounds and they had headed off together to Hogsmeade. Although she was somewhat subdued Nimue didn't give any outward sign of what she was going through. She was confident that Marcus would approve of Anders' decision. Plus, she was still suspicious that Anders had been visiting Marcus to discuss their situation with the other man and she 

felt conspired against.

As usual on a Hogsmeade visit day the Three Broomsticks was busy. As they entered they spotted a number of Nimue's classmates including Dylan and Niki.  When Marcus notes the attractive red-haired woman they are talking to he steers Nimue in their direction.

"Good afternoon Dylan, Niki." He smiled addressing Circe, "I am right it is Circe Pheidippides isn't it? It's been a long time – Marcus Falconer. We were in Ravenclaw House together."

Circe's smile showed genuine pleasure. "Hello!" she said cheerfully. "I haven't seen you for a long time. Are you teaching here too?" Her mind was still on Anders, despite the discussion of her upcoming wedding.

"Too?" he wondered for a moment what Circe was referring to but let it drop, "Yes and No. I'm assisting Professor McGonagall with some of her Transfiguration classes as well as doing various bits and pieces for the Headmaster and others as and when required. "  He glanced over at Nimue who had stayed a bit to one side close to Niki and Dylan not wanting to interfere in this reunion, "I have some privileges but no, am not officially a staff member." 

Circe nodded. "I'm with the Greek Ministry now, but I'm 'on loan' to the Department of Mysteries here. I took the weekend off to come to Hogsmeade. It hasn't changed a bit in the last four years." She glanced at Niki and Dylan, who seemed ready to depart. "Am I allowed to buy you a drink, or does that upset your courtly manners?" she asked with a wicked grin.

Niki looked around the room. It was very crowded with all the Hogwarts students in addition to the regular patrons. Her mug of butterbeer was finished, and Circe was now occupied with Marcus. Niki 

smiled and waved to Nimue, then turned to Dylan. "Do you want to go explore Hogsmeade a bit?"

"Tha' sounds all right."  Dylan glanced up to Nimue.  "Y' want t' come, too?"  He didn't want to leave her hanging, either, and Nimue had shown him kindness earlier, a kindness he was willing to repay.

Niki nodded encouragingly in Nimue's direction. "We can all get away from Arcadia for a bit," she said, nodding towards Arcadia and Nathan. "Maybe we'll run into some others, too."

"That sounds fun" replied Nimue, "I'd better just tell Marcus I'm off though else he'll only fret." she winked at Niki and moved over to where Marcus was talking with Circe.

"I have no objections to you buying me a drink as long as I can return the..." Marcus suddenly realised that Nimue was close to him looking for an opportunity to speak to him, "speaking of manners, mine are very poor today, Circe Pheidippides this is Elizabeth Hawkwood." 

Circe smiled and offered her hand. "Pleased to meet you," she said, looking interestedly at Nimue. "I'm Niki's cousin, although we look nothing alike, and I have to apologise for smelling like goblins. There was a group of them in here earlier."

"Most people call me Nimue, which is my second name," said Nimue smiling warmly to Circe and taking her hand in greeting, "I thought you must be a relation of Niki's. Goblins - goodness. I didn't think they drank in the Three Broomsticks. What is their usual haunt Marcus the Hogshead or something on the 'bad side' of town?" she was far too well brought up to comment on any smells that might be lingering around Circe. "Are you visiting Hogwarts Circe or just come up to see Niki?".  

"They don't, usually," Circe said. "Madam Rosmerta wasn't very happy about them visiting here, of course. I'm actually just here for the weekend, a little vacation, but I might come up and have dinner at 

the castle if Niki asks *very* nicely." She smiled. 

Nimue smiled in return, though she did feel slightly tense with the other woman. Maybe it was just territorial. "I hope you won't mind if I leave Marcus here with you while I take off with Dylan and Niki to have a bit of a wander." She turned to him, "Marcus, I'll be back later or just you know...get in touch." 

Marcus smiled at her and gave her a small bow. He was aware of the slightly tense undercurrent because he was paying attention to Circe. 

"Well, I hope you three enjoy yourselves in Hogsmeade." Remarked Circe.

"Yes, well there is nothing quite so nostalgic as those old school dinners but I am sure you'd enjoy seeing the place again anyway." said Nimue somewhat more brightly than she actually felt given the day she'd had. "You two enjoy yourselves. Goodbye Circe, it was nice to meet you. Marcus, I'll see you later... probably." she slipped off to join Niki and Dylan. 

Circe smiled as the three younger people went out, then invited Marcus to have a seat. "You said I could buy you a drink? What would you like?" 

Marcus' eyes followed Nimue as she left the pub. Her mood seemed cheerful enough but was almost 'too cheerful'. When he had returned to his office to collect Nimue, he had noticed that his dress robes had been returned suggesting Anders had been there recently. Had they met? Most probably. He felt again the conflict between his role as Nimue's protector and his friendship with Anders. 

With Circe's question, his thoughts returned to the present, "Oh a pint of Wytchwood Ale. Many thanks."

Wanderings in Hogsmeade
Fiona sat down on the side of the road and tried not to look as if she was bothered by the fact that she

had lost the others and ended up...

...wherever here was, exactly.  She glowered at McTavish, who, after disappearing and making her have to run after him again, had gone back to sleep, snoring gently in her arms.  She felt like pitching

him into a lake.

"Och, I dinae, McTavish," she muttered, pushing her glasses up her nose and blinking back big tears.  "I should have stayed at th' castle."

Slowly, disoriented, she got to her feet and wandered off on another road.

Katia was just coming up the road, carrying a small parcel. She appeared to be quite pleased with herself. "Oh," she said, looking down her nose at Fiona with great distaste. "It's *you*. What are 

*you* doing here?"

Fiona totally missed the unpleasant tone in Katia's voice.  "Oh," she said, a little tearfully.  "I got a little

lost somewhere...can ye point me back to Hogsmeade?  I dinae where I am right now, but it doesnae look like where I should be."

She pushed her glasses up her nose again and looked hopefully at Katia.

Katia looked as if she was about to say something unpleasant, but then a smile spread across her face. "Certainly," she said. "Follow this road for a bit, then make a left, and you'll be in Hogsmeade." 

With that, she continued down the way she was going.

"Thank ye," called Fiona down the road after Katia. The girl didn't have a terribly savoury reputation,

but she was obviously not so bad after all.

The haggis stirred in Fiona's arms, and she hugged him fiercely, tucking him into the large pocket she kept reserved just for him as she began walking down the street in the direction that Katia had pointed her.

She wasn't at all impressed with Hogsmeade.  It seemed to be becoming shabbier and untidier with every step she took.  Noticing a pub up ahead, she smiled, then her smile turned into a confused frown.  Wasn't the pub in Hogsmeade called 'The Three Broomsticks'?  The one she was approaching was called 'The Hogshead'.

Just her mistake, obviously.  She pressed onwards.

*******

Yvette walked out of Honeydukes with a bag of Berti Bott's Every Flavour Beans, and popped one into her mouth. Grass! Well, she'd always liked the flavour, though she'd never admit it. 

Her curly brown hair was tucked behind her ears, and though it was pleasantly warm, she had a scarf wrapped around her neck. Her cheeks were flushed slightly from the searing wind that kept blowing her hair into her eyes.

Her eyes. They were softer than usual, an almost dreamy gray colour that they hadn't been for a while. The strange thing was, she had a black eye.

It ringed the gray, making it pop. Her freckles had disappeared in the cold, but she looked like a mismatched racoon.

She didn't appear to run into any of the other students during her stay in the town.

***********

As soon as they were outside the pub, Niki turned to Nimue. "You've been here more than I have. Where shall we go?"

"Well I think Dylan would be completely bored senseless by the robe shops: Gladrags and Madame Myms. Wouldn't you Dylan? Then of course there is Zonko's the joke shop; Honeydukes the sweet shop; Dervish and Banges - magical equipment and supplies; the Magic Shop - books and equipment and of course the bookshop, a few food shops, the cafe."

Lots of places really for a small village."

Niki grinned at Nimue's comment about robe shops, then turned to Dylan. "What do you think?"

Dylan looked up sharply as he realised Niki was speaking to him.  "Erm...fine, wha' e'er.  No pref'rence."  He had been lost in thought, mulling over a great many things, and he wasn't about to 

admit that he hadn't heard a word Nimue had said.

"I'd like to Zonko's, if that's all right with you. The joke shop," Niki clarified. I've got my eye on a Nose-Biting Teacup for Circe. As a wedding present." She smiled innocently, then laughed. "I think maybe we can get a little 'gift' for Katia, too..."

"Nose-Bitin' Teacup, wha'?" Dylan asked, more than a little mystified.  "How d' y' get a teacup t' bite someone?"

"Sounds fun." said Nimue, "I've never actually been to Zonko's. I'm far too serious for my own good. Maybe I'll get a gift for Marvo."

"They're enchanted somehow," Niki said. "When you pick it up to drink your tea... snap!" She grinned. "I'll pay her back for those hexes when she was practising for her NEWTs. Anyway, from what I've heard, Zonko's has all kinds of things like that."

More than slightly at sea in this talk of hexes, newts and teacups, Dylan simply reiterated his statement of earlier.  "Lead on, then, MacDuff," he said to Niki.

"I'm going to have to read that now," Niki said referring to their earlier conversation about the Scottish play. "NEWTs are Nastily Exhausting Wizarding Tests. We have to take them in seventh year. Circe picked me to practice on, mainly because I was the youngest, I think. I had to walk around with bright purple ears for three hours before she could remember the counter-curse." She thought for a moment. "*Definitely* a Nose-Biting Teacup."

"So it's Wizardin' O-levels?  Great..."  Dylan sounded less than enthused.  "Well, make sure th' teacup doesn't bite t' hard.  You're cousin's nice, she is."

"You wouldn't say that if you'd had purple ears," Niki grumbled, but she was privately pleased that two of her favourite people liked each other. "Are you going to get Marvo a Nose-Biting Teacup too, Nimue?" she asked, trying to involve the other girl in the conversation again.

"Maybe something that would help him keep his mouth shut might be more suitable a gift." Nimue said with a certain edge to her voice remembering his recent behaviour. "Do you know if they have anything

like that?"

"I think they have Glue Toffees at Honeydukes," Niki said thoughtfully. "Other than that, I don't know of anything, but you can always ask."

Nimue sighed and gave a little laugh - "I won't get anything - I might think about it but he always has an explanation for why he says and does such things. It's hard to be angry with that level of sincerity

for long. Plus, of course, he'd be honour bound to get me back."

Niki grinned at this last, but was totally mystified about what the rest of it meant. Unless... was she referring to Marvo's insulting behaviour towards Professor Grimalkin? It probably wasn't a good idea to ask.

They emerged from Zonko's a few minutes later, Niki carrying the bag containing one Nose-Biting Teacup. It had begun to snow harder, and the cold outside contrasted sharply with the warmth of the shop.

Andy Warden walked towards Zonko's and saw some of his Gryffindor chums.

He walked over to where Niki, Nimue, and Dylan stood. Something about Andy was different today. There was a twinkle in his eye and he was extremely happy. 

"Hello," he said. "Beautiful day, isn't it? I love Hogsmeade, don't you? It's lovely in the wintertime. Hardly any snooglepoofs running around grabbing at your ankles. Just bought a butterbeer. Marvellous. Just the thing I needed. Sorry I was a bit late today. I had to finish my report on the um....the er...Oh, for heavens sake I forget. Don't you just hate that? One minute you're going to say something and then POOF! a total blank. Ah...this butterbeer is good. Hits the spot if you ask me. So, how are you all doing 

today?"   Was it true? Yes...Andy was rambling.

Katia strolled past, looking her usual unflappable self. Then... she stopped, and smiled at all four of them. "Andy, could I have a word with you for a moment?" she asked politely. Was it possible? Was 

Katia actually being NICE?

"Sure Katia," said Andy. "I'll catch up with you later guys." The three left behind shared astonished looks that Andy would have gone off with Katia!

Andy walked over to where Katia stood completely unaware that she wasn't acting like her normal self.

"Hi," he said. "What's up?"

Careful that they weren't observed, Katia walked sedately towards a nearby shed. When Dylan, Niki, and Nimue had looked away, she suddenly grabbed Andy's arm and pulled him inside. Once in there, she lit her wand with a muttered, "Lumos," and looked at him for a moment. Then, in one smooth motion, she pulled the pendant, now on a thin silver chain, from her pocket and dropped it unceremoniously over Andy's head.

Andy looked at her confused for a moment. Then a change came over him. He suddenly had an evil look on his face and he was no longer happy and gitty. He was...Asriel.

Asriel Gtomik was back again. And better than ever. He felt so much like himself. So energised. So evil. And to top it all off he finally had the pendant. He looked at Katia and swiped his hand over her cheek. In less than 5 seconds, he was Asriel. His tall muscular body and his dark complexion made him completely Asriel.

"Hello Katia," he said. "I'm back."

Katia smiled. "I'd forgotten how handsome you were," she whispered. "But... it's a pleasant surprise."

Asriel kissed her. It was a long kiss, long enough for Asriel to think of how he was going to reach his father. When Katia opened her eyes, he was Andy's body form again. 

"Thank you," he said to her. "You don't know what you just did for me." He walked away from Katia towards the mountains.

Katia glared after him. "Oh, that's all the thanks I get?" she snapped. "One kiss, and a few words? A few minutes longer and I would have been caught, and then where would you be?"

********

Back at Hogwarts a while earlier Anders closed his eyes against the desperate craving that was welling up in him.  He had no cigarettes left, and the need for a smoke was becoming almost unbearable.

He got up off the bed and paced the room a few times.  He was already feeling highly strung and irritable due to the enforced stay inside the castle.  Everyone - barring the most studious had gone to Hogsmeade.  He'd even seen Severus Snape stomping off, probably to renew his potion supplies.

Everyone had gone to Hogsmeade.

Except him. And he needed a cigarette. Badly.

Fidgety and uncomfortable, he began to think on his feet.  There was obviously something in Snape's potion that was overriding his usual shyness and reticence, and a certain need to act on impulse was taking over.  He paced.

If everyone had gone to Hogsmeade, there was a chance that no one was going to notice if he left the building.  But there was a good chance he'd be spotted in the village.  But he was only going to get a packet of cigarettes.  He could be there and back in an hour.  No one ever need know he was gone, if he was very careful.

He paced some more. A slow grin, cheeky beyond belief spread across his face.  Hell.  He was going to do it!  With a whoop of crazed happiness, Anders grabbed his cloak and pulled it round him, and flung open his bedroom door, racing at top speed down the main staircase and out the Main Entrance.  He passed Argus Filch, Peeves and Nearly Headless Nick on his way.

He didn't stop running until he was well on his way to Hogsmeade, and only then he stopped so he could double over with laughter.  He, Anders Grimalkin, had done something he wasn't supposed to!

The thought made him start to cry with laughter again and, wiping at his eyes, he trudged through the snow, his cloak wrapped tightly around him for warmth.

***********

The door tinkled its bell as Severus Snape entered The Herb Garden, Hogsmeade's premier herb supplies store. The witch behind the counter looked up and smiled.

"Good day, Severus."  Somewhere in the depths of the shop, Snape thought he heard a voice say something like 'ack!', but paid it no heed.

"Good day to you, Madam Hedges."  He handed a list across the counter to her.  "I have a longer list than usual, I have been brewing a number of medicinal potions just lately.  Must be the weather."

She nodded and took the list.  "There are some fairly rare herbs on here, Severus."

"Yes.  I am...shall we say...undertaking an...experiment at the moment.  I want to observe some

of the personality changes that one or two of these herbs effect on people."

"This one here," said Madam Hedges.  "You know what this does to the..."  She dropped her voice to a

conspiratorial whisper, "...to the male libido, don't you?"

A slow smile spread across Snape's sallow face.  "I'm counting on it, Madam Hedges."

A hooded, robed figure wandered up to the counter, a handful of selected tobacco in its hand.  Wordlessly, it was handed it across the counter to Madam Hedges who totalled it up.  The figure handed across some money, still without a word, then said, "Thank you," as she passed the purchase back.

Snape turned to glance at the figure, his eyes narrowing.  That had sounded like a Welsh accent.

But he was just getting paranoid. The figure slunk out of the shop and Snape turned his

attention back to browsing the supplies.

Laden down with packages from The Herb Garden, Severus Snape walked through the streets of Hogsmeade like a carrion bird.  The few students who did address him got a snapped reply for their efforts, so for the most part, he walked undisturbed.

He glimpsed Nimue, Niki and that Welsh boy who reminded him so much of Grimalkin standing together and approached them.

"Miss Hawkwood," he said, ignoring the other two altogether.  "I would like your help this evening to

re-catalogue the stores.  I will see you there at seven o'clock sharp."

He turned to treat Dylan to a menacing glare and walked off again, his mind lost in concentration of

what adjustment he would make to Grimalkin's potion next.  It was an almost childish, petty way to abuse his control over the man, but it added a little warped entertainment to Snape's world.

After Snape left Nimue gave a little half-laugh at the Professor's 'invitation'. "Well I guess I'm lucky I don't have anything better to do on a Saturday night." She turned to Niki and Dylan: "and the first one of you that says 'teachers pet' well let's just say I might just be forced to return to Zonko's to buy an extra special treat."

She decided she might go and see if Marcus had finished chatting up Circe. However,  before she said anything of her plans she said:  "I know we Gryffindors and Slytherins are all best buds these days but did either of you think it was weird that Andy went off with Katia - I thought he loathed her?"

Dylan was still glaring after Snape's retreating figure, cracking his knuckles irritably as he muttered something beneath his breath.  "How could anyone b' fond o' tha' tart?" he asked Nimue rhetorically.  He paused, then asked, "D' wizards have assult an' battery laws?  Or Am I jus' gettin' hopeful fer no reason?"

"Well, there's no accounting for taste," Niki said, grinning. "I don't think he liked seeing you with us, Nimue. I *know* he doesn't like either of us, even though I'm in his house."

"Oh gawd.. I don't think Professor Snape thinks in those kind of terms about me Niki. I'm like a house elf or something that is useful to have around but the idea that he would like or dislike my being with you guys it wouldn't enter his head. That isn't to deny that he seems to have taken a dislike to Dylan here or disapproves of your being together - he's is hardly the type to approve of any one being fond of each other no matter what their House."

"There's no question o' him takin' a dislike t' me.  Started when I walked in th' door.  An' th' feelin' is mutual, th' slimy git."  Dylan looked at Nimue and quirked a dark brow.  "How is it y' can stand workin' wi' him?"

Nimue laughed shrugging her shoulders a little not really sure if she could explain, "Well, it's my choice not detention or anything. Actually I find him really easy to work with. He's very intelligent, direct and has an incredibly dry sardonic wit once he cares to show it. I admire his courage as well.." she found herself feeling awkward mentioning this because neither Niki nor Dylan had witnessed this sort of behaviour in Snape.

"I guess I'd better find Marcus and think about heading back to school. He's probably still chatting up your pretty cousin if I know him."

Niki raised her eyebrows and appeared extremely sceptical while Nimue went on about Snape's virtues, but at the mention of Circe she giggled. "She's engaged," Niki said. "Not that that means she won't flirt with him. He is cute, after all," she added, with a wicked grin towards Dylan.

"Well Marcus is a gentleman through and through but he'll probably enjoy flirting with her as well knowing that she is 'safe' and not likely to take his banter too seriously."

Niki nodded, and yawned widely. "God, I really am exhausted. I couldn't sleep in the Hospital Wing. Those beds are like big slabs of stone." Actually, she hadn't been able to sleep because of nightmares, but she wasn't going to share that fact. "I think I'm going to go back up to the castle for a bit... Maybe I'll try to nap so that I can stay up and have dinner with Circe tonight."

"Yes sounds like a good idea." replied Nimue, "Dylan? I guess you'll go back with Niki. I'll go collect Marcus and see you all back at the school later.

"Aye, I'll see her back," Dylan concurred, looking to Niki.  "Whene'er you're ready, then."  

Inside the Three Broomsticks
With the young people off and about Circe nodded and got up to get the drinks for herself and Marcus. After a few minutes, she returned, Handing the Wytchwood Ale to him and holding another mug of butterbeer for herself. "So what have you been doing since you graduated?"

Marcus considered his answer. After all Circe was with the Greek Ministry of Magic and with her being on loan to the Department of Mysteries and everything he felt confident she was discreet.

"I work as an aide to Nimue's father, Lord Emrys Hawkwood. Before that I was doing similar work for the elder Lord Hawkwood, who passed away last summer. We're distantly related so it was a natural choice of career really after I graduated. It means I have ties with the Ministry without having to get bogged too much down in the bureaucracy."

Circe nodded seriously. "I enjoy my job, but the bureaucrats in charge of the Ministry..." She was trying to find polite words for them, and failing miserably. "Lord Hawkwood is the head of the Order 

of Merlin, isn't he?"

"Yes, he is" replied Marcus. "I don't blame you for your thoughts about the bureaucrats in charge of the Ministry. It's a growing trend. You say you are on loan to the Department of Mysteries - any 

particular project or is that classified?" 

"Classified," Circe admitted with a grin. "There's *much* tighter security here than in Greece, but then, there are a lot more Unspeakables here, too." She sipped her butterbeer in silence for a moment, then asked, "How's Professor Snape holding up with Anders here? He's always had a shaky grasp on his sanity, and Anders used to drive him up a wall and halfway across the ceiling."

"Anders Grimalkin? Oh, I'd say that on the whole Severus is holding up fine. While I doubt they'll ever be friends, time changes people and it's a very different experience teaching at Hogwarts than being a student." 

Marcus was reluctant to go into much detail about the recent problems Anders has been having with his health and his probation. His friend has enough on his plate and if Circe came to the castle she'd no doubt hear all the gossip. 

Circe was interested, but she sensed that Marcus didn't want to talk about Anders, so she changed the subject. They reminisced about their school days for a while, and finally Circe asked, "How's Hagrid? That awful Skeeter woman was on the Knight Bus with me to get here, but I think I hid pretty well."

"Hagrid is fine. Did Niki tell you about his latest discovery the 'Tribbles' that caused us all some fun at the start of term?" replied Marcus. 

At the sound of Rita Skeeter's name Marcus made a rude sound, "Was she indeed?" replied Marcus, "I think if she every shows her face around Hogwarts again Dumbledore will throw her out himself. She made things pretty hard for Niki .... and for Anders with that article. Of course, it was young Miss Fudge who was so indiscreet. Arcadia lost most of the fragile support she had even in Slytherin for that night's work." 

Circe raised her eyebrows at the mention of Arcadia. "I've heard a lot of things about Arcadia, most of it too vulgar to repeat. I didn't read the article until later, since I was-" she caught herself, "-away. Niki was pretty miserable with that article, but she's cheered up since then. I think Dylan had a lot to do with that."

"He's a fine boy though somewhat introverted despite his temper and tendency to get into scraps. A passionate soul." replied Marcus, "I think Niki is good for him as well. It is good to see young people

happy."  his handsome face looked slightly troubled for a second and then it was banished, and he laughed. 

"Listen to me. I sound like an old codger and I'm only seven years older than Dylan myself. Must be something in the staff meals!"   

"If you're an old codger," Circe said seriously, "then what am I? Oh, dear," she said in mock regret, "I'm going to have to start talking like my grandfather. 'In my day, we didn't have these fancy broomsticks you kids today use! We made do with a lump of wood. And none of these Self-Stirring Cauldrons! Elbow grease! No substitute!'" She burst out laughing.

Her mood is infectious and Marcus laughs along with her. When they have calmed a little he says: "Yes. Well that day may come but I think we have a fair few days of our spring before us. I just was a little wistful for that sense of promise I see in young lovers such as Dylan and Niki. I don't know if I have ever quite felt that way about anyone and I may never.. you see I'll end up a cranky old bachelor like Snape if I don't watch out. Look can I get you another drink?"

"I think," said Circe, struggling to keep a straight face and utterly failing, "that Snape is still smarting from a rejection when he was a student. Probably some girl when he was a third-year told him that he 

was too young to go to a ball with her, and he's been a bad-tempered jerk ever since." 

She laughed, but she was thinking fast. How do you tell someone you've just been flirting with that you're engaged? A casual reference to 'my fiancée'? A flat-out statement of fact? "I'll have to decline that drink, though. I think I'm coming to dinner at the castle, and I don't want to be *too* drunk. Err..." She looked much less giggly now. "Marcus, I think I should tell you... I'm engaged." The words came out in a rush, and she blushed a little bit. 

Marcus looked up catching both the look in her eyes as she said this last statement as well as her slight blush. He was concerned to make sure she didn't feel ill at ease with him. "Ah well, there you see why 

I am single - all the beautiful, intelligent witches are inevitably already spoken for." He kept his voice light-hearted yet he had no desire to disguise the fact that he'd been attracted to her.  "Seriously, congratulations Circe. He is a lucky man and I wish you all the best."

He was tempted to ask her more about her situation but fought against the impulse as there was no need for him to torture himself over her. 

Nimue teased Marcus about his flirtations and it was true that his looks and confidence made it very easy for him to attract women. However, it was inevitably just play for him - he rarely met anyone 

who had the intelligence and wit to attract him on a deeper level but Circe had and he was disappointed that he couldn't take things further.  

"I should probably make a move myself. A visit to the bookshop and the like. It's been a real pleasure seeing you again Circe and I look forward to seeing you this evening up at the castle."

Circe smiled at the compliment, but she was aware she had disappointed Marcus. Tough. He was a nice guy, though, and she didn't want to make him uncomfortable. "Yes, I'll definitely see you up at the castle. Do you think I'm allowed to sit at the staff table?" She voiced a private concern that had been bothering her all afternoon. "If not, I'll be stuck with the Slytherins, and no matter how nice my cousin is... Old habits die hard."

"Indeed they do. Without doubt a number of your cousins' housemates in the Third Year have set aside some of those old habits but they are the exception rather than the rule."  He mused over the situation any regret he had felt a few moments before at her non availability relegated to the back of his mind. He wasn't one to mope. 

"Rather than be separated from your cousin as you'd be if you'd dined at the Staff table, I suggest you take over one of the side dining rooms for the evening. They are much more comfortable than the Great Hall and when parents make visits that is often the arrangement to allow for private conversation. You could invite some of the other students if you so wished and you'd certainly have a chance to reacquaint yourself with your old teachers after the meal."

Anders was on a buzz like he had not known since his Quidditch-playing days. The whole 'escape from Hogwarts' coupled with the added thrill of sneaking out of the Herb Garden past Snape had made him feel like a kid all over again.

He fumbled about in his robes, pulling out a pack of cigarette papers and rolled some of his freshly purchased tobacco into a cigarette that he lit and began to inhale with a huge sigh of relief.  His eyes dancing around, he realised he had a few Sickles left.  Maybe he should call into Honeydukes...

His eyes turned to the sweetshop and a slow smile spread across his face. This was beyond fun.  This was crazy. He knew that he should go back to the castle now - he was due to go to see Madam Pomfrey in less than half an hour, and it was a good fifteen-twenty minute walk back to the castle, but somehow, the buzzing that had made him so very hyperactive would not let up.

Pulling his hood back up, he glanced towards the Three Broomsticks.  Maybe a butterbeer...just one...

Yes, why not? He strode over towards the pub, smoking contentedly and with a jaunty bounce in his walk he had long since believed extinguished by the time he had spent in Azkaban.  As he entered, his heart began beating faster as he saw Marcus Falconer, sitting chatting to a young woman who looked ...vaguely familiar. He made his way to the bar, ordering a butterbeer in his unmistakable accent.

Marcus heard that unmistakable accent and excused himself from Circe's company coming up behind Anders he said:

"OK Anders I won't blow your cover as you wouldn't have come down here unless you were feeling better but Madame Pomfrey will have your guts for garters if news of this gets back to her. Oh, and thanks for returning my robes."

There was another sound from Anders that sounded even more like 'ack!' as Marcus sneaked up behind him.  He turned around, lowering his hood and blushing furiously, but grinning like a madman.

"Marcus!  Good to see you!  Can I get you drink?  Butterbeer?  Join me!"

He was speaking in a slightly fast, excitable manner.  There were definitely more exclamation marks in his conversation than usual.  "I'm feeling great! Don't see why I should have been kept in the castle while everyone else came out and enjoyed themselves, so I, well, I didn't stay!"

Slow comprehension smacked him into touch. "Uh...is...is Nimue here with you?" He stared wildly around.

While sitting with Nathan  and Arcadia, Pan gives a little bark and Arcadia looks up, seeing Anders by the Bar. " Is that Grimalkin over there? I didn't think he was well?" Pan Moves closer to Anders and gives a 'Sniff' and Arcadia Smiles. "Oh dear. He seems a little 'hyper'. She Giggles.

"No, she's not." said Marcus perhaps slightly more firmly than was necessary. Something was definitely a little strange about Anders manner at present and Marcus wasn't quite clear whether Anders wanted to see Nimue or avoid her, "she went off exploring with Dylan and Niki. I'm just off to find her so I won't stay for that drink thanks."

He paused and said, "Oh by the way that woman I was just talking to is Niki Pheidippides' cousin Circe . I don't know if you remember her but she was in Ravenclaw a year ahead of me. I just need to finish 

saying goodbye before I leave. Do you want to come over and say hello? She'll be dining at the Castle tonight with her cousin so no doubt you'll see her then if you'd prefer not to now."

"Sure!" Anders bounced from foot to foot, his butterbeer sloshing out of his glass. "Don't think I recall the name, but then, there's lots of things I don't remember!"  He grinned, somewhat relieved that Nimue was not in sight and followed Marcus over to Circe.

"Hey!" he said, waving chirpily at her.  "You'll excuse me if I don't stay long?  I have an appointment with Madam Pomfrey in..." He stared at his watch.  This time, the 'Ack!' was unmistakable. He grabbed Circe's hand and shook it madly.  "Pleasure was all mine! Bye, Marcus!  See you both at dinner!"

With that, he put his butterbeer down on the table, without having drunk a drop, and, pulling his hood up, sped off out of the pub, running at full pelt up the road towards the castle, leaving a little trail of snow cloud in his wake.

"Well" said Marcus to Circe, "that was rather unexpected. I am sure Anders will be a little more subdued by this evening."

Circe looked quite taken aback by Anders' behaviour. She was also cradling her hand, which was starting to hurt from Anders' mad handshake. "Certainly... interesting," she said. "I don't remember him being quite so... jumpy before." She glanced at her watch. "Oh, look at the time!" she exclaimed. "I've got to get a letter into the Muggle post. I'll see you later!" With that, she jumped up and hurried out the door.

**********

Morticia leaves the shop with a brand new crystal globe, a very small magic mirror and the newest issue of "Divination next week". She is very happy about her new toys and hops along towards the "Three Broomsticks", hardly noticing anything and thus almost running into - her father!

"Morticia, you have eyes for a reason!" he exclaims. "To look with the, for example!" He smiles and kisses her on the forehead. 

"Papa! I thought you were in Algiers!" Morticia says confusedly.

"Well, I was, but I have to talk to Dumbledore about the student exchange we plan for next year. Funny that I always come on Hogsmeade weekends, isn't it? Where is your brother?"

"He..." Morticia thinks. "I think he's in the Three Broomsticks."

Mr Lagrand smiles. "Well, let's visit him and have a drink then!" They walk into the pub.

********

Once Grimalkin had left Arcadia's attention soon returns to Nathan and his question about what she has in her bag. 

"This?" Arcadia pats the bag. "Oh, this is just some 'supplies' for potions. I can't get everything I need from, erm, the usual places, so I have a man bring them to Hogsmeade every now and then." She smiles. "So, just when is your birthday? And what are you hoping for as a present?" She smiles wickedly and Pantalaimon nudges his leg.

"Oh, just be creative, I'm sure you'll think of something nice." Nathan grins. "It's April the 10th, happy sixteen then for me." He eyes the bag again. "Mind if I have a look? You know I really like Potions...."

Arcadia smiled. " How about me in a BIG blue ribbon?" She giggles. She opens the bag and lets Nathan peek in, making sure no one else is looking. Pantalaimon sits close by, looking the opposite way to Arcadia. In the bag are a few 'dark' looking potions, and a number of 'not quite legal' ingredients. also quite a few expensive ones.

Nathan's eyes gleam with delight! "Cooool!" he mutters. "How about trying out some of them toge-"

He sees his father entering with Morticia "Put it away, quick!" he hisses.

Arcadia instantly closes the bag and puts it to her side. "What? who?" She looks at the large handsome man approaching with wide eyes. Pan moves closer to her.

"Ah, there you are, Nathan!" a man's voice sounds behind her. As she turns she sees Morticia and Mr Lagrand approaching. "Salut, Papa." Nathan hugs his father, then Mr Lagrand and Morticia get chairs and sit down at the table. (Morticia is not looking too happy about this.

"And Miss Fudge, pleased to meet you." Mr Lagrand smiles at her. "Are you enjoying your Hogsmeade-stay?"

Arcadia gives a very innocent smile to Mr LaGrande. "Yes Sir. very much. It is a very nice place."

Pantalaimon remains very quiet by Arcadia's side.

"Yes, it is indeed! These wizard-only settlements have a certain charm, don't they?" Mr Lagrand smiles. "So, children, how are things at school? I heard you have a new Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher, Morticia?"

"Yes, Professor Grimalkin."

Ignoring his father's frown, Nathan adds: "A rather brilliant mind, if you ask me. Sure, he's confused at times, but then he's been in Azkaban and -" 

"And I don't think someone like that should have such a great influence on children like you!" Mr Lagrand interrupts angrily. "What does your father think about this?" he asks Arcadia.

Arcadia smiles innocently

"Well Sir, it really isn't my place to say. I mean, I'm sure Professor Dumbledore had very good intentions in allowing Him near us, and I'm sure my father wasn't forced into allowing it, I know the headmaster can a bit 'persuasive' at time."

She paused and sipped her drink in a very ladylike way " And I'm sure if anything else goes wrong I'm SURE the headmaster will look into it. I mean, it's not like anyone was really hurt when Professor Grimalkin let that fire demon out"

She looked at Nathan then she said this, and hastily added. " If it was him of course. I'm sure any of the teacher could have done it." She looks Mr Lagrand in the eyes as she talks, as innocent a child as

you could ever imagine.

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

The Hogshead pub was not a pleasant place, even for some of the Dark Wizards.  Habitually populated by nasties of the...well, of the nastiest sort, it was dirty, stank, and sold watered-down ale to boot. And little Fiona Munro, blonde, plump, pleasantly pink and confused, walked in through the door.

There was one of those long, drawn out silences that seemed to stretch roughly to infinity (and beyond! (c) Buzz Lightyear).  Fiona, who had not looked up yet, removed her glasses and proceeded to clean the snow off of them.

"Och, I dinae, McTavish," she muttered.  "I still dinae think we're on th' reet side of town..."

A sudden noise made her look up and she whirled around, dislodging a number of smaller goblins with

her robe.  Squinting into the gloom beside her, she shrugged.  Nothing there.  She leaned on the edge of a table while she finished polishing the glasses.  The table tipped, sending three more goblins flying

upwards, one of whom landed on the table taken by two ogres next to them.  The ogres weren't at all pleased at this and immediately launched into a full-scale battle with the goblins.

The troll barman watched the proceedings with a stony expression.  Seeing that he was constructed mostly from granite, there were few other expressions he could manage, of course, but this one was particularly stony.

Storming over to Fiona, the troll raised a fisted hand.  Fiona put her glasses back on and beamed up at

him, just in time to see him point to the door. "Troublemaker.  Out."

Banished from a troll bar for being a disruptive influence, Fiona finally managed to obtain directions

to the Three Broomsticks, and left the chaos behind her with no small amount of bewilderment.

***********

Morticia sees a very disturbed and confused Fiona entering the pub where she sits with Nathan, Arcadia and Mr Lagrand. "Fiona!" she calls out. "Are you alright?" Morticia gets up and walks over to Fiona.

Mr Lagrand smiles softly continuing his conversation with Arcadia and Nathan. "I see they don't teach you to have your own opinions at Hogwarts. But anyway, I'll discuss the Grimalkin question with Albus later on. For now, I'd better leave you kids alone. Adults always spoil the fun, don't we?"

He gets up and nods at the girls, but for the flicker of a second a very dark and menacing glance is shot at Nathan who answers it with the hint of a sneer. Then Mr Lagrand leaves.

As Mr Lagrand leaves Arcadia turns to Nathan.  "He seems....nice." Pantalaimon comes out from under the table to watch Mr Lagrand leave.

"He's a rat." Nathan smiles. "And he knows it." 

Arcadia Giggles. "So, I'm going out with a half Rat then? ooh Randal won't approve."  She finishes her drink and Pantalaimon looks to the door. "Do you want another drink or shall we go someplace else?"

"Half a rat?" Nathan laughs out loud. "Oh, pet, you don't know my mother yet, do you? But you're right, let's go outside, it's so nice today. And I want a look around, maybe I'll buy some nasty potions-stuff for myself."

"Nice out? You must like it cold then." Arcadia Smiles. " Not that it bother me anyway. But you won't be able to get any of this stuff <she pats her bag> around here. I have to have it brought in. But I'm sure I could 'arrange' something for you if you want. perhaps you can help me look for a Birthday present for you? Oh, and you can get me a present too. seeing as you missed my birthday" Pantalaimon sits, waiting to leave.

Leaving Dylan and Niki, Nimue returned to the Three Broomsticks where she spies a number of her schoolmates. 

Morticia was looked talking with Fee Munro and Morticia's father was also in the pub with Nathan and Arcadia.

She noted that Morticia's father was talking with Arcadia. That couldn't be good though as Arcadia did seem to have attached herself to Nathan it was understandable perhaps. She wondered how good the French ambassador was at character assessment - would he really fall for that sweet and innocent act that Arcadia was putting on?

Nimue knew from Marvo's warning remarks to her in his letter that some areas of the Ministry were aware that the Minister's daughter was a liability but she didn't know whether such information was known in the diplomatic service. Still Mr. Lagrand was a very courteous gentleman so wouldn't likely to not be polite to a friend of his son and Arcadia was the daughter of the Minister of Magic after all. 

Nimue saw Marcus sitting off to one side and caught his eye and went over. "You've been left on your lonesome then - no Circe?"

"We did some catching up but she had an errand to run. I thought she might come back but she hasn't.." he shrugged his shoulders. "How about you - all done exploring and shopping? Ready to head back?"

"Wow" said Nimue, "is that a first? A woman has actually resisted the charm of Marcus Falconer? Niki told me Circe was engaged and all but I didn't' think ...." she broke off her teasing noting by his expression that she appeared to have hit a sore spot and not wanting to pursue it. "Yes, I am finished. Dylan and Niki have gone back to the school and I've gotten the things I came for."

"Hardly the first or likely to be the last, Nimue." remarked Marcus not wanting her to feel ill at ease about her teasing. "Come on then, I have a couple more things I want to look at and then we can have a merry walk in the snow and put all our moping behind us. Pact?"   

Nimue smiled and agreed. They exited the Three Broomsticks arm in arm.

Returns to the Castle and Discussions over Cocoa
Anders made it back up to the castle in what was very probably record time. He hurtled pass Argus Filch who was polishing the front door brasses, nearly tripped on the ubiquitous Mrs Norris, bolted up the stairs three at a time (an easy thing to do with legs as long as his) and skidded to a halt outside

the Hospital Wing, gulping his breath.  He shook the snow off his cloak and removed it.  That would be a dead give away as to his whereabouts.

Banging the snow off his boots, he bounced happily into the Infirmary.

"Professor!  You are looking a lot better!" exclaimed Madam Pomfrey, noting the pink glow of health that radiated from the normally pale young man. "How are you feeling?"

"Fantastic!" he beamed hopping impatiently from one foot to another. "Madam Pomfrey, I have a lot of work to catch up on, will this take long?" She watching him intently.  "Are you SURE you're feeling alright?"

"Never better!!!" That was a lot of exclamation marks.

"Hmm."  She gave him a quick check over, noted his accelerated heart rate and frowned.  "Professor...you haven't been smoking anything other than tobacco, have you?"

"No! Not at all!"

"OK...off you go, then.  Same time tomorrow.  And you can go down to dinner in the Great Hall tonight if you want.  You seem remarkably well. Professor Snape's restorative is working wonders."

"Thank you!" He was gone, heading back to his room.

Upon entering, his eyes immediately fell on the bookmark, left on the table next to the crumpled up letter of resignation.  It was like popping a balloon.  All the bright-eyed energy and enthusiasm drained out of Anders like a deflating tyre, leaving him standing, biting his lip and feeling the tears well up in his eyes.  Nimue. How could he have forgotten how terrible he had been feeling? He sighed unhappily, brought down to earth with a sickening crunch.

*********

(Note: edited transcript of a long IC chat between Marcus and Nimue. It is longer than the message that appeared on the list as material about Marvo and Marcus concerns about Anders state of mind post-Azkaban has been restored.)

Before leaving Hogsmeade Marcus had taken Nimue for some cocoa and muffins at the café. She decided to take the opportunity to confide in him.

"Marcus, you know what we were talking about back at the pub? Circe and how you don't let disappointments like that get you down?  How exactly do you do that? I mean I know I tease you about being heartless but I know you're not."

Marcus sipped at his cocoa thoughtfully, "I don't really know.  Not something I dwell on. Probably...well...let me put it like this. Every new girl is a new challenge.  Some I win, some I lose.  At the end of the day, it all evens out, and I end up good friends with most of them anyway. What's this really about, Nimue?"

"It about our 'no mope' pact... well something happened earlier when I was waiting for you Anders ...Professor Grimalkin came to see you and we talked."

Marcus wasn't surprised, "I know he did.  I saw the robes.  Did he upset you?"

"Don't ask like that - all protective. ...he .. wanted to tell me that we had to not really see each other anymore." She sounded defensive. 

Marcus looked surprised and said, "What did he mean by that?  Had you been seeing each other?" 

She countered quickly so he wouldn't be concerned, "Oh no - I don't mean we have been. But like dancing at the Ball and visiting him in hospital. I didn't mean seeing each other like ...you know what I mean - oh please  don't play coy with me."

Marcus took her hand, "Nimue... Anders is right.  You know that, don't you?"

Nimue looked petulant, "Why - why is he right?"

"Any number of reasons.  The biggest one being that he is in a position of responsibility.  He is your teacher, Nimue. " He could see she was getting upset, "I don't mean to upset you. But, he's...what, nine years older than you are? How can you be so sure he's not just going to play with your emotions? I know you think you're grown up, Nimue, but you're still only 14."

"Come on Marcus - do you really think he'd play with my emotions like that? He's not a sophisticated flirt like you - he's very awkward with girls." 

"That's part of what bothers me." Replied Marcus; He's...inexperienced.  He never had a girlfriend all the time he was at school to my knowledge. And that inexperience could lead him to thinking he's feeling something for you that...well...he isn't. Has he said how he feels about you?"

"Yes" but she didn't want to discuss that, "and that's not really the issue is it? Am I in huge trouble with you now?"

Marcus sighed, "No, Nimue.  I've been anticipating this since the day Anders arrived." 

Nimue again looked sulky, "because of my feelings - you think I have a schoolgirl crush on him."

Marcus was honest with her, "I thought that...at first.  But...I've got to know Anders quite well over these past weeks. And I know you."

She was grateful for this that he wasn't being dismissive of her emotions, she needed to feel listened to at the moment, "Thank you, I am trying to do what's right. I am trying to be mature about it and not hurt him."

Marcus considered her, "What is right, Nimue, is for you and Anders to distance yourselves without alienating one another.  Do you understand that?"

She nodded, "Right now we are alienated...the way he spoke it was like we would never talk again- except in class of course."

"Then approach him with an offer of friendship." Countered Marcus, "He needs friends.  I've never met anyone who needs friends as badly as that man."

Nimue looked up, "Friendship? How can I? "

Marcus replied, "I don't honestly believe he never wants to talk to you again. Give it a day or two.  Let the smarting wear off - because you're smarting right now...am I right? Tell him that he's hurt you and that you're afraid he doesn't want to talk to you.  Sometimes honesty works."

" Yes I am huring" replied Nimue, "Marcus, back at the start of term when I said to Achel about being friends he turned away completely from me - we haven't spoken since. It usually means that you don't want to even be close to a person." She looked very tearful now in a way that threatened to become a full-on crying session. "It hurts in my heart when I think about being friends as though ...it's less - like I'm losing something precious."

Marcus looked at her, "Anders is different.  He's a man.  No offence, Nimue, but Achel...was a boy.

I can't believe I'm encouraging this...but do you want me to talk with him?"

Nimue looked at Marcus with some surprise,  "Yes - yes please. You could do that couldn't you?

She then broached another tender subject, " I haven't told you or anyone what happened with Marvo the other day have I?"

Marcus looked concerned, "What happened with Marvo?"

"Marvo isn't going though with the marriage" replied Nimue. 

Marcus looked startled and said "He...what?" as though he couldn't believe what he'd just heard. 

Nimue affirmed the statement, "He said so - whether my father dissolves it or not. He says he owes his family nothing and he doesn't love me and won't marry me. Well he wants to be with Kat after we graduate - that's what he says - he loves her.

Marcus considered this, "Ah.  I can see your father being a little...thrown by this turn of events. However,  you know your duty, Nimue.  I can only defend you so far."

Nimue looks a little upset by this statement, "My Duty!! Marcus, do you know what this means? I will be dishonoured."

Marcus looks grim., "I won't let that happen.  I will go see your father.  Explain things to him about Marvo and Kat." He groans softly, "So Marvo's in love with someone else...and you're in love with a Professor.  Oh, this just gets better and better."

Nimue nods her head, "I have this nightmare of the wedding being planned and I am standing there waiting: the church, the flowers, the dress, the guests then .no groom and I am laughed at by everyone."

Marcus shakes his head, "Right.  Let's get this sorted.  As far as I am concerned, my first duty is to

your father, right? I should really go straight to him now with this news."

Nimue looks shocked, "No one will force Marvo to do this thing and how awful for me - how humiliating it is already.  I was prepared to try with him or at least have a friendship marriage but now...I'll probably die an old maid like Gwenddydd."

Marcus looked at her sharply, " Did I say I was going to do that?  Stop putting words into my mouth, Nimue.  Stop it!" He was getting moderately angry more with the situation than with her.

Nimue was starting to feel upset herself, she'd not realised how serious the situation was, "What do you propose to do?"

Marcus considered, "You wrote to your father yourself, didn't you?" she nodded her assent, "This was .... before Anders?"

Nimue shook her head, "No, it was on the first day I met...him. We'd had that fight you and I."

Marcus merely looked at her, " Ah.  I need to consider this very carefully.

Nimue was feeling in moderate to serious trouble.

After a few moments thinking time, Marcus says, "If I go to your father and say that your betrothed is flatly refusing to go through with this marriage, he'll demand to know the reasons why."

"Yes." Concurred Nimue, "Daddy knows that Marvo is seeing Kat. He met her at the awards day. He dismissed it as being of any importance to long range plans. 

Marcus then recalled the incident, he hadn't been involved but remembered Kat's upset when Marvo was taken away, "Ah, of course.  Yes. Nimue...I have to ask you this question.  Do you love Marvo at all?"

Nimue looked at him and said, "I care for him as a brother."

Marcus asked again, "Do you believe that if you were given time, you and Marvo could grow to love each other?"

Nimue, "No. Not in that way."

Marcus looked at her intently, "Is that because of your...feelings for Anders? If, say, Anders wasn't at Hogwarts any more... "

Nimue looked shocked, "This was true between Marvo and I long before I met Anders! Don't suggest - just don't go there Marcus!" she was concerned he was suggesting Anders' removal from the school. 

Marcus looked quite stern, " I have to go there, Nimue.  I have to consider the possibility that what you're feeling for      Anders is simply a rebellion against what you've been told to feel for someone else.  Maybe I worry about HIS feelings, too."

Nimue looked at him calmly, " How can I prove otherwise?"

Marcus looked at her, it was a hard question. "Your father would not approve of you having a relationship with him.  But..."

Nimue didn't look surprised, "Of course not he's a teacher!" she then realised she'd cut him off mid-sentence, "but?"

Marcus continued, "If I could persuade him to let the marriage go onto the back burner for, say, another year or  two... say that neither you nor Marvo want to rush straight into it after school...

If there IS anything solid between you and Anders...time will have let that blossom, and it would be concrete.

Marcus smiled, "Be a friend to Anders.  That's all you can have from him right now.  If he loves you, Nimue, he      will wait for you.  I am sure of that. If I can go to your father and say 'look at the close friendship those two are developing. Maybe we should put things back - Nimue clearly does not know her own heart'... It's manipulation, true...but... " he shrugged.

Nimue looks down somewhat embarrassed, "You really think anyone would wait that long?"

Marcus looked at her compassionately,  If they love you enough, Nimue, yes, they'll wait.

And it is only four years or so at the most if you think about it.  He will still be a very young

man.  Your father, Nimue, would not willingly make you unhappy, and it's clear, certainly to me that if you follow this course to marry Marvo, you WILL be unhappy."

Nimue remained concerned, "I just wonder four years of friendship? It might become a habit that couldn't be broken. Anyway, how can I start over with him?"

Marcus took her hand, "Let me speak with Anders and test the water. I'll suggest to him that the pair of you should try working at being friends. What happens from there is not my business." He wasn't aware if Nimue would be acute enough to pick up on what he was suggesting.

Nimue smiled, "So you will undertake a diplomatic mission to see if friendly relations can be established. And you think that it would be good to be friends - not a cop out?"

Marcus regarded her and was honest, "It is a starting point and if nothing else develops, at least you have a friend.  A good friend."

Marcus then broached his other concern, "There is also the fact that Anders...nice, shy, intelligent as he is...WAS in Azkaban.      Nimue...that place has done strange things to him."

"I know" Nimue said in a subdued voice. 

Marcus continued, "I used to know him as a student.  He never used to have mood swings like he does now.  Never used to be as disoriented.  He's like...another man." 

He saw she was crying, "Nimue...please don't cry, or I will have to spend what's left of my loose change on buying you  more chocolate." He smiled at her.

"You think he is unstable - he worries about it all the time. Yet there are other parts of him that are stable though." Said Nimue drying her tears.

"What if he suddenly turned nasty when he was with you?  How do you think you'd deal with

 that?" asked Marcus. 

"Call you?" She touched the pendant she wore.

"What if I was unavoidably detained, or couldn't get to you fast enough?  Nimue...when he killed... when that accident happened, it happened in SECONDS. Take him off the pedestal for just one moment.  See him for what he is." 

"I  believe in him Marcus" she said sincerely, "What did you mean - see him for what?  Marcus - you said you liked him"

Marcus said with sincerity, "I DO like him, Nimue!  But I can also keep him at arm's length.  I'm afraid of what might happen if he turned on you.  That I couldn't help you.  That I couldn't help HIM."

"So you think that I would be safer apart from him?"

"Yes, I think that." Replied Marcus, " For your physical safety and for the safety of your heart.  BUT!  If you come to know him as a friend...find out what makes him tick... Don't dive in at the deep end, Nimue.  Start at the shallow end and wade up."

Nimue considered this, "Then what?"

"Then, if by the time you reach the deep end, you know how his mind works...you can deal with him on a different level." He decided to be honest with her, "I'm in an awkward position here, Nimue.  I want for you to be happy, but I can't simply say 'you and Anders have my blessing'.  It's not my place to do that." A slightly wicked glint came into his eye, " What I DON'T know about, of course, I can't report

back.  But you never heard me say that!"

.

She went to interrupt him but he put his finger to her lips, "Look as far as I am concerned, you and Anders are going to try to be good friends, and I will report this to your father. I will hint to him that I think I see a bond developing, but that I have advised you not to do anything foolhardy."

Nimue conceded, "Alright - but we still don't know if Anders will want to be friends."

"Nimue, are you listening to me?  I am not going to be watching you 24 hours a day!  If things

develop beyond that point, then I'm not foolish enough to think I can stop it! But you will, I am sure, assure me, that you are 'just good friends'."

Nimue protested, "I am listening to you! Very clearly. This is a way to buy time for all of us."

Marcus goes on, "Of course, it will be necessary that he behaves properly towards you at all times, takes into consideration your age, your  status...  treats you with the respect you deserve.  Does not try to abuse his age advantage.  Er.  I do declare I'm embarrassed now."

Nimue smiled at him, "You know you are just like a big brother.  Embarrassed you? Why?"

Marcus has gone slightly pink, "I guess what I'm trying to say is...if Anders started acting towards

you the way..um...er...the way I act towards other women sometimes..." he coughs, "Maybe I should start re-evaluating my own standards."

"How in the world could I judge how you act towards other women?" she said. "Well I can't imagine my father would have trusted you with me unless you were very well  behaved."

"You're different." Said Marcus, "I'm entrusted with your welfare and safekeeping."

"Thanks for making me feel about 9!" she smiled.

They made to leave, "For now, just take things carefully with Anders.  And remember your promise.  Any sign of him turning.."

Nimue smiled, "You have my promise. " 

"I will do what I can to help...like be elsewhere if needs be." He winked at her. 

She laughed, "Be careful Marcus I'd hate to make you a co-conspirator and we don't even know whether Anders will want to be friends with me, so lets not presume. OK?"

"True. Let me speak with him.  And then we'll take it from there."  responded Marcus.

"What are we going to do about Marvo?" she asked, "I suggested he write Daddy and he said he had but I'm not sure if he did."

"If he hasn't, Nimue...do you want me to break the news to your father or will you speak with Marvo

 and make him do it?" asked Marcus.

Nimue looked alarmed, "Make him? He is scared of Daddy."

Marcus' eyes twinkled, "Alright, ask him.  Because otherwise I will."

Nimue looked somewhat shocked at the idea, "Maybe you could make discreet enquires as to whether he's been in touch."

With some determination, Marcus said, "You will not be jilted on your wedding day, Nimue, I swear that.  I won't let it happen.  By whatever means."

Nimue thought his sounded rather drastic, "I can see it now Marvo being carried down the aisle bound and gagged." 

Marcus smiled, "I'm very angry with Malcolm, I can't deny that.  I just hope he has been honourable enough to write your father.  I may have to have Words if he hasn't."

Nimue gave a half-smile, "He's in love."

Marcus countered, " No excuse. Being in love is no excuse for Marvo not to be honourable towards your pact.  He owes your father an explanation, it's simple."

Nimue looked at him, "Will Daddy kill Marvo?"

Marcus smiled, "No.  No, he won't do that. If Marvo jilted you on your wedding day, of course, he might consider it...but breaking the pact  this early on...no. He'll be hurt and angry, but not with you.  More likely with me.  But that's part of my job."

Marcus leans across the table and takes her hand, "Listen to me, Nimue.  If you and Anders are

meant to be together...it will happen.  Just let it happen naturally, that's all."

"OK - you know I could give you a big kiss right now but then you'd probably have to beat yourself up to protect my honour and all." She was much brighter now and it showed in her eyes as well as manner.

Marcus laughed, "That's my girl.  Shall we head back for dinner? 

"Where I'll find room after those muffin thing but it's getting late - and I have a date with Prof. Snape!" quipped Nimue. 

Marcus groaned "You and Professor Snape playing with dead flowers again?  Honestly, Nimue, there MUST be more interesting things you could be doing on a Saturday evening..."

She regarded him with a cheeky look, "No, there isn't is there?"

Marcus think thinks about his last statement: "On second thoughts, maybe you SHOULD spend more time with Snape. Oh, and you know technically we never had this conversation? 

" No absolutely never happened." "Excellent" he said and she stuck her tongue at him. He stuck his own tongue out back out at her and broke into a roar of laughter. "Come on, you. Let's go."

They headed back to the school.

A Lost Diary, an Argument and a Parting of the Ways
Niki had smiled at Dylan's offer to escort her back to the Castle . 

"You really don't have to," she said quietly, but she didn't look displeased. They headed back up the way they had come, in  a silence punctuated by a few yawns. Once they had reached the entrance hall, Niki headed down the steps to the Slytherin dungeons. She smiled sleepily at Dylan. "I'll see you at dinner."

"Aye," he said softly, almost in a whisper, "so y' will.  Sleep well."  Dylan caught her hand for the briefest of moments, then let it go, turning towards the Gryffindor tower without another word.

A few minutes later, though, he heard running feet behind him. Niki stopped, all traces of her fatigue gone from her face, which was very white. She looked terrified. "Dylan," she said, her voice trembling. "The diary... it's gone!"

Dylan pivoted on his heels, turning to face her.  "Eh?  Gone?  Are y' sure?  Have you looked all o'er?" he asked quickly.  The look in her eyes and on her face concerned him deeply.

"Of course I have," Niki snapped. "Do you think I'd be panicking if I hadn't?"

"Calm down.  Has t' be about somewhere, does," he said softly, trying to soothe her into thinking rationally.

"It wasn't anywhere in my dormitory," Niki replied. "I used a Revealing Charm. Someone's taken it... and it has to be one of the Slytherins. No one else knows our password. I *know* I haven't put it anywhere besides my trunk!"

"Hate t' say it, but y' don't live wi' th' most trust-worthy lot."  His tone oddly gentle, he put his hands on her shoulders.  "We'll figure out who has it, don't fuss.  Jus' don't go accusin' people at random, all right?"

"I'm not *accusing* anyone! But... if someone reads it, they'll know it's full of Dark magic, and they'll destroy it, and... and I couldn't live with myself if that happened. I didn't protect my brother once, and he died for it. That's not going to happen again."  Niki's eyes were pained, but she shrugged Dylan's hands off her shoulders.

"Niki, Niki, hush now.  We'll find it, all right?  We'll find th' blessed thin'.  Jus' relax.  Nothin's goin' t' happen t' it," Dylan told her, seeming rather nonplussed by any of her actions.  He was, 

ironically, getting used to crisis.

"You don't understand!" Niki said, and her voice was panicky now. "You don't care!" Even as she said the words, she knew they were wrong, and longed to pull them back, but she couldn't. They were 

said, and what was done was done.

Dylan's brow furrowed as he scowled at this accusation.  "Iesus, Niki!  If I didn't care, I would have left, or told y' t' go back t' sleep or sommat!  Jus' stop panickin', fer th' love o' Christ."

"I am *not* panicking," Niki said coldly. "I am very calmly and composedly telling you that the diary in which my brother has been living for the past two months, which is a very powerful Dark Arts object, has suddenly gone missing. Not only will it likely be destroyed, but I'm probably going to be asked a lot of questions about it. It doesn't help that I have just alienated my Head of House for your sake."

He stopped dead for a moment, his eyes shifting to a cold grey, nearly silver as his hands, now at his sides, tightened into fists. "Your choices, Niki.  Yours!  I told y' from th' getgo tha' this was not goin' t' be easy.  An' if'n you knew wha' tha' diary was, then 'tis on yer own head tha' y' kept it!"  He took a breath, almost shaking with fury.  "Don't tell me about death an' dyin', don't e'en start.  You brought it down on yerself, keepin' it an' defyin' Snape fer me.  You, Niki, you!"

"What do you expect me to do?" Niki demanded angrily. "Yes, I decided to keep the diary when I knew what it was. What should I have done, murdered my own brother in cold blood? Maybe that's what you would have done, but I thought it was the Slytherins, not the Gryffindors, who were supposed to be the evil murdering manipulating ones. Apparently, that's still what you think, whatever you've told yourself about me."

"Tha' is a book, Niki, a bloody book!  It's not yer brother, anymore than a textbook is!  Magic doesn't replace people!"  He shook his head, his voice booming off the walls, something of the natural Welsh 

resonance giving it force.  "There's a fine line b'tween loyalty an' honour.  Gryffindors know th' line.  I know th' line.  D' you?"

"What," Niki asked, her voice deadly quiet, "do you know about magic?"

Dylan's right fist was raised quite before he knew what he was doing, ready to strike her and send her into next Tuesday.  For a moment, he remained still, shaking, then dropped his hand.  "Be glad, Niki, tha' I don't hit women.  Next time, I might f'get."  His voice was all chilly civility, but his eyes, as they met hers, betrayed his pain.  He didn't know how she could say that to him, but there it was.  

Shoving his hands in his pockets, Dylan turned on his heel and marched away.  It didn't matter where he went anymore, just so long as it was away from her and the wounds that ate through his defences 

like acid.

Niki stared after him for a long moment, then, a sob jerking in her throat, she turned and ran blindly in the other direction. Why, why had she said that? The one thing that was sure to anger him, hurt him... Why?

Finally, she sat in a windowsill, staring out at the rapidly darkening grounds. Students were returning from Hogsmeade in two and threes… Like her and Dylan. Niki heard footsteps behind her. She didn't turn. She didn't care. Almost immediately, she felt strong fingers close around her neck. She couldn't breathe, she couldn't turn, she felt as if her neck was going to break. She clawed out wildly, but she felt something white-hot stab into her side. Blood was gushing down her robes, and the world spun wildly in her vision. Dimly, she heard a knife clatter to the floor, then running footsteps, then everything went black…

…And she dreamed. She was walking down a hallway… or was she? She wasn't in her body. She was a long black snake, and in front of her was a golden lion. Instinctively, she knew it was Dylan. There was a terrible expression on his face, one of mixed hatred and fear. Silently, the lion pointed to something in the shadows. Niki recoiled as if from a physical blow.

"Aye, I know wha' y' are now. Why would I want anythin' t' d' wi' you, now tha' I do know?" His voice sounded cold and detached. Which was stupid, because lions didn't talk, and if they did they wouldn't 

sound like Dylan. Niki moved a bit closer and took his hand. She started to speak, but he cut her off. "There's enough dirt on m' hands wi' out y' touchin' 'em." Lions didn't have hands, and neither did snakes. This was ridiculous.

Niki dropped his hands, tears welling up in her eyes. She tried to speak, but only a hissing emerged from her lips, and the disgust was obvious in his face. "S' jus' go away an' leave me alone!" he said, 

backing away from her. Niki turned and slithered blindly up the corridor, but she wasn't going anywhere, and the shape in the shadows grew larger and larger, until she was screaming with fear. 

She opened her eyes suddenly. Her vision was blurred. She was in the Hospital Wing, and Madam Pomfrey was leaning over her. "Ah," the nurse said, "she's awake now." Another face swam into sight. Circe. "Circe," Niki said, trying to focus on her cousin's face. "Someone… someone attacked me. I thought I was going to die."

Circe looked deeply shaken, but she smoothed Niki's hair and tried to soothe the younger girl. "You're all right, Niki. Madam Pomfrey patched you up. The knife wound is gone, and these bruises," her 

fingers traced the purpling marks on Niki's neck, "will go away. Do you remember who it was?"

"I never saw a face." Niki stared at the ceiling, trying to quell the tears that were running down her cheeks. "I thought I was going to die…" 

"Shh," Circe said firmly. "You're all right. But… Niki, there's something you need to know. The knife that was used to attack you belonged to Dylan."

Niki stared at her, totally stunned. This… this couldn't be! "You mean… Dylan tried to kill me?"

Circe looked heartbroken. "No, of course not! I'm only saying that… it's a possibility. No one saw Dylan during the attack, and he could have done it."

Niki felt as though someone had hollowed out her stomach, totally empty inside. "Who else would want to?" she asked in a whisper. "We had a horrible argument, and I stormed off…"

Circe frowned. "Niki, he's here. He wants to talk to you. Will you  talk to him?"

Niki nodded, but the movement made her head pound. "Yes," she whispered. 

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

Dylan had retreated to the Owlery after the row, his temper quite quelled with pain.  Calling softly to Olwen, he held out his arm, and the ghost owl landed in a flutter of white and soft clicks.  'Why did 

she have to say those things to me?' he asked the owl in soft Welsh.  

Olwen fixed her soft golden eyes on him and make a little screech noise, which was oddly comforting.  'I can't do magic, everyone knows that.  I'm not deluding myself on that point.  But Olwen, why did she 

have to say it like that, like I'm some kind of worm she wants to stomp under her trainers?  I'm not a worm, I'm not!'  The owl, as if in response, fluttered up to his shoulder and gently nuzzled his cheek.  'My fault for getting involved, I suppose...everybody knew better, everybody knew not to go near Slytherins unless they had to, and I had to be different.  I'm sick of it, Olwen.  I can do stuff, too, probably more than most people.  I'm not so dumb, I'm pretty tough, I can survive in the real world...doesn't that count for anything?'  Dylan leaned against the wall, misery written across his 

face as he talked to his owl, slowly being swallowed by the ever-encroaching darkness.

"Dylan." Circe spoke softly, always a little in awe of this room. Her face was pale, but resolute. "Come with me." It wasn't a request, it was a demand, but Circe looked so frightened... She looked at him like to continue was breaking her heart. "Niki was... attacked. With this." She held out a knife in the palm of her hand. The blade was covered in blood.

With a whisper to the owl, he tossed the bird into the air, watching it land on a perch.  He didn't look at Circe, and his voice was like ice as he spoke.  "If'n this is a joke jus' t' get me t' apologise, then aye, someone will be attacked."  Finally, he turned to look at her, and his eyes widened, the colour draining out of his face as he saw the knife.  "Where did y' get tha'!  'Tis mine!"  Almost alarmingly quickly, he snatched the knife from her, looking at it in horror.  "'Twas a present...from m' Da...how did y' get it?  I keep it in m' trunk."  As he spoke, he became quieter and quieter, and he rubbed at the blade with his fingertips, smearing the blood across his hands, staining them with the sanguine humour.

"I found it on the ground, next to my cousin, who had been stabbed in the ribs and was quietly BLEEDING TO DEATH!" Circe shouted. Her face calmed. "You," she said, staring hard at him, "are going to come with me to the Hospital Wing right now. If you don't want to go there, I'm sure Professor Snape would be more than happy to accommodate you." 

Suddenly, something snapped. She leaned forward and hugged Dylan. "I know you didn't do it," she whispered, "but not everyone will believe it." She stood straight again. "Come on."

Dylan stared at her, at the shift in emotions in her face, voice and demeanour.  Dimly, he realised he was shaking, and frowned.  "I've been here th' entire time, but no-one knew...an' now m' knife has m' 

fingerprints on it...an' I have blood on m' hands."  Dylan closed his eyes.  "They're goin' t' get me fer attempted murder now."  A lesser person might have broken down with the weight of everything with 

which Dylan was grappling at that second.  But he was made of sterner stuff.  He had to be.  Squaring his shoulders, he steeled himself, and gave the bloody knife back to Circe.  "Keep this.  I don't know 

wha' might happen if'n I loose m' temper."  Rank and file, Dylan marched to the Hospital Wing, his face set like stone.

Circe led him back through the passages to the Hospital Wing. She parked him outside the door. "Stay here until I come for you," she instructed, and disappeared inside.

What seemed like hours passed, though it was only fifteen minutes, and Circe poked her head out the door. "Dylan... come in. She wants to see you. But for God's sake," she added, eyes widening, "wipe off your hands!" She left the door slightly ajar as she disappeared back into the room.

Dylan whipped the blood off on his robes, hoping it would blend in with the black, but it stood out, a sticky scarlet.  It was at that moment that he understood.  He was not going to last long here.  These charges would stick to him just as easily as the blood stuck to his robes.  Sighing deeply, but resigned, Dylan walked into the room, standing silent by Niki's bed.

Niki looked up at him. Her face was very white. There was blood smeared on the pillow from her hair, but there was no sign of the knife wound. Madam Pomfrey did her job well. The bruises on her throat stood out against the extreme pallor of her skin. "So," she said, in a voice barely above a whisper but nevertheless audible in the silent room, "you did forget."

Dylan flinched, but he did not hang his head.  Pride being what it was, he wasn't going to allow himself that admission of guilt.  "No, I didn't.  I have been in th' Owlery since th' row.  I found out 'bout all o' this when Circe came t' fetch me," he told her quietly, struggling to keep his voice even.  It was painful to see her like this, and had Dylan not known the truth, he, too, would have suspected himself hearing that.  It was too easy, too convenient.  Too easily created to feign innocence.

Niki didn't look angry, only very, very sad. "I want to believe you," she said, her voice wavering only slightly. "I really do, but I can't." She looked straight up at him, and the pain in her eyes was palpable. "Everyone I've ever loved, really loved, is dead, or as good as. So... Did I not love you, or are you as good as dead already?"

Dylan flinched again, and in a soft, even tone, he told her, "As good as, 'cause if'n y' don't believe tha' I'd ne'er harm you, then I am as good as convicted, an' as good as dead."  Unable to bear it any longer, Dylan turned from the bed and made to head out of the room.  Yes, he was as good as dead now.  It was the beginning of the end of everything.

Niki turned her face to the wall and closed her eyes. Sleep, and the ever-present nightmares, seemed almost welcome now. Surely they could be no worse than this living nightmare she had entered.

