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Second Day of Exams - A New Arrival and Assorted Returns 


Transcript begins next morning in Diagon Alley with Messages 166-187 and then continues in main group with Message 9810  on the second day of examination week and continues to circa Message 10078, with the some tying up of loose threads after that point to Message 10134. A couple of messages previous to 10078 are carried over to next transcript for continuity.
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Morning at the Leaky Cauldron

Anders' eyes finally prised themselves open and he stared in vague confusion at the ceiling before recalling where he was.

The Leaky Cauldron - not Azkaban.

He was...a totally free man.

Why then, he wondered, as he showered and dressed, and stared at his tired, gaunt-looking reflection in the mirror, did he not feel as euphoric as he had done last night?  Because, he rationalised as he headed down the stairs to the dining room, he knew what the next few days would bring.

Discussions with Dumbledore.  Discussions with Nimue.  Discussions with...everyone, really.

He sighed heavily as he sat down at a table and sipped gratefully at a cup of coffee that was brought to him.  He was the first up - he had, after all, gone to bed exceptionally early.  He let his mind wander, trawling through the events of the past few days and trying, hard, to start to come to terms with some of the things that he'd discovered.

Dafydd Grimalkin was dead.  The man he'd thought was his father was no more. Sirius Black, a man he barely knew about, except by reputation was ACTUALLY his father.  He'd deflected a Killing Curse and saved Nimue's life.  He'd had all charges against him formally cleared, and he had survived a second trip to Azkaban.  He had a future to look forward to now.

Why was he so damned scared?

His blue eyes lit up as Nimue came lightly downstairs, smiling widely at him.  She sat down at the table opposite and simply held his hand for long moments before finally saying, "Good morning."

"Hi."  He grinned, shyly.  "Of course, we still need to be good little children, don't we?"

"Yes..." she conceded, looking around, and a sudden, sly look coming into her eyes.  "But there's not anybody here yet to be good in front of."  So saying, she leaned across the table and kissed him gently on the lips.  He smiled at her.

"I have something I want your opinion on," he said, after a few moments silence.  She nodded, sipping at a cup of tea and watching him intently. He looked well, but there was still a faintly haunted look about him.  She wanted to be sure he wasn't going to have some sort of terrible relapse.

"What's that, Anders?"

"When your father wrote me back," he said.  "He suggested that I..."  He blushed furiously.  "He invited me to come and stay with you and your family in Italy over the summer...but..." Scratching the end of his nose, he paused, trying to put the sentence together properly.  "I'm not sure that it'd be that good an idea. .I mean...I have a hunch that my job at Hogwarts is going to be fairly short lived once we get back there, and I need to find other employment...not to mention a place to live, and I want to do the right thing, and I don't know what..."

He was rambling in his nervousness.

"He did?" she smiled, "That's wonderful! He didn't say anything to me. Probably was waiting to see if you said yes before getting me all ... ummm looking forward to it." she blushed slightly. 

"Though now." she reached out and touched his hand, a slight sadness distinguishable in her voice, "I guess that's a pretty good hunch of yours and maybe you'll be needing to do all those things over the next month or so. I mean there is a lot to decide and a whole new family as well. 

Still it would be such a good place for you to relax after the year you've had and have a chance to think. Between us everything would be very above board mind you but we'd still have lots of chances just to be together and talk without having to constantly look over our shoulders in case someone should see us." 

She hadn't as yet faced the possibility that with his leaving Hogwarts they would be separated. It couldn't dampen her mood though because the knowledge that he was safe and had his life restored to him was paramount in her mind. 

He nodded slowly.  "I know, Nimue," he said, softly.  "It's just the sort of opportunity I've been looking for...I still can't get over it.  I'm free. Totally...Anders."

Bright tears pricked the back of his lids and he closed his eyes momentarily.  "This might sound crazy," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.  "But there's a part of me...Dafydd Grimalkin WAS my Da, you know. I spent my whole life trying to win his approval.  I...am I wrong to care about the fact he's dead?  I know I shouldn't..."

"It doesn't sound crazy at all. Anders, however awful he was - he still was in your life for many years and we all wanted to be loved and to win the approval of our parents. 

I just hope you know that you are loved! You made me come back to my life because there were people here that loved me and it is the same for you. You are loved and valued."

He sighed and shook himself, smiling shyly.  "No more, huh?  Today is the first day of the rest of our lives - and all that."

 He picked up his coffee and sipped at it, to cover his moment of grief for all that he had lost - his mother, the man he'd believed to be his father...Glancing across the table at Nimue, his heart swelled momentarily. She'd stuck by him.  Unconsciously, he reached across the table to take her hand in his again. With her, he could achieve anything.

"I guess we'll be heading back to Hogwarts soon," he said, to break the quiet moment between them.  "There's something I want to ask Professor Dumbledore when I get the chance..." A faint glimmer of excitement showed in his blue eyes.  "Something I'm curious about...but I don't want to say anything just yet."

She wasn't sure if he'd said 'yes' to the holiday. Still the way he was holding her hand, she didn't think anything would keep them apart for long. 

"As for Hogwarts, I guess I am ready to return. Father is awake and once Randal and Marvo are mobilised we'll be on our way."

She squeezed his hand. "I am so proud of you! I wish we could hold hands when we walk back into school. One day maybe but for now 'best behaviour eh?'" 

She gave a little smile, "Oh - now I am curious as well! Still promise me that you'll tell me when you can? Plus, you'll have your broom licence back as well!  Watch out world!"

"My broom licence...I hadn't thought of that..." A very un-Anders-like cheeky grin spread across his face.  "And I want to get my bike fixed and...go visit with Sirius and...and..."

He suddenly looked remarkably boyish and almost mischievous.

"There's so much to do...and so little time...wow...it's hard to get to grips with it all!"  Two spots of pink appeared in his customarily pale cheeks and for the first time since Nimue had known him, he looked like there was a chance he might return to health.  Indeed, he'd only woken two or three times in the night coughing, whereas before, it had been closer on seven to eight times a night.

Of course, he'd woken on a few occasions sweating from nightmares and horrific visions, but...they would fade with time.  The memories of Azkaban would fade.  Sirius had told him, and he knew from experience that they gradually faded.

Despite the relief and the happiness, Anders still had some way to go before he was in control of his own emotions and physical well-being.

He drained his coffee.  "I'd say I'd go pack," he said, "but there isn't anything to pack.  I'm ready to go whenever."  He leaned back in his chair, a look of contentment crossing his face and lighting up his haunted expression with the spark of hope, love and eager enthusiasm.

This was the Anders Grimalkin he'd always known who somehow lay beneath the surface.  The one who had been repressed and beaten down, the boy who had tried to fight back against the violent man who had killed his mother - and he was rather pleasantly surprised to find that he rather liked himself.

Coming into the room a second or two later, Emrys was pleased to see how well Anders looked considering all he'd been through.

Indeed, both young people were glowing with happiness. It lifted his spirits considerable. He made some noise as he entered the room so they wouldn't be started, 

"Good morning. I think we are about ready to leave. Nimue you're too young to apparate so we'll use Floo powder to get to Hogsmeade. We'll take a carriage up to the school from there. Might as well arrive back in style. I've a few things to see Dumbledore about so will stick around make sure Nimue is settled back in."

What he actually wanted to do is make sure that both of them would be all right going back. That any rumours or gossip might be nipped in the bud!

Almost automatically, Anders lowered his head deferentially as Emrys entered, but the smile he shot the man was warm and full of grateful thanks.

"I hate Apparating," he said, apparently to no one in particular.  "One day I'll get splinched, and that will be the proverbial that."  His eyes danced as he spoke, however, and he got to his feet, pulling a chair out for Emrys to sit down on.

"Thank you, my Lord," he said, softly.  "Your belief in me has been a true revelation.  Between your daughter and yourself - and all of those of you who came to support me yesterday...I feel like I could fight the Dark Wars all by myself."

He grinned that same boyish grin and slid into the seat next to Nimue.

Emrys sat down and smiled warmly across the table at the two young people. 

"Time enough for those sort of battles later, eh? You too young lady. I don't suppose you'll stop having adventures though. Marcus still feels terrible about not being able to stop what happened. I have assured him that he was doing his best. He will stay on at Hogwarts with you though I may need him a little more. I understand Mr. Ward is also remaining there."

He noted a slight frown on his daughter's face - a frown that said 'I can take care of myself Daddy' - he ignored it. Undoubtedly she would express her views in private later.  

"Anders, it was my pleasure to assist in the righting of a great wrong against you. You're a fine young man and I truly meant what I said in court about my acceptance of you. I only wish there was more I could do but I understand, as does your father, that you need to make your own choices. However, do remain aware that you are not alone."

He gave a little chuckle, "Imagine Sirius with a son and a daughter. I shall now have to give up teasing him about being a crusty old bachelor. Still there is still always Severus!"

He drank his coffee for a minute. Then looking at his daughter said,

"I've sent our things on ahead Nimue. I see you went shopping yesterday afternoon. Anything interesting?"

"Books - some light reading, nothing for school this time," she said quickly a slight colour coming into her cheeks.

"Good." he downed his coffee. "Now do have another coffee while I go see what's keeping the others." 

He thought he would like to give them a minute or so of privacy.

******

Emrys' tactful exit did not go totally unnoticed by Anders, who was suddenly overcome with sheer embarrassment, looking down at the table shyly.

"Guess this is our last chance to be alone together until the end of term," he said, in a slightly strained sort of voice.  What he really wanted to do was wrap his arms around her and kiss her passionately.  Instead, he contented himself in this public place with lacing his fingers through hers and tilting her chin up towards him so he could kiss her gently, but with real meaning.

"I love you," he said, simply, once he released her.  "And now I believe that things will work for us.  Now that people are for us and not against us."

"I guess that's so," she said equally shyly. "Best behaviour will be easier now though. Now that we know that things are working out as we always hoped they might. It's like a dream come true."

She was still coming to terms with the fact that they had a future and one that it seemed in a relatively short time would be sanctioned.

After they had kissed, she said. "I love you." Nothing more was needed.

They sat there in silence holding hands and simply looking into each other's eyes until her father and the others returned to announce their departure.

Sirius entered the room as Nimue and Anders finished their goodbyes. 

He smiled at them. "Sorry to interrupt you. Just wanted to pop in and say all the best. I'm not returning to school with you both, as I need to get home for a bit. I seem to have been away so long now what with the lessons, discovering about you, my son, and helping to sort out the hearing. I hope you will pop and see me soon. I know Mirriam is dying to meet you." 

Anders got to his feet, letting go of Nimue's hand and moving to stand in front of his father.

"Thank you for believing in me, Sirius," he said, a little awkwardly, rubbing the end of his nose.  "And you have my promise that I will come visit with you.  I'm looking forward to meeting your wife, and I'm also looking forward to having the opportunity to talk with Kat and Matthew when I get back to Hogwarts."

He looked like he wanted to hug the man, but seemed unsure as to how that would be accepted, so he tentatively held out his hand to shake Sirius' own.

Sirius smiled. "Good," he said. 

He reached out and gave his son a firm hug. "I will see you again soon then. I expect Kat at least will be watching out for you on your return. I sent an owl to her last night to let her know how things went." 

He smiled at Nimue. "And I expect I will hearing about you from my daughter and my son now! Good luck in your exams." 

Having said his goodbyes he left the room, heading back to his home and wife, making sure to return to his guise as Sothis on the way. 

"Guess that's it, then," said Anders, watching Sirius leave. 

"Time to go back." He chewed on his lip thoughtfully, starting to feel the encroaching nerves. "Professor Dumbledore suggested I might like to invigilate my own DADA exams today...do you think I should? Do you think everyone will be pleased to see me back?" 

He was starting to worry. 

"Yes I think you should if he's suggested it. I am sure that everyone will be pleased to see you back." she said with a smile. 

"I certainly know Kat is going to want to be able to say hello to her new older brother properly as well. Did you forget that? Oh gawd, just you think one day you might be uncle to Marvo and her children!" 

Just then a thump is heard and Marvo misses a step on his way down, obviously rushing.

He smiles at those at the table.

"Sorry I'm a bit late, had a few.... Things... to sort out."

He looks around. "Randal not here yet?" He asks, a slight smile on his face, at least he beat him down.

"You missed Sirius saying goodbye unless he saw you upstairs. Now we're just waiting on Randal. It's still very early though." Replied Nimue, "Do we even want to think about breakfast here or get it back at school?" 

Marvo for a moment looks slightly disheartened at the mention of breakfast. "No. Its Okay... I may as well wait" He could smell cooking beacon from the Kitchen, and it wasn't making him feel any better. 

Randal chose that moment to return. He had. Of course, been up for hours. He was dressed and his bag was waiting under one of the tables where it had been put before he went out for a walk. 

"I am glad to see that everyone managed to get out of bed this morning," he said eyeing Marvo. "Are you finally done with sleeping then, Ward and ready to go?" 

He picked up the bag he had left earlier and hoisted it to his shoulder waiting for them to be ready. 

Nimue looked at the two boys - thank goodness they were flooing back - she could just imagine what a long car journey would be like with these two bickering all the way!

Marvo glowered at Randal, "I've been up, ages too. and have all my stuff here" he patted his robe pocket.

"Remind me to teach you the reduction spells sometime Randal. They are quite easy. I'm sure you wouldn't have much trouble with them"

Before Randal can reply Marvo heads for the door. "Shall we be going then?"

Emrys Hawkwood came into the room. "Ah good, all ready then, boys?"

Noting Marvo heading for the door, "No Malcolm, we're in a bit of a hurry so we will be flooing from here." he pointed to the fireplace - "directly to the Three Broomsticks and there is a horseless carriage already waiting to take us to the school."

He gave each of the boys a quantity of floo powder to throw into the flames. As they rose up emerald green. 

"Off you go then...." 

After the boys had vanished, he gave some to Nimue and Anders.

She turned and kissed Anders cheek before stepping into the flames and saying clearly: 'Three Broomsticks, Hogsmeade'. 

Having a moment alone with Anders he gave him a smile, "It will be all right, you'll do just fine."

Finally after Anders had vanished, Emrys himself stepped into the green flames.

Outside the Three Broomsticks the carriage waited to take them swiftly to the front steps of the school. 

Breakfast at Hogwarts

Kat woke quite early. She wasn't going to sleep all that well with all the excitement of the hearing and the exams. At least 3 exams were over now. 

Mulder had come in with a letter for her late last night. It had been from her father. She had been relieved to know that Anders was free. In a strange way she was looking forward to the exam this morning as she might get to see him. She so wanted to congratulate him and to tell him how proud she was to have him as a brother. 

Kat headed down to breakfast, eagerly hoping that he would have arrived back last night and that he would be there. She was looking forward to seeing Marvo again and gloating at him a bit more about who her father was too. 

She walked into the great hall, but there were few people there already. Just smiled at Isaac, the 4th year Ravenclaw Prefect, and settled herself down to nibble at some toast. 

Alpha went bright to breakfast that Tuesday. The nasty effect that those pills had on her were worn off, she finally made her transfiguration exam and it went very very well, only HoM was not that great, but... She looked forward for today. 

Branwen wandered into the Great Hall, stifling a yawn and looking like she needed a good night's sleep. She did, although the nightmares were starting to fade now there was a nagging feeling that when she woke she had forgotten something important. 

She spotted Kat and headed in her direction, sitting next to her, she helped herself to some porridge and whispered. "They back yet?" 

"Not that I've seen." Kat sighed. Where were they? 

"I think they should have arrived back last night, but I don't know anyone who has seen them yet. I was hoping we'd see them in breakfast. I guess we are a bit early though." Kat smiled at Branwen. 

The look on her face spoke of her worry and excitement at seeing them again... whichever them that might be. 

Branwen grinned and returned to pushing her breakfast around the dish. She had a good day lined up today, Randal should be here soon, and two of her best subjects. Yes, today would be a good day, she thought as she yawned again. 

*******

Albus Dumbledore had returned the previous evening to Hogwarts along with Professor Snape.

Dumbledore had briefed Professor McGonagall on his return so that she was aware of what had taken place in London and she also made aware of how Anders final weeks at the school would be handled. He had also had a brief meeting with the rest of the staff.

To date he hadn't had the chance to speak with Anders as he was still sleeping when the Headmaster left for Hogwarts. Time enough though. He knew that Anders was aware, even if not as yet officially, that he would not be returning to his position as DADA teacher. 

Dumbledore was aware that the rest of the party would be returning early that morning. Randal and Nimue had exams to sit as well as those they had missed to make up. 

He wasn't sure whether Anders would wish to conduct the DADA examination and himself would oversee it if necessary. 

Thus, he took his usual seat at the head table at breakfast.

Turning to Professor McGonagall, he said, "Minerva, we didn't have a chance last evening to discuss anything that may have been going on here in my brief absence. Is all well? Anything I should be advised about?"

Professor McGonagall smiled at Professor Dumbledore. "Well, nothing really to report. We had a rather amusing prank performed on Arcadia, but I'm sure you will see when she turns up for breakfast. I have spoken to the student involved, and I really hope there won't be a recurrence. 

Our two visitors turned up, Oriana and Magnus. You know the ones you invited to visit before next term started? 

Anyway, it was Magnus that altered Arcadia's appearance. But he seems as though he will fit in well. I have not had a chance to talk to Oriana yet." 

"I believe they sat in on the written exams yesterday, but I have to admit I was not sure what you had intended to do with them for these two weeks. I expect they will be trying the exams again today, unless you have something better for them?" 

He smiled at Professor McGonagall's remark about Arcadia. "Amusing? I take it I should expect an outraged letter from Cornelius before the end of the day?" 

"Visitors?" Dumbledore searched his memory, "I thought the Nort girl was coming over closer to the end of term. Still I dare say we can cope if she is to see out the next few weeks. Give her a chance to make her choices for next year. I take it she didn't bring any transcripts or reports from her professors?" 

Dumbledore didn't expect that she had but he always liked to ask. He pondered what McGonagall said about Magnus' arrival also. 

"I recall Joakim Karlsson, the Swedish Minister of Magic, writing me about the boy. I was in touch with him back in the spring seeing if he could assist with Anders' Swedish birth records. He has apparently been tutoring the boy himself though I expect reading between the lines that he was proving a bit of a handful. 

Expressed the hope that we may be able to - how did he put it now – ah yes `drum some sense into him'. So not a promising start then if it's sense the boy is lacking. He wanted him placed in Gryffindor – probably aware of your reputation for good sense and no nonsense eh Minerva? Tell me how did you handle the matter?" 

"I cautioned the young man, of course. However I did not give him detention as he is only visiting. I told him that I would not be so lenient next time..."

She trailed off. "Look, here she is," she whispered to Dumbledore. She had to stifle another giggle.

Arcadia walked into the hall, a slight, far away look on her face.

Yes, her hair was still woolly, but now in two bunches with light blue ribbons. And yes, Pantalaimon was still a sheep, but the ribbon on him was now also Arcadia's usual blue colour.

Without saying a word to anyone she sat down and started to butter some toast.

Alpha was a little cheerful so she couldn't resist: "Good morning Arcadia, did you sh-leep well?"

"Do you know where all the others are?" (This in the meaning, where one sheep goes...)

"I'm looking forward to my exams today, don't you?" Brightly she poured herself some more pumpkin juice. "You want some?"

Arcadia stopped buttering her toast and looked over to Alpha. "Good Morning Alpha. I slept well thank you"

Then she looked confused. "What others Alpha?" Then once more her eyes seemed less focused

"Exams? Oh yes. Exams are okay"

When Alpha offered the pumpkin juice Arcadia took some and drank, saying 'Thank you'

"I don't like Pumpkin Juice Alpha" Arcadia said sadly handing the empty glass back.

*Another for the List* Arcadia though deep down inside.

"You know" Alpha said. "I mean all the third years, Niki, that new girl....what's her name again, Oriana..."

Arcadia sure acted strange this morning, Alpha thought. On other mornings you only got a deadly glare if you offered her pumpkin juice. Now she drank it! 

"Too bad you don't like pumpkin juice, Arcadia. It's really good this morning, fresh and ice-cold, just how I like it." No, Arcadia certainly didn't look her normal self today. She looked a bit sheepishly, she thought.

"Morning," Niki said grimly. She had stayed up quite late studying, and the Waking Charms didn't really seem to be working.

"Morning Niki" Said Arcadia, going back to her toast. Pantalaimon gives a little baa but says nothing else.

"Is Professor Grimalkin back?" Niki wondered aloud. "If he isn't, how will we do our exams?"

"Niki is over there" Said Arcadia, pointing to Niki. "But I don't know where the others are"

She turned to Niki, "I don't know if Professor Grimalkin is back."

"Good morning," Oriana said to Niki and Arcadia as she sat down at the Slytherin table. 

Oriana felt wonderful today. She didn't care about yesterday's mishaps. Magnus wasn't even on her mind. She began to drink some pumpkin juice. 

******

Yawning, Madison entered the hall and took a seat, smiling a greeting at the others around the table before starting on her toast. 

She had been up late studying, and the only thing keeping her awake at the moment was her worry and fear that she might forget everything she'd studied if she fell asleep. She took a gulp of juice and looked around. It felt like forever since she'd stepped out of the dorm. 

Magnus had been moody ever since the HoM exam. He hadn't slept well, and he had taken the time this morning to visit the library on the way to breakfast. Consequently, he arrived at breakfast with a fair few books under his arms.

However, there was nothing better at cheering Magnus up than seeing a lot of other people. No, strike that. A lot of girls.

He looked around, smiling, and sat down at the Gryffindor table. Taking a piece of toast and a glass of pumpkin juice. There was something he had to do this morning, he had put it off for too long. But it had waited this long, so it could wait until he'd finished eating. In the mean time, was this a girl he hadn't met yet?

He coughed slightly, so as to ensure he had got Madison's attention (although he couldn't believe for a minute that she hadn't noticed him) and said. "Good morning. I don't believe we've met. My name is 

Magnus, and I'm joining you all next year." He sniffed the air dramatically. "What *is* that perfume you are wearing, it smells sublime!"

He continued to eat his toast.

Madison bit back a laugh. She turned and smiled at him. "Morning! I'm Madison," she said, ignoring the bit about the perfume and just glad for some company to take her mind off the exams. "So how do you like Hogwarts so far? Where are you from?" 

"Hogwarts is, how would you put it? Interesting? That would some it up quite well I think. I came here from Sweden, as my tutor sent me aw...er...decided it would be good for me to mix a little." He sat with his elbow resting on the table, and his chin resting in the palm of his hand and smiled at Madison.

However, there wasn't much time to continue the conversation, as Madison and the others had to leave for exams. 

*******

Hal had slipped in to the Great Hall unnoticed.  He didn't feel very well and was debating whether to go to the Infirmary...he felt oddly warm.  He sat at the Slytherin table and sipped at his tea, catching a glimpse of Maddie out of the corner of his eye.  Who was that?  Who was that boy she was talking to?  He stared, she was smiling!  He felt his face glow, was that sunburn or jealousy?

"Morning, Hal," Niki said, happy to be able to talk to someone other than Arcadia. "How are you?"

Hal dragged his attention away from Maddie and that boy, and turned to Niki, smiling weakly.

"Not too bad" he glowed, "You?"

"Drowsy," Niki said simply. This was not, she reflected, a good way to be before a DADA exam. A practical exam. Maybe. Uh-oh...

"Buck up, you've got to concentrate in a bit" he took a swig of tea and sighed loudly; he was going to have to wander down to the infirmary after all.

"Are you all right?" Niki asked, but she didn't sound really interested. People seldom were really interested in other people... He looked awfully pink, though. Very, very pink.

Spotting Hal, Madison turned from Magnus for a moment and gave a smile and a small wave.  He was talking to a drowsy Niki.  He himself looked very red.  Sunburn, she guessed.  He didn't look too happy at the moment, either...though it seemed the sunburn wasn't the only thing bothering him. Maybe it was exams...everyone had been stressing about them...

******

Dumbledore nodded to Professor McGonagall, "I quite agree. Still I dare say in choosing Miss Fudge as his victim he may lose more than a few hours of his leisure time assisting Mr. Filch with the cleaning." 

Dumbledore noted Arcadia's entrance accompanied by Pan, the Sheep. "Ah, I see why you described it as an 'amusing prank'. Well, it shows a certain wit. I take it will wear off in a few days unless removed by the caster or a transfiguration master?" 

He looked at her over the rim of his half-moon spectacles. "Yet maybe best on this occasion just to let nature take its course unless the young man is moved to make amends himself?" 

"We shall see. I suppose as he is in my house I will be the one watching him anyway. I did suggest that he offer Miss Fudge the return of her wolf. It will wear off anyway, but I thought it a good way for him to make recompense with Arcadia." 

She continued with her breakfast as she watched the students begin to filter in. 

"I take it you had no idea about how close Arcadia and her wolf were linked? One of those little magical anomalies at birth which under normal circumstances wouldn't come to light. Well, I expect we will have to make some special arrangements for him from now on - to prevent this becoming a regular occurrence. 

As for Magnus, I think he would benefit from spending time in the classroom – he hasn't had exposure to this sort of learning. If he's to attend from September he needs to be aware of the sort of routines we have here as well as to get used to being with others his own age in a co-operative environment. Again he can look at the current options. 

Now how is Miss Hikari settling in?" 

Before McGonagall could answer Dumbledore had noted Nimue and Randal's arrivals in the Great Hall and smiled warmly at them. Lord Hawkwood came onto the dais and had a quick word in the Headmaster's ear before taking a seat further down the table. 

As Emrys moved away, Dumbledore turned back to Minerva, "Apparently Anders has gone directly to his classroom to review his examination arrangements rather than join us this morning. Still I think his presence will speak for itself to the student body." 

She smiled at Lord Hawkwood as he approached. 

"Of course I knew about the nature of her link with the wolf. Why else do you think I have not restored her?" Professor McGonagall was starting to suspect that the headmaster did not think she had handled the situation at all well. Maybe the trial had got to him more than she had thought. 

"As for Magnus, well I agree that time in the classroom would not harm him, but in my view the sheep incident was just a harmless school boy prank. We do get them all the time. And if he had really meant to cause damage then there are far far worse things he could have done." 

She took a breath before continuing. "As for Shinrei. Well, I think she is a lot more of a worry. She is not mixing with the others that well. And then there was the incident where the impudent girl decided to try and change Arcadia and Pan back. I mean, you'd have thought that she would realise that if the transfiguration teacher refused to transform them back that there must have been a reason. Anyway, the spell backfired on her. The worrying thing is the way she reacted. I still cannot believe that Madame Pomfrey still let her sit the exam. Perhaps you should talk to her about her eyelids bleeding." 

She trailed off, she was getting wound up again. She didn't like the fact that Shinrei was obviously hiding something from them. Still she wasn't going to wait for the headmaster to interrogate her any further. 

"Anyway, you must excuse me. I really must go and organise the exams of those students who have just returned." With that she swept out of the great hall. 

Of course, the Headmaster was not questioning how his Deputy Head had handled the situation with Arcadia. He was well aware that Miss Fudge was a thorn in the side of most of the teaching staff, McGonagall especially. No one could blame any of them for expressing delight at Arcadia's current predicament. 

Therefore, with a wave of his wand he caused to appear in McGonagall's office a lovely flower arrangement in a china vase hand painted with fluffy sheep – one of which appeared to look a lot like Arcadia Fudge. The note attached read, "I'm having a hard time keeping a straight face myself! AD' 

He had been more concerned about what Minerva had told him about Shinrei Hikari. The report Shinrei had given in his office in front of Emrys, Marvo and himself had continued to trouble him greatly. He had resolved to bide his time to see what might manifest itself. It seemed he hadn't had to wait long. He would speak to Madame Pomfrey later to ascertain the nature of the girl's symptoms. 

With that thought he settled down to enjoy his breakfast. 

*********

Anders was silent for the whole of the journey back up to the castle and only spoke a brief farewell to the others as they arrived. He explained that he had to get straight to the DADA classroom and prepare the examination papers. 

The look he exchanged with Nimue, however, was soft and full of love, and he smiled a genuine smile at the others in the party. 

It felt strange to be back at Hogwarts again, and he moved through the corridors swiftly, heading first of all to his room, where his first order of business was to sluice his face with cold water and shrug into his robes. He checked his appearance again in the mirror and sighed heavily. He would, he concluded, do. 

Smoking a cigarette he found in the pockets of his robe made him a little calmer, and he entered the DADA classroom with an odd mix of nostalgia and apprehension. He opened the drawers and pulled out the DADA papers, and reviewed them, trying to keep his concentration on the job at hand and to stop his mind wandering. 

Nimue also felt strange to be back at the school again although it had only been a few days since the attack.

Her father walked her to the portrait hole, and waited while she went up to the dorm to change into her school robes. 

Nimue looked around the room. Sirius had told her that her diary and notes from Anders had been taken as they formed part of the evidence but should be returned to her soon. She noted that Shinrei had taken over the previously empty bed in the dorm and wondered how she was settling in.

A few minutes later, Nimue and her father entered the Great Hall. Emrys went to join the Headmaster as a guest at the high table though touched her shoulder gently before she moved out into the Hall.

Passing the Slytherin table she thought she saw a sheep but figured she was just not quite 'with it'. 

She headed over to where Kat and Branwen were seated.

"Nimue! You are back!" Kat had jumped out of her seat. But she wasn't really looking at Nimue, more over her shoulder and around the room. 

"Dad told me it went ok. Is he with you? Anders I mean." She was obviously searching the room for a glimpse of him. 

"I'd have thought I'd have heard something if he came in here, I've been looking out for him. Do you know where he is?" Kat was almost hoping around with excitement at the prospect of seeing the man that she now knew to be her brother.

Shinrei's Brews

Shinrei had not slept that past night.

After everyone in her dorm room fallen asleep, she sneaked out of Gryffindor Tower and was lucky that the Fat Lady was not in her frame at that time.  She had then retraced her steps back to the underground, where she had been seeking early Monday morning for the perfect place to brew and sustain her supply of the Chishio draught.

It was a miracle no one caught her, not even Peeves or Mr. Filch.  

Then again, it sometimes paid when you were a trained ninja.

It was then that she found suddenly found a whirling, almost liquid-looking portal appears on the stone wall of the basement.  She blinked and then it disappeared.

She stepped forward and prodded the spot on the wall with her hand.  The hole materialised once more, and she felt herself drawn in with a force similar to a vacuum.

Then she found herself in a bare, tiny stone room. There was nothing in it save a rickety wooden table.

It was one of those rooms, her housemates had said, that only materialised on certain hours of the day,

for a precious few seconds, then suddenly disappeared and would never even be found again.

She knelt on the dusty floor of the tomb-like enclosure and uttered a prayer to Kami-sama.  After what seemed like an hour or so of fervent gratitude, she proceeded to unpack the contents of her backpack and arrange her things on the table.

Moments later, the draught was being made.  All she had to do was wait for six hours, allowing it to simmer, and then add the final ingredient.

After magically cleaning the room, she slept on the cold, hard floor and awakened hours later.

She rose and prepared herself for the final ingredient.

Shinrei walked over to the cauldron suspended in mid-air, with a ball of white fire continuously burning beneath it.  She took the tiny dagger that she always had strapped to her thigh and let her robes fall open to.  She undid the kimono she wore underneath to reveal the skin of her stomach.

Countless tiny slashing scars marred her skin there. Biting her lip, she smoothed the dagger blade on her flesh, drawing blood in a neat, precise line.  She leaned over the cauldron, her vision swimming with pain, and she allowed the blood to slowly trickle into the blue-black mixture.

The Japanese slid out her tongue almost dreamily, as she muttered the incantation that would seal the magic of the draught into her soul.  She uttered the seven essences of the Kossawa's animal deity, a black mole.

"Tenshi." Nature.

"Konki." Energy.

"Aori." Influence

"Sanshoku." Invasion

"Kiu." Mind

"Hensen." Change

"Chishio." Life-blood.

Seven large blobs of blood fell on the surface of what she was brewing.  With the last word, the mixture turned into a gash-like burgundy.

It was done.

With that, Shinrei redid the fastenings of her clothing and scooped out a measure of the draught into her flask. She pushed a hand on the wall and the small whirling portal appeared.

She stepped through it and found herself in the dark corridor of the Hogwarts underground.

It was time to face the world once more.

*******

Randal returned headed back towards his dorm to dump his things. He was hungry and he needed to prepare himself for the morning exam. 

As he wandered towards the dungeon though he caught a strange scent. A scent of Raven amongst other things. He started to follow it. Maybe Branwen or one of her companions was in trouble. He had long since become used to the strange traps and tricks of the Hogwarts building, and was not surprised to find himself face to face with a brick wall through which the scent was coming. This was, of course, no barrier to him. All he needed to do was enter the dream world and he could easily walk through the wall. 

He checked himself though. The smell was still fresh. Not more than a few hours old. It could wait until later. After all there was breakfast and an exam to get to. He inhaled deeply, trying to determine the different smells. Even at this distance he could distinguish some of them. He noted the small of a stranger, human, or mostly. There was the scent of some herbs that were vaguely familiar, but they were so mixed at this distance that he could not tell what they were. And beyond doubt there was the smell of blood. That might be mixed with the raven smell he had followed earlier, or it might not. He needed to get in there, and he would walk the dream world later to be able to. 

Randal hurried back to the dungeon to dump his things, and then back up to the great hall.

As he entered he spotted Branwen, Nimue and Kat talking. He waved at them and walked over to where they were gathered at the Ravenclaw table. 

He smiled at the girls. "Branwen, can I have a word?" There was a tone of concern in his voice.

Branwen's initial joy at seeing Randal again quickly faded to worry. He wasn't as happy as she'd hoped he would be and genuinely seemed concerned. "Yes, of course." She told him, "I'll catch up with you before the exam, and I'm so glad everything went well, Nimue."

 She smiled at Randal, "Somewhere private?" 

Shinrei entered the Great Hall with every intention of getting something she could carry out to the grounds. She still had not spent an entire meal in the place--this many people made her very uneasy. 

She walked as unobtrusively as she could to the Gryffindor table, intending to get a few slices of toast. She would eat it by the lake, feed a few birds while she was doing so, and maybe even throw in a morsel or two to the giant squid. 

A morning such as this would also be the perfect time to do some exercises. The fact that she had found her brewing chamber at the basement was quite heartening. 

She caught a flash of silver at the Head Table and saw that Headmaster Dumbledore had returned from his trip. She faced the direction of the table and bowed to the Headmaster, smiling. It made her feel safe as long as he was around, what with Kanjou blabbering about Voldemort and with her own...health's bane. 

Shinrei walked over to the Gryffindor table, got five pieces of toast and headed back to the door of the Great Hall. She was not aware of the whispers and stares that went in her direction as she walked past. 

Nimue smiled, "I'd better go over to my own table. See you later Branwen. Randal, I guess we'll have some extra exams to take later on - very full day. See you both later."

Randal smiled at Nimue and nodded.

As he turned back to Branwen he smelt something. He opened his mouth to say something but instead he turned to see who had come in. He noticed an oriental girl walk over to the Gryffindor table. He inhaled again, deeply. Yes, it was definitely her.

He whispered to Branwen, "Who is that? I don't think I have met her?" There was a suspicious hint to his voice."

"And yes, somewhere private."

Branwen slipped her hand into his and pulled him towards the door.  She had glanced over in the direction of Randal's gaze and shrugged.

"Umm...new girl...Shinrei something or other.  She had some weird spontaneous bleeding thing the other day.  Come on, lets' find somewhere quiet and secluded."

Randal followed Branwen and directed her to a small classroom that was currently empty. 

"I guess this isn't the welcome back that you were hoping for, but there is something strange going on. Have you checked up on your companions recently?"

Randal lowered his head a little as he said it. Remembering for a minute the atrocious murder of a Raven who was apparently called Norman. "I thought I smelt Raven blood a hidden room in the dungeon."

He was right; it hadn't been the welcome back Branwen had been hoping for. She stared at him for a moment and then her mouth hardened.

"Where exactly?  I should see..." She shook herself, "Not seen much of them for a day or so...I can check but we had visitors, so many I didn't know...I can ask if anyone has seen anything..."

"I couldn't get in directly. I found the wall behind which the room was. I think it is one of those that the door comes and goes on. I don't think we'd have time to get in there now, not with the exams and all. I was going to head back later. I take it you've not seen them recently then?"

Randal wondered just what he would find in that room, if anything. Maybe he should offer to take Branwen with him when he went, maybe not. 

"I smelt other smells there too. One of them belonged to that new student. Shinrei, did you call her? What do you know about her?"

Branwen shook her head, "No...been busy with exams and...things" she said, thinking guiltily of Dylan.  "I'll check though."

She moved closer, just to stand near was something. "I don't know a lot about her, only really spoken to her once and was a bit distracted at the time...I think Marvo was very interested though, I suppose it might be worth asking him.  Oh, I saw her talking to Jonathan Sinclair, he would know about her.  I suppose I can ask around."

She looked at him earnestly, "If You can take me, I want to see...I might be able to find out something...I have to know, Randal."

Randal nodded at Branwen. "When I found a way to get in I will let you come too. In the meantime I suggest we both try to find out about Shinrei, subtly of course. And you should check your friends, see if any are missing.

Although I guess right now we should head up to the DADA exam." Randal sighed. Exams were not what he had his mind on right now.

"Thank you," She said quietly, "But we have a few minutes before we have to go, don't we?" she whispered.  "How about a sign that you're glad to see me then?"

Randal grinned at her. He knew what she meant of course, and gave her a big hug and a kiss.

"I'm sure we can spare a few moments."

Brother Sister Reunion

Nimue could see that Kat was very excited about the prospect of seeing Anders. "Yes, just a few minutes ago." 

She smiled, "We parted at the front door. I think he's more than a little nervous about coming in here. He said something about going straight to the DADA classroom to get ready for the exam. Why don't you take him some toast? We didn't have time for breakfast before leaving London." she kept her voice low, as she wasn't sure who was suppose to know Anders was related to Sirius and that Kat's Dad Sothis was actually Sirius! 

"In the DADA classroom? Toast... good idea." 

She buttered a couple of slices of toast, and poured a mug of coffee. Almost absentmindedly she floated the plate and the mug in the air and hurried away with it. 

Kat soon arrived at the DADA classroom. She tentatively knocked on the door. 

Anders looked up at the knock on the door and swallowed nervously.  Now was the time to start returning to the real world.

"Come in," he said, clearly and, unusually for him, very confidently. Very unusual given that his hands were shaking more than he could ever remember. He put the DADA examination papers away in the drawer and sat facing the door.

Kat literally pushed through the door. The toast and coffee arrived on Anders desk as she ran round to where he was and flung herself at him. "You are back, and you are free! I am so glad!" 

This probably wasn't the best way to start a brother sister relationship, but she was an emotional girl, and had been really worried about him. 

Anders was winded by Kat's sudden approach, but grinned broadly and put his arms around his newly discovered little sister. "That's for sure," he said, acknowledging her words. "Free to wade through a mountain of paperwork...free to be tormented by Severus Snape...free to ride a broomstick again..." 

He laughed, and let her out of the hug. He glanced across at the coffee and toast. "Hey, thanks for that," he said, smiling at her and motioning to her to sit down. "Nice of you to think of me." 

He blushed. "Have you...seen Nimue this morning?" 

Kat grinned at him and sat down in the chair. "Yep, she told me she thought you were up here. I didn't really stop to talk to her. I was sort of eager to say congratulations to my brother." 

She was obviously chuffed about him being her brother. "Dad sort of gave away a few things when we were all in the forest. That seems so long ago now. Well I guess finding out that my dad was the real Sirius Black was a shock, but you as a brother too. Wow! I just knew there was something about you." 

Anders smiled, a little shyly. "I always kind of felt protective about you," he admitted. "Right from that first DADA lesson if you remember...and I told you my door was always open if you had any problems. Weird how blood tells." 

He rubbed at the end of his nose thoughtfully. "Do you...y'know. Want it to be common knowledge? I mean, if you're embarrassed by the fact that I'm your brother...oh...and...I haven't really had a chance to speak to Matt yet - did you and he talk about it at all?" 

"I remember. And that Daily Prophet Article when you rescued me from the great hall." Kat giggled at the memory. 

"As for whether I want it to be common knowledge, well as long as you are happy with it. I guess the news won't be quiet for long anyway. I'm sure that Skeeter woman will find a way of making our family public knowledge. As for Matt. He is so wrapped up in his NEWTs right now. 

I did see him yesterday evening over dinner. I think he may be a little jealous of you. After all he always believed that he lived with both his blood parents, but now of course he knows better. He found out a while ago apparently. No wonder he has been snappy with me. We did talk about it a bit and it might have helped. He'll be ok in time, and it's not as if the whole world has to know that his dad isn't the same as ours is it?" 

She looked a little concerned. She didn't want Anders to feel that he was not welcome, but Matt was going to make things difficult and she might as well give Anders the truth in that respect. 

Anders sighed a little.  "It's weird," he said, finally.  "I grew up an only child and I always wanted brothers or sisters.  My mother used to tell me about her own family.  She had six brothers and two sisters, you know. And I don't know where any of them are.  But at least now I have a chance at being part of a family."

Impulsively, he hugged his sister again.

"I...have to be honest, Kat.  I haven't spoken to Professor Dumbledore yet, but I think it's pretty likely that my job here is over.  Because of...Nimue, partly, but also because I guess I'm going to need a break

after all this.  I admit I'm a bit scared about what's going to happen to me."

He rubbed wearily at his eyes. "So it's more than possible you'll have yet another new DADA teacher next term."

Kat smiled at him and hugged back. "Well I'm sure you'll find something to do with yourself. It will be a shame if you don't stay here in some way or other. Still, I guess Dumbledore knows best."

"Anyway, I guess I better go and get my things, not long until the exam. You better get your breakfast eaten before everyone else arrives."

She looked at him as she got up. "It is going to be fun having you as a brother." She gave him one of her cheeky grins, and headed for the door.

"I guess," he said, sighing a little as she suggested he'd find something to do with himself. He was sure she was right. It was just...he had no idea at all what that 'something' was going to be. 

As she walked to the door, he grinned back. "I hope amidst the excitement, you've revised for your DADA exam. Sister or not!" 

He treated her to a wink and bowed his head back down over his work, intent on catching up as quickly as he could. 

*********

Dylan nipped down to breakfast a bit late, but he was smiling. He could almost see. He was starting to get definite shapes, even flashes of colour. One more day, maybe, and he'd be back to normal. Or so Madame Pomfrey hoped, and so did he. Despite everything that had been going on, that was enough to brighten his mood, certainly. 

So Dylan found an empty place at the Gryffindor table, and like a fourteen-year-old boy in a good mood, began to eat like there was no tomorrow. 

With Kat off to see Anders and Randal and Branwen talking, Nimue came over and slipped into an empty seat opposite Dylan.

"Did you miss your Seeing Eye prefect?" she said reaching for some tea and toast.

"Did I e'er," he grinned between bites of eggs.  "Though maybe by tomorrow, all thin's goin' well, won't be needin' th' seein'-eye part o' you."  Dylan looked very, very pleased by this, and the fact that he was scooping down eggs like ninety was indicative of it as well.  "Did e'erythin' go well wi' th' trial an' all?"

"Yes, it went splendidly. Professor Grimalkin is free and cleared of all charges." she was smiling and even if Dylan couldn't see her face it was evident by her voice that she was radiant with happiness. 

The cloud in this otherwise bright sky was that she knew it unlikely Anders would be staying on at the school but that was not something she could share - less so the reason why he'd be going.

"Plus, it has been proved that his fath - I mean his stepfather who attacked us in the in the woods had been behind the Quidditch accident as well. He confessed in front of both of us and with the other evidence well now Anders - I mean Professor Grimalkin's his name will now be completely cleared of that incident. He'll even get his broom licence back! Isn't that wonderful!"

She happily tucked into some eggs herself. 

She noted a bit down the table that Madison was talking to a boy she didn't recognise. As he wasn't wearing school robes she assumed he must be a visitor.

"Anyway, I am so happy to be back. What happened to Arcadia Fudge by the way? Oh I guess you can't see her but her hair is all white and she seems to have traded her wolf for a sheep - which is really strange because I thought she and Pan were devoted to each other."

Dylan snickered.  "Apparently, or so th' rumour has it, tha' some new chap turned tha' wolf int' th' sheep.  An' her hair went wi' it, I'm guessin'."  He grinned evilly.  Arcadia Fudge had never been high on his list of favourite people.  "Tha' made e'en m' miserable Transfiguration exam seem a little less dreadful."  

"Oh - really?" said Nimue turning round to catch a quick peek at Arcadia again. 

"She's been so well behaved recently that I thought she was trying out a new style to win Nathan's heart. With the white hair maybe a Marie Antoinette pretty shepherdess look. Still she looks very happy anyway.

I think I prefer Pan as a wolf though."

She ate for a second or more. "I saw Shinrei heading outside as I came in. She was getting a fair few looks as she went. Problems settling in?"

"Th' wunderkinde?  She's been keepin' t' herself, at least as far as I can tell," Dylan informed her between slices of toast smothered in orange marmalade.  "I mean, there was tha' bit outside the History exam, she went all bloody an' stuff I think, tryin' t' do some kind o' spell."  He frowned.  "Bit hazey on the details, I'm afraid.  Second-hand news an' all."

Nimue smiled as Jon's tag for Shinrei as the 'wunderkinde' had obviously stuck to the Japanese girl. 

"She might have been a bit bowled over by Yvette's exuberance and she and Maddy being inseparable. Elia - well she never talks to anyone. I am sure Shinrei will start feeling more at home once she's over the culture shock. Bleeding sounds pretty awful. A spell huh? Maybe Filch has some weird new charm on the corridors to prevent spells being done. Pretty extreme if it causes students to bleed."

She shrugged, "I'd reckon that Kat would have been given her first aid so I'll ask her when she gets back from her - mm Professor Grimalkin's office. ."

It was going to take Nimue some getting used to Anders being Kat's brother. Still he was not only her best friend's brother but also the son of an old family friend. Still it was not her news to share with anyone. It was theirs if they choose to.

At a slightly faster sped than usual Marvo made his way into the hall, but then stopped dead in his tracks!

There seemed to be a few new faces about. Just how long had he been gone for? And one of them had very strange hair. And was that a... Sheep?

The sheep looked at him and bleated, and the 'new girl' turned a round for a moment, then back to the table.

Marvo was frozen to the spot. That was, Arcadia Fudge? And that means that sheep must be her, well, familiar or whatever you call it. But it was a wolf last time he saw it? Had he made some mistake in the 

Floo system and ended up in some 'Alternative Universe'?

Soon he shook his hard, decided that the best plan was to just not think about it. He looked around for Kat but could not see her.

He saw Nimue talking to Dylan and decided to ask her, and walked over to her, doing his very best to NOT look at the sheep.

"Hi, Lizzy. You seem Kat about yet? I though I better say Hello as soon as possible, before she accuses me of Ignoring her again.  He said the last bit with a smile.

Nimue smiled at Marvo.

"Yes I saw Kat when I first came in.  She wanted to welcome An.. Professor Grimalkin back and so I suggested she take him some breakfast as we hadn't eaten earlier. Why don't you sit down? I am sure she won't be long.

Dylan here was telling me about Arcadia. Some new boy turned her wolf Pan into a sheep for a lark yesterday which is pretty advanced transfiguration on an animal that size and it has effected her as well - though I don't expect that is any surprise to you that it would."

" New boy?" Asked Marvo as he took a seat, Nodding 'hello' to Dylan before remembering about his accident and then saying " Hi Dylan", looking slightly embarrassed.

"I think I'd rather be locked in a classroom for a month with Mad Eye and Snape then be him when she recovers!" He said with a slight smile

He looked over to Arcadia again. "Ah, of course, The Bio-Mag-gentic cross migration principle would cause a cascade error in......" He looked over to the slightly confused faces of Nimue and Dylan and smiled. "But that's not important. What else has been going on while we were away Dylan?"

"You'd think we've been gone for weeks rather than a few days." Nimue said with a laugh.

"Well Marvo, Dylan and I have an exam to sit in a few minutes. Do you want to walk with us and see if we meet Kat on the way?"

"Speakin' of, we'd better get a move on," Dylan urged, swallowing his umpteenth piece of toast that morning.  "Might as well get th' ordeal o'er wi', y' know?"  He was still grinning, for he actually had hope that he wouldn't botch this go-around.  

He could hear the general exodus around him, a sense of the flow of students out of the hall, and he had to admit, without really seeing it, it was still impressive, almost overwhelming in its subtlety.

"Ordeal?" Nimue caught his grin. "You'll do brilliantly I am sure - you have a talent for it that's pretty obvious."

She still felt it was going to be strange sitting in the classroom with Anders considering what they'd been through the last few days.

She took a last drink of her tea and then got up from the table. "Marvo? You look as though you have a lot on your mind. Coming or staying?"

Marvo smiled. Yes he had been a bit distracted, partly wondering how Kat was getting on with Anders, and partly, other things. "Sure. I'll come"

Nimue led the way to the DADA classroom. They seemed to be the first to arrive. Possibly Kat had gone to get some things before the exam.

She knocked lightly on the door before entering, "Are we too early Professor?"

Anders looked up, his face lighting at the sight of Nimue and Marvo.  "No, not at all," he said, putting away the papers.  "Hello, Dylan - good to see you again."  He gestured to the desks.  "I'm not completely ready for everyone yet," he explained, "but you're more than welcome to wait while I finish up here."

He smiled at them, with his gaze lingering for the longest time on Nimue, before getting to his feet and disappearing to the store cupboard at the front of the room.  When he came out, his arms were piled high with small boxes, which he put in neat stacks on his desk.

Nimue met Anders' gaze without looking away. He was so precious to her and she was relived that he seemed to be so confident now that he was back at his desk. There were uncertainties lying before them without doubt but she had confidence they would come through them.

"Marvo, will you wait for a minute or two? Kat's bound to return very shortly and you can arrange to meet up with her later. We have Care of Magical Creatures after this. I wonder what the exam for that will be? Just as long as it isn't more tribbles!"

Marvo smiled. "Do you mine, if possible that is, that I sit in? I'd be interested to see what it's like"

Shinrei Breakfasts with Marcus

It was a little foggy and cool as Shinrei stepped out of the castle and began to take the path towards the

lake. 

She was glad that the toast slices were generous ones.  She was a little hungry, and the tofu supply she had brought to Hogwarts had already ran out.  Sooner or later, she would have to join the others in the Great Hall for meals...she knew that.  Her isolation would not last forever...but she was determined to savour every minute of it.

Shinrei found her way to the lakeside and settled beneath a large tree.  The sun was still not too bright, she noted.

She quickly ate three toast pieces, and shredded the remaining two for the birds that had fluttered down from the treetops as soon as she started eating.  She threw five bits into the lake, and moments later, an unmistakable tentacle surfaced to retrieve them.

She smiled as the birds started to consume the toast. At least she had made them happy.  She almost had nothing else to ask for in the world.  Almost.

Shinrei leaned back against the tree trunk and allowed the tension to ease from her body, her eyes closed.

"Domo arigatou gozaimasu, Kami-sama," she whispered in Japanese to the still morning air, "you have watched over your daughter very well.  More than she ever deserves to be.  But you have.  And, for that, I cannot be grateful enough." (OC: She says these lines in Japanese)

Marcus had returned the previous evening along with Dumbledore and Snape. He was still feeling how as though he had let both Nimue and Anders down by his inaction even though the outcome was favourable.

Seeing Shinrei down by the lakeside, he thought she seemed very serene in her isolation. He approached her delicately pausing at a suitable distance.

"Shinrei, pardon my intrusion. I heard you were taken ill yesterday and I was concerned. I trust all is well?"

At the sound of a faintly familiar voice, Shinrei's eyes snapped open and her half-trance, conversing with the nature-gods, quickly dissolved back into reality.

Standing a few meters away from the tree was Nimue's "protector," the young man named Marcus Falconer.  A kindred spirit, she was more than certain of it.

She smiled at the concern in his voice.

"Ohayo, Marcus-san."  Shinrei immediately got back to her feet and bowed to him. "It is very nice to see you again.  As for my supposed illness, I daresay that was a mere side effect of a backfiring spell.  A repercussion of my brashness, nothing more.  And I believe you went to attend the trial with the Headmaster and the others?  Did your trip go well?"

Gods.  She had no idea that her incident in front of the History of Magic classroom yesterday had been

/that/ well known throughout the school, that even non-students knew about it.

He listened to her explanation. "Ah - yes trying to reverse a transfiguration spell can be difficult." 

He smiled, "I probably should explain in case you think what you attempted to do is now the talk of the school. Although my presence at Hogwarts is mainly linked to Nimue Hawkwood, I also serve as Professor McGonagall's assistant for her Transfiguration classes. Mainly with the first and second years helping them gain confidence in their abilities. Some of the kids find it easier to talk to someone a little less formidable. It's only a few years since I was a student here myself. 

I also hope to have some time next year to work on some private research work that I've had ongoing for some years if Dumbledore's agreeable. 

As for the trial - yes, it went very well. Professor Grimalkin has been cleared of all charges and we are all very pleased and relieved." 

"That is very good news," Shinrei said. "It would be a shame if someone who was trying to protect the one he loved be punished for doing so, ne?" 

"Well, I have to say I envy you, Marcus-san. Getting to assist teachers would be such an honour, and a very high privilege. And transfiguration is a very extensive and wonderful subject matter. As for myself, I intend to broaden my knowledge on the healing arts as much as I could. I have always wanted to become a full-fledged healer as far back as I could remember." 

Shinrei was rather surprised at her ease at confiding something about herself to a person she barely even knew. But Marcus-san seemed different somehow... Maybe she would ask him about the true extent of his powers if she got the chance...someday. 

"I believe Professor Grimalkin teaches Defence Against the Dark Arts, does he not? I would be having an exam in that particular subject in a short while. Are you going back inside, Marcus-san? I think I need a bit of pumpkin juice before going to the classroom. It would not be very pleasing if I Summoned a jug full from the Great Hall." 

"Exactly." Marcus was a little surprised that Shinrei seemed to know that the bond between Nimue and Anders was one of love but he did not show it. The girl obviously was a keen observer. 

"Yes, Professor Grimalkin is our DADA teacher. A very good one as well. I will walk with you to his classroom if I may. I'd like to congratulate him on his return. Yet first.."

He smiled and bringing his wand out conjured a jug of pumpkin juice and two glasses for them. He filled them and handed one to Shinrei. 

"As for becoming a healer, I am sure that if that is your goal you will achieve it, Shinrei. You are still a very young woman and time perhaps to start enjoying that youth. It sounds as though your training has been somewhat intense to date. You need to have a little fun as well." 

He paused, "I love transfiguration which was why this was a natural post for me. Always top of my class in it when I was at Hogwarts and so yes indeed it has been a great honour to assist Professor McGonagall. I only hope she wishes me to continue." 

There was the 'bath time' incident to consider. Marcus wasn't sure if she considered him now a bad influence in terms of discipline or a distraction to some of the students due to his youth. They hadn't discussed it since. 

"Actually as you are sharing a dormitory with Nimue you're bound to find this out very shortly anyway.... "

 With that he took a step backwards and transformed into his form as the Peregrine falcon. He launched himself immediately into the air and flew for a minute or two around the tree before landing again, transforming at the last minute. He took a long drink of his pumpkin juice. 

"That was exhilarating! I always loved flying and my family has a strong link to the falcon - hence the surname. When I first arrived at the school last October; I took the disguise of Nimue's pet so that I could remain close to her without being observed. Then at Yule my cover was blown when I was almost mortally wounded in a battle with a magical creature.

 There are still many here among the students who do not realise that I am an animagus and I try to remain discreet. I am registered but the nature of my work for Lord Hawkwood means that I am listed on a less public register than someone such as Professor McGonagall." 

The glass of pumpkin juice that Shinrei held in her hands nearly crashed to the ground the moment Marcus transformed into a falcon.

However, she managed to hold on to it, albeit very tightly, to the point that her knuckled turned white.

Gods.  Her suspicions had been confirmed.  She had felt a kinship with him from the very start because he was a fellow animagi.

She finally found her voice the moment he transformed back into his human form.  She found her eyes beginning to tear as she was staring too hard. Shinrei blinked furiously and said softly,  "You are a

Doubousenshi," more to herself than to him. A Doubousenshi was a Animal-spirit warrior, Kanjou's  more dramatic term for Animagi.

/I was not wrong about you/, she added silently.

"So you are an Animagi," Shinrei said, more clearly, shaking herself back to the present.  "That was a very beautiful falcon you have chosen to be, Marcus-san."

Her mind was running furiously.  Did she dare tell him the truth about herself?  He had told her the truth about his being Animagi...would she do the same? Could she?

No.

Instead of saying anything more, Shinrei brought the glass to her lips and drained the pumpkin juice in one long gulp.

Taking a deep breath, she addressed him once more: "I thank you for the gift of allowing me to see you in that form, Marcus-san.  It has always been a delight for me to meet witches and wizards who could do such amazing feats.  What's more, it is you.  As I said, I envy you."

"You are most welcome, Shinrei though I certainly don't consider my skill that amazing. Yet I admit I am very much at one with the spirit of the falcon." 

"And it would be my honour if you would choose to accompany me to my classroom, Marcus-san.  Perhaps if you are there, I would be less prone to showing off my half-baked skills in transfiguration."

She smiled, a little, both inwardly and outwardly at this light-hearted remark, although she felt guilty for  deciding not to tell him the truth about her own nature. It was just like speaking to one of the younger people at Clan Kossawa.  Silently, she blessed Marcus Falconer for just being there.

He considered her self-depreciatory remarks, "I am sure your skills are quite accomplished. You have a disciplined mind, which is an important quality. Natural magical talent can take a student only so far.

That you were unable to return Arcadia's wolf to its proper form is certainly no failure. I know you wish to be of assistance but some things need to find natural resolutions not just be fixed by another 

however well intentioned. The matter was between Arcadia and the boy who played the prank." 

He waved his wand so that the jug and glasses were returned to the kitchen. 

"Right enough then of my half-baked words of wisdom on this bright morning - off we go to DADA!" 

Shinrei could not help but smile at his good humour.

"Before we go, Marcus-san," she said, "I want to express my thanks for the pumpkin juice and for everything else you had shared with me."

She quickly put her hands together and placed her lips on the tips of her fingers.

"Niji-'mi," she muttered softly.  She looked up at him, clutching the gift that she had conjured between her palms.

"Open your hands, Marcus-san."

Marcus opened his hands as requested.

Shinrei opened her own hands to reveal a miniature rainbow.  Her palms looked like prisms, throwing bright, rich colour every which way.

"It is a rainbow," she explained, "but not any ordinary rainbow.  It was the first spell that I ever did, and I have always done it wandless.  It often takes the form of whatever I think best reflects the recipient of the gift."

She lifted her hands higher and the rainbow swirled and flickered to form an illusion of a large

multicoloured falcon.  She brought it closer to Marcus's hands and seemingly poured the light onto his awaiting palms.

"There you go, Marcus-san," she said, smiling, "though I'm afraid that it would only last for a minute or a little more."

She brought her hands back down to her sides and watched as the illusory rainbow falcon continued to flutter its wings above Marcus's open palms.

Marcus continued to watch as the illusion fluttered its wings and finally dissipated. 

He then looked at Shinrei and smiled, "That was beautiful - thank you." Noting the time, "We should be going."

With that he encouraged her to move back towards the castle.

As she followed Marcus back into the castle, Shinrei's thoughts turned to Kanjou.

She had been at Hogwarts for four days now and she still hadn't received an owl from Kossawa or from anybody. Perhaps they trusted her ability to take very good care of herself--add to that everyone's faith in Headmaster Dumbledore.

And Kanjou...well, he had said that he would be the first one to open the lines of communication. All she could ever wish to do was wait.

But now she contemplated the idea of sending Makura out with word about her finding not only one--but two--formidable Animagi warriors at Hogwarts.  Sirius Black and Marcus Falconer.  Makura was a very strong owl--he would sooner or later locate Kanjou, his

former owner.

Would she dare?

As she weighed her options, her head began to pound from too little sleep and a rather incomplete diet. 

Her steps rang hollow through the corridors as she straggled a few paces behind Marcus.

Urgently, she reached into her robes and took out the flask of Chishio draught.  She took a long swig and coughed as the liquid went down very quickly.

It tasted a little too strong...perhaps she had put a tad too much blood in it.

Shinrei saw the DADA classroom come into view as she and Marcus rounded a corridor.  She silently said her thanks to the gods, as this provided her with an opportunity to escape from any questions he would probably ask after her rather panicky and choking attempts to drink the Chishio draught.

She shoved the flask back into her robes, and gave Marcus a rather weak smile. "It was very nice talking to you, Marcus-san.  I shall go ahead to my exam now, or I probably wouldn't have a seat."

With a nod and a slight bow, Shinrei joined the last remaining stragglers outside the classroom and made her way inside.

******

Marcus smiled at Shinrei and headed himself into the DADA classroom - greeting Nimue, Marvo and others waiting there. 

Going over to Anders, he said quietly. "You free to come down to the Broomsticks after dinner? Celebratory drink and all?" 

Anders grinned widely at Marcus. "That," he said, nodding enthusiastically, "sounds like a very good idea to me, Marcus. You have yourself a date." 

He finished piling the boxes up and surveyed his handiwork critically. "I could do with a drink for a change. The last couple of days...well...you know. And besides...there's something I want to tell you about." 

He grinned again. "Shall I meet you there, or will we go together? We could..." He looked hopeful. "Take broomsticks now that I'm allowed to fly again. I'll have to borrow one of Madam Hooch's terrifying things and, of course, I haven't been on a broom in over a year...but..." 

"I think flying would be a great idea." said Marcus with a smile. He and Anders had been friends for a while but Marcus' special talent had never really been something that had been discussed. 

"Madame Hooch has some decent enough brooms. I'll meet you after dinner by the Quidditch pitch then." The time for the class to start was upon them. Marcus went over and wished Nimue the best of luck. 

Niki's News from Home

Albus Dumbledore sat and read through a number of letters that had arrived by owl post at breakfast. He looked up from one to see if a certain student was still at the Slytherin table.

Seeing that she was he got up from his seat and crossed to her side.

"Miss Pheidippides - I realise that you have an examination in a few minutes but I should like a private word with you beforehand."

He looked at Morticia, "Miss Lagrand if you could tell Professor Grimalkin that she might be late? Thank you."

Morticia nodded in acknowledgement and left looking back at Niki as she went.

"If you would just come with me." He led Niki to his private office and bade her take a seat across from him.

<fade out>

**********

Niki emerged from Dumbledore's office some time later, her face very drawn and her eyes very red. She walked a few steps down the hallway, stopped, and looked at the wall for a few moments, then bolted for the nearest girl's bathroom. 

She gagged, then retched into one of the toilets, Moaning Myrtle's pitiful wails in her ears. When she finished, she rinsed the bitter taste from her mouth, splashed cold water in her face. As she started to push open the door, something seemed to hit her, and she slumped against it, her cheek on the old wood, salt tears sliding into the grain. 

After what seemed like a century, she leaned hard into it and emerged into the hall, fists balled, digging her nails into her palm to keep from crying. At least not here.

Quite how she came to be out on the grounds, she wasn't sure, but it was quiet and sunny and hot. When she sat with her back to a warm rock and closed her eyes, she could almost imagine that she was home, outside in the garden under the bright blue sky. If she looked around she would see the house and her father sitting just inside, poring over a piece of parchment.

She looked, saw only the lake and the castle, and this brought a fresh flood of tears and stifled, heart-wrenching sobs. Any thought of an exam was far from her mind now.

Dylan left his exam whistling. It had been, so far, a good day. A far sight better than most, anyway. Given free time as he hadn't opted for Care of Magical Creatures, he headed outside to drink up the sunshine.

Niki didn't hear anything. She wasn't listening. She was biting the back of her hand, trying to stop the tears, but only getting blood in her mouth. A perfect match for the crescent-shaped cuts in her palms, from tightening her fists. Her eyelashes were matted from dried tears, and fresh ones hid in the corners of her eyes, waiting to be let fall.

He could tell someone was fairly close to him, able to see the light and shadow as well as feel it in that bizarre way that made blindness bearable. Dylan hesitated, uncertainly. "Hullo?" he asked softly. 

Niki looked up, her sight bleary from unshed tears, and wiped at them with the back of her hand. The salt in the scrapes from teeth made her wince, but not as much as seeing who spoke. "I...It's me," she said shakily, wishing he would disappear back to wherever he came from. "Niki."

The quiver in her voice made him pause, made him re-think his first instinct, which had been to turn around and walk off to find another patch of sun with less angst. But that shake, the subtle tinge of it held him to the spot. "Are y' all right?" Dylan queried gently.

"No," she whispered, closing her eyes and turning ever so slightly away. The rock dug into her back.

He still wanted to walk away. He was desperate to walk away, and the rational part of his brain was screaming at him to do so. But he couldn't. Dylan just stood there, as if he'd grown roots. "Wha' appened?"

Not quite sure why she was doing it, Niki turned back, looking up at him. "Papa...he's dead." She squeezed off the last word with a shudder that had no place under the June sun.

"Iesus," Dylan whispered. He was silent for a long moment, then said in a voice too knowing for a fourteen year old boy, "Dumbledore called you up to his office, then handed you a letter, didn't he?"

She nodded mutely, then looked away. One hand stole to her pocket.

"An' he was all kind an' sympathetic, but it was like he wasn't e'en there."

"And they didn't tell me...no-one told me...that he was dying." Niki clutched her knees to her, not thinking to question how Dylan knew this.

"An' e'en if'n y' had some warnin', it wouldn't have mattered when he handed y' th' letter. The world jus' stopped right then and there."

She nodded again, her face miserable, and angry, and a little frightened.

Again, he nodded sagely, sitting down on the ground next to her, close enough to touch, but not making any contact. "An' it won't start again for a long time," he told her gently.

Her knees were getting wet, the tears soaking through her robes. She shifted her head slightly.

"But it will, y'know. E'en though doesn't feel like it right th' now, an' y' want t' tell Dumbledore an' his stiflin' kindness t' go t' hell. E'en though y' can't decide whether y' want t' sock your father for havin' the gall t' die on you, or hang on t' him for all you're worth."

A fresh flood of tears made its way down her cheeks, and she asked softly, "You know?"

Dylan nodded. "I know."

She nodded too. This didn't seem so strange anymore. Nothing seemed strange.

"It gets better, y' know. Slowly. An' one day y' realise tha' y' haven't thought about it at all, tha' a whole day has gone by wi' out y' thinkin' about him or th' letter. Tha's th' day th' world starts t' move again," he explained gently. 

"I don't think that will ever happen," she said with unexpected vehemence. "It's all too fast. Six months ago I had a father and a brother and now no-one."

Gently, he hushed her. "It does happen. Christ knows it doesn't happen o'er night. But it'll happen."

Suddenly, impulsively, she turned and put her arms around him and was crying into his shoulder.

Dylan was caught more than a little off-guard by this, but slowly, he wrapped his arms around her and rocked her gently. "There, now...it's all right...jus' cry...'tis best...Christ, you've earned tha' much..."

And cry she did, for a long, long time. When she finally remembered the exam--how nervous she had been, wanting to do well, to make her father proud--she almost laughed. It was ironic, really.

He didn't let her go. She needed someone to cry on. 

Dylan was pleased in some remote area of his brain that it was him. At least he knew exactly what this was like. 

Finally, the tears did stop. There weren't any more to cry. She raised her head, rubbing away the crusted remains on her lashes and cheeks. "I got you all wet," she said stiffly.

Dylan shrugged. "No big thin'."

"I'm sorry." She began to remove her arms, tentatively.

He didn't want to let her go. Things had been somehow all right for a while, even though they came under horrible circumstances, but they were somehow all right. Dylan released her, but kept an arm about her shoulders lightly. "Don't apologise. Nothin' t' apologise for, really."

"I need to go talk to Professor Grimalkin." It was like her mind had clamped down, she couldn't think of any of the unhappiness...all business now. But she didn't get up.

"Would be a good idea, yes," he affirmed. But he didn't move his arm, either.

"I wanted to do well...for him and for my grandmother...no chance of that now." Her face twisted. "And she couldn't even tell me."

"Wha' did th' letter say, then?"

"That he had died...that he'd been sick for a long time and he died last night. He hadn't written for a few weeks, but that happens. He gets...got so busy. I didn't go home for the Easter holidays. I haven't seen him since January." Her face was screwed up in the effort to keep from crying. "She should have told me! I could have gone back to London."

"You could have, an' seen him at his worst. But you bein' there would have changed nothin', e'en though you feel like y' should have been," he told her gently, feeling older than fourteen and not in a good way, either.

"And she didn't say she was sorry, or anything...just the facts." Plain, cold, bone-dry...and terrifying.

"Maybe," Dylan offered softly, "tha's her way o' dealin' wi' thin's."

"She's always like that."

"Well...then don't expect out o' her wha' she doesn't give."

Niki sighed. It was, she knew, true, but she wished it was otherwise. "S'pose," she said softly, "I'm going to Greece this summer. With her."

He nodded a little. "Probably." Gently, Dylan smoothed her hair, the gesture coming without any conscious thought.

"I hate her." Niki looked down at the scrapes on her palm.

"Hush, now...you'll do jus' fine."

"It's selfish to cry, I think," she said reflectively. "He missed Mama so awfully." She didn't notice the slip.

"'Tisn't selfish. He was your Da. Tha' means a lot, it does," he said gently, still smoothing her hair with an absent hand.

"He'd be happier, now...with Mama." She frowned. "Mother."

Dylan didn't ask about the shift in address, knowing well enough to just let it go. "He is, more than likely. But he's still watchin' you, makin' sure you're all right."

She sniffled. "And now I'm going to go in and Tish is going to ask if I'm all right and I'll start crying all over again. She can't understand."

"If'n y' haven't been there, y' don't understand. It's like walkin' t' hell an' back, then tryin' t' make someone understand. They can't," he pronounced solemnly.

"Is your father...?" Niki was mildly surprised at her effrontery.

Dylan took a deep breath. "I got my letter February 15th last year."

She shifted closer, the stone still scraping at her back. That made sense. He had disappeared on the 15th...

"Mum had sent it by the regular post, y'see...Da had died in late January, but she, I guess in grief an' all tha', forgot t' use an owl...it got caught up in the post, an' I didn't get it until February. By then, e'erythin' was done, an' there was no sense in goin'." It was like dropping salt into a wound with every word, but Dylan's voice remained perfectly even, betraying none of his inner pain.

Niki swallowed. She wanted to say something, something as kind and wise and comforting as he had told her, but her throat was constricted, and she couldn't think of anything to say, anyway. She felt her nose tingle...that meant more tears on their way.

He managed a wan smile. "'Twas o'er a year ago, though. No use diggin' up old bones."

"No," she agreed, her voice still quivering, smearing dirt across her cheek as she rubbed a tear away.

Finally thinking like a rational human being, Dylan retrieved his handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. She took it silently and scrubbed her cheek, but murmured a 'Thank you' as she handed it back.

He nodded. "So y' see, eventually, 'tis all right again. Leastways, tha's th' motto o' th' story."

"I think I'm going to be selfish again," she said softly, and started to cry all over.

"Be selfish," he said gently, slipping his arms around her. "It's all right now."

The tears dried up quickly, though she clung to him for a long time.

Dylan held her close, resting his head on top of hers. 

"Are your eyes all right?" she asked suddenly.

"Eh...gettin' better. Might be able t' see completely tomorrow, if'n everythin' goes all right."

She smiled feebly. "Just in time for Potions."

Dylan chuckled. "O' course. Snape probably planned it tha' way, th' slimey git."

"I do have to do these exams," she said, determination ringing in her voice.

Nodding a little, Dylan gently kissed the top of her head. "An' you'll do them. You're strong like tha'."

She looked very sad. "I wanted to make him happy. Proud of me."

"He is. He has t' be. He's your Da."

"It's horrible, I think," she said, hiccuping a little on the last word, "but it was worse, really, with my brother."

Dylan nodded. "Tha' makes sense."

"But it doesn't!" she said despairingly.

"It does, in a way. You were front an' centre wi' your brother. This is still distant."

"He died in London." She was quiet for a while. "Not at home. If I die, I want to die at home."

Dylan smiled a little. "See, I'm plannin' on ne'er dyin'. Goin' t' live fore'er an' not bother anyone wi' anythin' like this."

"That's a good plan."

"Isn't it? I certainly think so."

"I think that's what Dumbledore is doing." She bit off the name with a certain bitterness.

"I think so, too. Great man, Dumbledore," Dylan said sincerely.

Niki looked down.

Dylan realised about three seconds too late what he had done, and he blushed a little, even his ears turning red.

"How long does it take until you don't feel like someone poured ice into your stomach?" Niki whispered, not taking her gaze from the mud.

Dylan thought for a moment. "Few days. At least, for me. I didn't talk about it wi' anyone."

He wouldn't, she thought. "Thank you...for listening..." She swallowed a lump in her throat.

He nodded. "I couldn't jus' walk away," he confessed.

"You're a Gryffindor." Bitterness, perhaps just a tinge, in her voice?

"Not jus's tha'. Not jus' tha'," he told her gently.

She seemed to remember something, now, and turned to look him in the face, pulling away a little.

Dylan felt her shift, was aware of her looking at him. "Wha'?"

"You're still angry at me," she said, her tone almost accusing.

He forced himself not to recoil from her tone, from the force behind it. "Not angry so much as hurt."

"I didn't mean to, you know," she said, her voice softening. "To hurt you."

"Y' may not have meant t', but y' did. Badly," he confessed softly.

She swallowed. "I know, and you still stopped... I'm sorry."

Dylan sighed heavily, holding her tightly for a moment. "Don't worry about tha' now." Damn self-sacrificing nature, he berated himself mentally.

"No," she said stubbornly.

Dylan blinked. "Eh?"

"I can't just forget about it. That's not going to happen."

"Er...wha' d' you want me t' do, Niki? You've got enough on your plate at th' moment, I reckon."

"I don't know," she said miserably, turning her face away. But she relaxed back into his arms, though she shook a little.

He sighed. "You've got t' deal wi' your Da and exams, an' goin' t' see your Grandmum in Greece now...are y' gunnin' for a nervous breakdown, or am I jus' lucky?"

"What do you mean?"

"Emotional stress an' all tha'. Top wha' happened wi' you an' Nathan in there, an' tryin' t' deal wi' me...no, Niki. You're goin' t' burn yourself out. Grieve, for Christ's sake. Then we'll see wha' happens."

She nodded mutely.

Dylan shifted uncomfortably. "I'm no tryin' t' push y' away. I don't know if I can do tha'."

"I understand," she said, her voice a little muffled.

He fell silent, uncertain what else to say and his limited eloquence on that topic thoroughly exhausted.

Niki continued to shake with silent sobs, but her face was lowered and shielded by hair hanging down around it.

He held her tightly to him, wondering if he'd done the right thing after all.

She was crying more for herself, Niki realised, than for her father. And she was crying now mostly because she couldn't stop. This realisation did not help in the slightest.

"It's all right," he murmured soothingly. "It's all right."

It wasn't, really, but it helped to hear him say so. The sobs died down to hiccups, and she finally lifted her head.

He knew it wasn't, either, but there was nothing else to say. He couldn't bear listening to her sob against his chest.

"I'm...better now," she said, eyes still downcast. She looked embarrassed.

"Are you?"

"No," she admitted.

"Then relax," he said gently. 

She obeyed, leaning against him.

He fell silent, content to just feel her resting against him, the sunlight on his face.

She might have dozed, or been lost in her thoughts, but she suddenly stiffened, her eyes popping open, her face terrified. After a moment, the tension in her muscles relaxed, but the expression on her face didn't change.

He felt the tension, even if he didn't see the expression. "Wha'?"

"Nightmare," she whispered.

"Hush," he whispered in reply, tightening his hold on her. "Nothin's goin' t' get you here."

Her hand moved to her pocket, to a much-folded piece of parchment, and then moved away, and she squeezed closer.

"You're safe wi' me," Dylan whispered, kissing the top of her head gently.

She wondered if she was. She wanted to believe it.

"D' you always have bad dreams?"

"Yes," she admitted quietly.

Dylan nodded, frowning a little. "Tha' shouldn't be."

"It's always been like this. Worse since January, though."

"Isn't there anythin' t' do?"

"I took a potion for it for a while, but it doesn't work for the long run. I'll survive."

Dylan's frown deepened, but he didn't offer any suggestions to the contrary.

Niki was unpleasantly reminded of Nathan's nasty joke when he told her he'd seen her asleep in the Common Room one morning. 'I ought to tell Dylan how cute you look asleep...or does he already know?'

Dylan broke the silence a few moments later. "Y' need t' go catch Professor Grimalkin...an' such," he said, somewhat unconvincingly, but knowing full well they couldn't just sit on the lawn all day.

She sighed. "I suppose so."

"Exams march on."

"Time and tide."

"Melt th' snowman."

"What?"

Dylan flushed. "Er...ne'er mind tha'."

"What's a snowman?"

Dylan looked at her, then began to laugh. "Y'know, a snowman? Three balls o' snow stacked up, then y' nick some coal for th' eyes an' a carrot for the nose, sticks for arms. Put a scarf on it, an' it's a snowman."

Niki looked abashed. "We didn't have a lot of snow, you know, in Morocco." Her face grew grimmer and she slid away. "I need to go find Professor Grimalkin."

Dylan and nodded, standing. Something of the moment was lost, and he knew it intrinsically. "Right."

*********

The DADA exam was a written paper in which the students had to pick one of the elements and write ways of defending themselves against possible attack.

The boxes that Anders got out of the cupboard each contain a 'gift' for the students - a little neo-demon of air, water, earth or fire - randomly selected, their choice totally.  They are incapable of growing any bigger, so it's like giving the kids a packet of sea monkeys!  Most will probably disappear back to the elements within days, but some could come like little  pets.

The optional course Care of Magical Creatures also had a written paper with question: 'describe why Tribbles are so dangerous. Give reasons and examples.'

The afternoon examination in Astronomy  also was a written paper: 'Explain what Mars in conjunction with Jupiter means in terms of both astronomy and astrology.

The Pendant's Return

Branwen was not happy.  She had slept little Monday night and had come to the conclusion that there was actually more to the disturbances than either exam stress or ancestral echoes.  Randal really had been looking at her as if she was a little deranged and Dylan kept subtly reminding her of the agreement she had made the previous day on the lawns.

So, after lunch she had resigned herself to it and trudged down to the Infirmary, hoping rather unrealistically that Madame Pomfrey was out.  

When she thought about it, as she dragged her feet and looked miserable, these little 'moments' had become more and more frequent.  It was actually becoming a worry that it would happen in a lesson, or Gods forbid, an exam.  She had peculiar memories too, certainly not hers more....masculine than she was used to.

Suddenly she found herself at the door to the Infirmary, just about to push the door when it opened and a somewhat less red Hal exited.  He smiled, looking much less sorry for himself than the previous day.  He muttered something about going to catch up with Maddie and disappeared up the corridor.

She sighed and sloped inside.

"Ah, Branwen.  I've been wondering when you were coming back.  We had an agreement remember?  About the sleeping potions?"  Madame Pomfrey said a little sternly.  Branwen's heart sank, they had agreed that she would come back and allow Madame Pomfrey to discover the origins of her strange dreams.

"Um....yes...sorry, Madame.  I've been a little busy with exams...although it's actually about something else that I've come this time."

Madame Pomfrey was curious and ushered Branwen into a cubicle to explain.  After Branwen had told her all that she knew, which didn't take long, the Nurse pondered for a while and then announced that a full examination was in order.  Branwen groaned with embarrassment but duly slipped out of her robe and into a plain, white gown.

She sat on the edge of the bed swinging her legs and waiting for Madame's return.

"Now now, let's have a proper look at you" The woman bustled, and Branwen squeezed shut her eyes and prepared herself to be subjected to much prodding.  It didn't come.

She carefully opened one eye and peered out.  Madame Pomfrey was staring at the pendant.

"How long have you had this?" She asked.

Branwen thought, panicking that they would take it from her.

"Since the day in the Forest...I found it...it's mine."

Madame looked sternly at her and held out her hand.

Branwen slowly and very very reluctantly pulled the chain over her head and handed it to Madame Pomfrey.

"It's nothing to do with that, Madame...I will get it back won't I?" But as she said it she felt lighter, more her old self, happier and less panic stricken.

Madame made noncommittal noises and bustled away, leaving Branwen alone.  After a while, when it seemed obvious that the Nurse wasn't immediately returning, Branwen dressed and slowly sloped off again...off to find somewhere to be miserable and to think about her pretty pendant.

********

Professor Dumbledore regarded the pendant that had been delivered to him a little earlier by Madame Pomfrey. 

It was undoubtedly the same pendant taken from Andy Warden in January by Professor McGonagall and subsequently `liberated' from Hogwarts as it had been handed over to the Ministry of Magic's representatives.  

Someone had gone to considerable trouble to pose as Malcolm Ward utilising Polyjuice potion in order to switch the original pendant for a convincing fake. 

Malcolm Ward had returned at Spring Break now partnered with Randal Fudge, whose cover as a student was more secure than Malcolm's. Both boys were under orders to investigate the theft of the pendant as well as observe Andy Warden. However, Andy had apparently left Hogwarts for a few days leave over the break and had never returned or been heard from since. He had never boarded the train at Hogsmeade and the matter of his whereabouts remained a mystery.    

Yet the pendant now had been found. 

According to Poppy Pomfrey Branwen Evans had said she had the pendant since the day in the Forest on which Anders and Nimue had been attacked. Had it any association with Dafydd Grimalkin or was its discovery that day just a coincidence?

Whatever, the artefact had already been handed over to the Ministry once and they needed to know of its discovery right away. 

Therefore, Dumbledore sent an urgent summons to Marvo and Randal to attend him immediately on a `sensitive' matter.

Miss Fudge's Continuing Condition  

A little earlier, an owl fluttered down towards Hogwarts and located Arcadia. It carried a letter with the Minister for Magic's mark on it.

The letter read:

My Dearest Daughter,

I was most upset to hear about the incident. I can't imagine how you must feel. I have sent an owl to Dumbledore to ensure that the matter is dealt with.

I do not think that Professor McGonagall would request you leave Pan outside unless she had a reason. I do hope you haven't been cheating again, my blossom.

I am sure you are doing just fine at Hogwarts and see no need for you to have a private tutor. I had a nice chat with Dumbledore after the trial about how well you are doing. He did tell me that you had been a little nasty to some of your fellow students last term though, but that you seemed a lot better over the last month or so. I do hope you aren't being a naughty girl.

I will see you soon when you return for the holidays. Good luck with your exams.

Lots of love

Dad.

After completing her Astronomy exam, in which Arcadia once more sat very quietly, she and the Sheep Pan were 'Skipping' down the corridor (A very scary sight, many a first year runs away screaming)

Then there is a flutter of wings and a owl, somehow looking more 'official' than a usual owl swoops down and give her the letter. She carefully takes the parchment and reads it very slowly and carefully, mouthing the odd word or two. Then she very carefully folded the letter and placed it in her robes and continues to skip down the Corridor.

*********

Another owl appeared for Dumbledore... This letter read:

"Dear Dumbledore,

I thought you ought to be aware that my daughter has written to me complaining about the resent incident with her Transfiguration exam. It appears that Professor McGonagall has been forcing Arcadia's wolf to stay outside the classroom during her exam. While I am certain that there was a good reason for this as you are already aware of the nature of her link to the animal, I do feel that maybe more care ought to be taken to stop Arcadia cheating in exams. I can only apologise for this inconvenience.

She has also informed me that another of your students turned Pan into a sheep whilst Arcadia was in her exam. I assume that the person in question has been reprimanded in someway. I trust you to deal with this in a suitable manner. I do appreciate that this spell must have been quite complex, and suspect that neither your healer nor your best transfiguration masters would want to take on the task of returning her to her natural form. However, I do hope that you will be able to do something to return her to a more normal state.

Yours sincerely

Cornelius Fudge"

***********

The Headmaster had immediately issued this memo

To:     Staff - Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry

From:   Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster

Subject Arcadia and Pantalaimon Fudge

As expected I have received today a letter from Cornelius Fudge, Minister of Magic, expressing his concern over yesterday's incident involving the transfiguration of Arcadia Fudge's wolf cub into a sheep. 

I will be assuring the Minister that this was not an act of malice but, as Professor McGonagall has ascertained, merely the result of some youthful exuberance on the part of a new student most likely seeking to gain the attention of a pretty girl. 

However, in light of the symbiotic nature of their bond coming to more public awareness, I am issuing formal permission that Miss Fudge's wolf cub is to remain by her side during all classes, including examinations.   

While my recent meeting with Mr. Fudge in London assures me that he is not completely blind to the discipline issues associated with his daughter, he is placing the onus upon us to make sure she does not cheat in her exams.

With this in mind, I would suggest that Miss Fudge's desk be placed in a position during group examinations where both she and Pantalaimon remain in full view of the invigilator and that Pantalaimon must remain curled up under her desk during exams. 

Please be advised that any breaches of class discipline by Pantalaimon are applicable to both he and Miss Fudge with respect to loss of House Points and detentions. I trust this goes a little way into making the above an easier pill to swallow!

Please also note that for the duration of Pantalaimon's transfiguration no lamb or mutton dishes will be on the school menu so as not to cause further distress to the parties involved. 

Albus Dumbledore"

As for her father's request that Dumbledore 'do something to return her to a more normal state', the Headmaster felt it best in the circumstances to let nature take its course. Minerva had indicated to Magnus that an apology and reversal of the spell was expected even if the spell would wear off in seven days. 

*Give the lad a chance to put his own messes right rather than fuss after him as Joakim appeared to have done.* thought Dumbledore as he dispatched copies of the memo to the offices of the teaching staff and others.

*********

At breakfast that morning Magnus had already decided that there were more beneficial things to be done rather than attending a DADA exam. Unfortunately, he had discounted most of these on the grounds that either the girls in question were going to be in the exam, or they would get him into trouble again. All he was left with was the prospect of spending the morning with Prof. Binns, discussing a fast track course for History of Magic.

After what seemed an age with the ghostly Prof., Magnus left the HoM classroom. He now had a very large pile of parchments, and a few extra books, to go with the ones he had got from the library. He staggered, under the load as he headed up to the Gryffindor Tower (he didn't know any levitation spells to float the books), spoke the password, and entered through the portrait hole.

Up in the boys' dormitory, he stored the books and parchment in his trunk. He sat on the edge of his bed, and picked up Sven. "You're getting fat, my friend. You need some exercise." he said. Indeed the ginger tom was starting to look somewhat rotund. He had taken to sleeping most of the day and night on Magnus' bed in the dormitory, which was a vast change of lifestyle for him. After all, he had been a wild cat and had grown up with Magnus. "We'll have to find something for you to chase" he continued. "Aren't there any girl cats around?".  As usual, everything in Magnus' life revolved around girls.

He looked out of the dormitory window, and saw from the position of the sun that it was late afternoon. Suddenly he felt very hungry. He headed out of the dormitory in search of something to eat. After all, you couldn't chase girls on an empty stomach!

*******

As Arcadia rounded the corner to the main entrance Randal spotted her. He stood and waited for her to reach him with one eyebrow raised. "Why, Arcadia are you skipping? I can see no logical reason to skip." 

He had noticed the strange hair and the change to Pantalaimon, but had not had the chance to ask her about it until now. The skipping was just too much though. Presumably that sheepishness was all over. He could probably turn quite safely into a wolf and she wouldn't even notice! Except maybe Pan would run away. Now that might be fun! 

He did not change into a wolf though. He had more sense than that. Whatever Arcadia was like at the moment he could guarantee that she would be very cross when she returned to normal. Randal had been on the receiving end of that too many times already. 

"So what did happen to you anyway?" 

Arcadia stopped skipping and came to a halt in front of Randal. Inside she was screaming at Randal to do something to stop this! 

However on the outside she cocked her head slightly to one side as if thinking hard then Pointed down the corridor towards the hall

"It was Magnus... He's a BAD BOY!"

Pantalaimon gave a pathetic sounding 'Baaarrrr' in response, but still looked cute.

Then Arcadia put her hand down and stood, hands behind her back and swaying slightly from side to side, awaiting instructions.

Randal scowled a little. "Magnus? Who is Magnus? A new student? At this time of year?"

He looked a little puzzled. He hadn't seen a new boy in the exams or at lunch. He wondered if this was some sort of delusion that the sheep was having on her.

Arcadia pointed again, "Yes. New Boy. Pretty Boy. BAD Boy!"

Pan once more Bleats in agreement.

Randal wished that sheep would stop bleating. He tried not to think about it. No, he didn't like sheep, no he wasn't going to think about sheep at all.

He looked at Arcadia, even her hair reminded him of sheep. 

"A pretty boy? What is he like apart from pretty?"

He hoped that sheep would not bleat again. He looked longingly at it and his mouth began to water. 'No,' he thought. 'She will be really mad, you can't'

Arcadia thought for a moment.

"Long Hair. Golden. Tall. Pretty. BAD!"

There was obvious concentration on her face.

Pantalaimon, starting to get a 'hint' from Randal, moved slightly closer to Arcadia, and only gave a very short, quiet 'Baa' in response.

A nervous sheep... That was worse than ever! It was trying to hide, frightened of him. He had to chase it he had to!

~ NO! ~ 

It was like hearing Mad Eye's voice in his head. 

~ Don't ever change in public or you will be revealed! ~ 

The echo of a past ticking off from Moody was enough to help him control himself. Barely. He gritted his teeth and concentrated. 

Oriana rounded the corner of the main entrance. She had been studying her books in the library just in case a Professor decided to give her any work. 

She spotted Arcadia talking to a rather handsome boy she didn't know.  

"Hi Arcadia," she said as she walked by. Oriana smiled at the boy.

Arcadia turned and Smiled to Oriana. "Hello Oriana. You're going to be my friend!"

Strangely, even though this was said totally innocently, it sounded a lot more like a statement of fact rather than a question. If fact, it almost sounded like an order!

*********

Kat was relieved that another day of exams was finally over. 

"Let's see if we can find Sarah and Branwen. Must be something exciting we can do rather than study." Fiona was walking with her, both of them having taken the Astronomy exam. 

She looked at Fiona as they walked down the corridor. "So has anyone commented on your 'new look' yet? I would be surprised if at least some of the boys hadn't noticed." She grinned a little remembering the work that the 3rd year Ravenclaws had put into helping Fee to change her image.

Marvo, who had been sitting in the exam, but had been held back when Kat left by a Hufflepuff wanting to ask some questions about the Planets, Came running up behind them.

"Hiya. Mind if I tag along?"

He smiled and glanced at Fee. There was something 'different' about her, but he wasn't quite sure what. So he went for the old 'failsafe'

"Have you done something different to your hair Fee?

Fee blushed furiously at the combination of Marvo and Kat's words, but flicked her hair over her shoulder.  "Not EXACTLY, Marvo," she said.  "But there IS a new me, thank you for noticing."

She was feeling on top of the world.  She'd breezed through her exams without so much as batting her eyelashes and was full of the joys of - well, summer really.  She knew her family would hardly recognise her as the plump, shy girl she'd been on her arrival.

"I wonder if anyone else new will start next year?" she wondered, aloud.

*******

Randal gave a small smile to Oriana. He would normally have talked to her, introduced himself and been all polite. But he was concentrating so hard on not-sheep that a smile was all he could muster.

He was almost relieved when the note floated down in front of him, requesting his presence with the headmaster.

"Er... excuse me ladies," he managed. Then he ran as fast as he could away from them.

Arcadia turned as Randal ran off and waves. "Bye Bye Randal. Go get the BAD Boy"

Unfortunately Randal managed to run straight into Kat, Fee and Marvo. 

Realising that he was away from the whole situation he took a breath and calmed down a little. "Hello, ladies. Sorry to dash past you, but I'm in a hurry."

He glowered at Marvo as he walked past.

Kat grinned happily at Fee.

Just at that moment however, Randal came round the corner. She smiled at him as he hurried past.

"You can join us if you like Marvo, but it might be girl talk." She grinned back at Fee, winking as she did so. Marvo had taken to following her around more than normal recently. He seemed obsessed! 

She was lucky she could go and have a shower without him. But at least he was being enthusiastic about her exams again.

She turned back to Fee. "Well we already know about Oriana and Magnus." She said the last name with a slight emphasis knowing that it would peak Marvo's interest. "I think he is really nice, and so good 

looking. Maybe you could have a go at chatting to him. See what effect you new look does." Kat giggled. Hopefully that would be enough to stop Marvo following her around. She really couldn't believe he had taken to following her into exams just to be with her...

Marvo Glowered at Randal as he ran past but was paying attention to Kat.

*Handsome?* he thought to himself. *I'll have to keep an eye on him* 

Kat smiled at the obvious sign of 'slight' jealousy in Marvo eye, but then noticed a piece of parchment float past Marvo.

"I think you dropped something" She said, pointing at the Parchment.

Marvo looked to where she was pointing and was about to say 'It's not mine' but then saw it's content and quickly snatched it up.

"You'll have to excuse me Ladies. I have been summoned by the Headmaster" He said, in a slightly important sounding voice.

Then he tapped his nose and winked. "Official Ministry Business you know"

And with a small bow and a kiss to Kat's hand he sprinted off after Randal.

Magnus came into earshot just as he heard his name mentioned. He had been down to the common room and persuaded a few snacks to appear, and he was rapidly cramming pastries into his mouth. He wasn't really sure where he was going - just passing time until the evening meal.

He gathered himself together, gave his hair a quick brush, straightened his robes and walked round the corner. 

"Hello all." he said, mentally noting everyone in the group. He recognised all the girls, but there were two boys he hadn't met before. And Arcadia was there.

Kat grinned at Magnus. "I think you must have scared them off," she said as the two boys both disappeared. 

She noticed that they had indeed come to stand just at the edge of the main entrance when Randal had so hurriedly almost run straight into them.

She gave Fee a slight subtle jab in the ribs to suggest that she try some of the 'feminine charm' that she had been teaching her.

"They do seem to like disappearing dramatically." She looked at Fee hoping that she would say something.

Oriana looked at Arcadia strangely. Was that a demand? You are going to be my friend...?

"Oh, Hi Magnus," said Oriana.

She no longer had a grudge against him. After all, what he did to Arcadia was kind of funny.

Arcadia on seeing Magnus looks wide eyed at him and points

"You are a BAD BOY!" She says and really sounds like she means it!

Pan does his best to 'growl' but, being a sheep all that comes out is a rather feeble 'Baaaaaa'

******

Nimue had enjoyed the astronomy exam more than she had expected to and had stayed back to have a few words with Professor Sinistra.

She saw Randal and Marvo rushing off and that Kat was with Fiona. The blond boy she had seen at breakfast talking to Madison appeared to be talking with Arcadia and Oriana close by. 

"Hey, that went well ... I think. What's with Marvo though Kat? I mean he's sat in on every exam with us today. I know he wants to make up for being away so much but he usually enjoys roaming about."

Sarah didn't have Astronomy as one of her options and had taken the opportunity to relax as she often did in the afternoons. 

Seeing what appeared to be an interesting convergence of people, she just had to join!

"What do you reckon?" she said to Kat, Nimue and Fiona indicating the gathering of Magnus, Sarah and Oriana close by. "My money is on Arcadia but Magnus is cute enough that she might just relent."

Dylan carefully made his way down from Astronomy, muttering a colourful string under his breath.  He wasn't overly good at the subject, but it was pushed to the back of his mind as he heard the conversation in the corridor ahead, picking out a fairly blurry image to match.  "Don't know, she's been a mite sheepish...he might have an edge," Dylan quipped, grinning as he met up with the group.

"Dylan, I'm glad to see that you are negotiating the Halls with relative ease." said Nimue. "I didn't get a chance to speak with you after DADA but the look on your face seemed to indicate you'd done very well. I *think* I did quite well but that was my first ever exam and it was a bit stressful to have to write from memory. I think I am getting into the swing of it now though."

Nimue had ascertained that 'Magnus' was the boy who'd turned Arcadia's wolf cub into a sheep though she hadn't as yet formally met him.

"Well, I suppose since he's been sorted to Gryffindor we *should* support our housemate. So I take it you've met him Sarah, Kat, Fiona?"

"Nimmy - no exam talk...pleeeaase" moaned Sarah, "I know you egghead types like nothing more than to deconstruct the exams afterwards but let's call time and sit back and enjoy the scenery."

She smiled at Dylan (aka Dylan the Delicious ) whom she thought was almost perfect in terms of what a boy should be. Not that she had a crush mind you - Sarah wasn't prone to crushes being a very practical kind of girl. 

"This comin' from a Ravenclaw, is nothin' less than one o' th' minor miracles," Dylan teased, then stopped, looking puzzled.  "Scenery?  Wha' scenery?"  Normal castle walls and floors...yes, he was 

officially mystified, but offered a confused sort of smile anyway.

Sarah bit her lip and gave a look to the other girls that conveyed the sentiment *isn't he a darling* over the 'scenery' remark. 

"Well, let's face it - I am *not* really Ravenclaw material" she said with a theatrical sigh. "Still this little gang and Branwen are heaps of fun and I dare say had I gotten into Slytherin, Arcadia would have murdered me long before now given my sense of humour."

"Sarah, I assure you that I am no 'egghead' as I am sure my grades will reflect!" said Nimue with a smile. "I can just imagine the lecture that I'll be getting at the end of term about applying myself to my studies though I am looking forward to seeing what options there are next year. Of all my classes, I think 'Spell Invention' is my favourite and I ........"

"One more word about the exams, options or the looking forward to next year's torture Nimue and I'm taking you to the lake to soak your head. You seriously need to loosen up and let your hair down, girl else you'll grow up into a McGonagall clone!"

Kat smiled at Nimue and Sarah. "Well I would think that you could be more polite standing next too him like this and talking as if he is not here."

Nimue blushed though Sarah gave a  *what was I saying * kind of look.

She grinned up at Magnus. "Magnus, this is Nimue Hawkwood. She wasn't here yesterday so I don't think you've met her. And yes, Nimue, this is Magnus." She chuckled to herself that they had been talking about him when he was stood there.

"So... now that the introductions are over..."

She turned back to Nimue. "Marvo said something about going to see the headmaster. At least it gets him out of my hair for an hour or so."

She turned to both Sarah and Nimue. "And you two can cut that out.  Arguing about not talking about exams. I suggest we don't talk about exams and we don't talk about talking about exams!"

Fiona rubbed her nose.  She'd rather enjoyed talking on the subject of exams, but then she was an a typical Ravenclaw.  She glanced a little shyly at Magnus, having seen him, of course, but not having had a chance to speak to him.  He was rather nice, she thought, and then the old feeling of paranoid self-consciousness swept over her.

// He couldn't POSSIBLY be interested in someone like me. //

She shuffled slightly to stand behind Sarah and remain as inconspicuous as she could manage, casting shy glances at Magnus all the while.

Magnus smiled at Kat. "Thanks for making the introductions. It's very confusing for me being surrounded by so many beautiful girls!" He turned to Nimue, bowed and took her hand, planting a gentle kiss on the back. "Charmed, Miss Hawkwood." He let her hand drop back to her side and smiled at her.

"Now, I don't mean to be rude to any of you, but I have a small amount of business that I feel compelled to conclude with Arcadia and Pantalaimon"

He turned towards Arcadia...

...on his way turning from Nimue to Arcadia, he caught sight of Fiona. Trying to hide, apparently. He winked at her and beamed his best smile...

Fiona stared at Magnus in disbelief.

He'd winked at her...

...and that smile...

...oh...

And little Fiona Munro had found somebody to shift her crush to. Deep in her robe pocket, McTavish growled, picking up on his mistress' feelings.  He didn't like the idea of sharing his owner with anyone.

Off to the Three Broomsticks

As exams were over for the day and with a couple of hours still until dinner, Marcus wondered if Anders wouldn't prefer an afternoon trip to the Three Broomsticks. 

Thus, he sent a note to his friend suggesting if he was free why didn't they have their trip out now rather than later? He suggested that he still meet him out by the Quidditch pitch. 

Anders had received Marcus' note with glee.  He was feeling particularly worn out after the DADA exam: not because it had been strenuous in any way, but simply the emotional attachment he realised he'd formed with the class.  He had no further examinations to invigilate that day, so had penned a quick 'yes!' to Marcus and now strolled outside to the Quidditch pitch, a feeling of mixed fear and excitement in his stomach at the prospect of getting onto a broomstick again.

He arrived before his friend and sat down in the stands, closing his eyes and simply enjoying the warm air and light breeze against his skin, such a stark contrast to the dark, dingy, miserably damp place that he'd been only yesterday.

An involuntary shudder ran through him.  He knew he'd have many hurdles to jump in the months ahead, and getting over his second visit to Azkaban was just one of them.

Marcus came out a few minutes later and saw that Anders had already arrived.

"Hey! You had a chance to check out a broom yet or were you waiting for me?" said Marcus with a smile.

Anders opened his eyes and grinned at his friend.  "I was tasting what it felt like to be a free man," he said, standing up and moving across to Marcus.

"No," he admitted.  "I think I was...waiting for someone to be with me. It's been a long time."  He made a semi-disgusted face.  "Might need someone to scrape the pieces together if I fall off."

"Well it's hardly a long trip to Hogsmeade and I am sure you'll do just fine. I don't think it's something that you forget how to do - it's bit like riding a bicycle - it'll come back to you as soon as you mount. Remember I know what a fine flyer you are. My pride never quite recovered from that Slytherin-Ravenclaw match we went head-to-head in!"

Anders blushed at the compliment.  "Well, I'll do a couple of practise circuits around the Quidditch pitch," he said, slowly, as they walked to the shed where Madam Hooch stored the school brooms.  She had given him a key and permission to borrow any broom he found in there.  She'd hinted that he

might like to look towards the very back, behind a loose panel in the wall.

He made his way through all the school brooms and found the panel she'd mentioned and, to his surprise, he found behind it a well looked after Nimbus 2001 - Madam Hooch's own broom, he presumed.  He felt a brief wave of guilt as he took it in his hand, but the moment passed as he stepped out into the sunlight again.

He glanced at Marcus.

"Well...here goes nothing," he said, softly, mounting the broom.  He closed his eyes briefly, gathering his courage together and kicked off.

It was like all his birthdays come at once.  Marcus had been right.  He HADN'T forgotten how to fly and, after a fairly shaky start, he was swooping around the Quidditch pitch in his inimitable style.  He tentatively performed a couple of dives and whooped with sheer delight, finally gliding to a gentle, controlled stop next to Marcus, his blue eyes shining like a teenager's.

"Oh, wow," was all he could say.  "I have missed that..."

"And very good you are at it as well! Right then now we can be off." Marcus said with a smile, "I'd say we could race there but I have no doubt that you'd beat me hands down!"

Of course, Marcus had no broom with him. 

He had mentioned in passing to Anders on the first day they'd become reacquainted that he'd been revealed at Yule as an animagus. As Anders had never brought up the subject with him again Marcus assumed his friend was very `matter of fact' about it. That or Nimue had talked about it with him. 

Anders beamed a staggeringly happy smile at Marcus.  "Let's do it," he said, pushing up a few feet from the ground.  "There's a butterbeer in Hogsmeade with my name on it and I want it right now.  Come on, slowcoach! Hadn't you better get a broom?"

"Broom?" said Marcus with a amused look on his face. "Some of us don't need brooms. Let's see who is the slowcoach?"

With that and without pausing to see what reaction Anders might have, Marcus transformed himself into a Peregrine Falcon, and launched himself into the air heading at considerable speed towards the

wizarding village.   

Anders stared, having forgotten that Marcus was animagi.  With a whoop of sheer delight, he pressed himself forward on the broom and was off at top speed.

He laughed gleefully at the wind in his face, a wind that whipped his hair free of his ponytail, leaving it streaming out behind him as he raced, bearing down on the falcon with further whoops of delight.

He was a free man.

The realisation just wouldn't go away, and it was a euphoric Anders Grimalkin who dismounted the Nimbus 2001 just outside the Three Broomsticks.

A New Boy's Self-Guided Tour

"It IS a lovely place, Ivan, you must agree," said the statuesque, blonde woman, her accent thick as treacle.  The handsome (but pale) dark haired man at her side folded his arms across his chest and adjusted his dark glasses.

"Yes," he said, in an accent almost as thick as his wife's.  "It is a nice place, Svetlana, but we must consider Piotr in this. Durmstrang is a better option.  I don't understand why he even wanted to come look at Hogwarts when his brother went to - and was happy with - Durmstrang."

"He was born in the United Kingdom, remember?" she said, softly.  "He does not know the ways of our people like his brother.  We must not compare our little Piotr constantly with Andrei."

"'Little Piotr' would appreciate it if you two stopped talking about him as though he were not with you," came a voice, English accent - strong Midlands, to be precise. Svetlana Rachinov put a hand to her mouth and turned to face her youngest son, a look of horror on her face.

"Piotr, I am so sorry.  Forgive me?"

"Mother..."  Piotr pushed himself off the wall he'd been leaning against and moved to stand next to his mother, patting her gently, and a little condescendingly on the shoulder.  He was taller than she was, and she was 5'9" in her heels.  He looked down at her from under his own sunglasses. "Mother, I forgive you.  There."  He flashed a tight-lipped smile at her and turned to look around the Great Hall.  "Where is this McGonagall person, anyway?"

"Professor Minerva McGonagall," confirmed his father, checking the paper in his hand.  "It was she who wrote to us to confirm this appointment.  Now be on your best behaviour, Piotr."

"Oh, Ivan.  Don't treat him like a baby," said Svetlana, reaching up and gently tweaking her handsome son's cheek.  He winced and pulled away. Again, that look of concern.  "Oh..."

"Forget it, Mother."

Piotr spoke with a sort of bored indifference and possessed a strange air of self-confidence that almost oozed out of him.  He was tall, lanky and very pale, with thick, dark hair cut into a neat style.  The similarity between he and his father was quite striking.  His older brother, the 'Almighty Andrei' as Piotr invariably referred to him as, was the same build as Piotr, but had his mother's blond good looks instead of the darkly mysterious look of the Eastern Europeans.  Piotr had better cheekbones, though.

He snapped his attention back to the present.  "If this...woman...doesn't show up soon," he said, petulance evident in his voice, "then I'm going back home."

"You will do no such thing, Piotr."  Ivan Rachinov's voice indicated that his mood was becoming black.  His wife looked nervously from father to son, wringing her hands a little in anticipation of Yet Another Argument. Piotr idly yawned, not bothering to cover his mouth.

"Orders, is it now, father?"

"Piotr..." Svetlana tried, as always, to calm down the argument before it began.  "Piotr, Ivan, please remember we are guests here."

Professor McGonagall chose this fortuitous moment to appear. "Ah, there you are. Mr and Mrs Rachinov, Piotr, so good of you to come and visit us. I am so glad you could make it."

"I'm Minerva McGonagall, deputy head of the school." She reached out a hand to shake theirs as she introduced herself.

"Shall we get straight on with the tour?"

Piotr and his parents turned together to face McGonagall.  Svetlana's handshake was limp and uncertain, whilst both Ivan and his son had strong, perhaps a touch *too* strong, handshakes.  Ivan sized the woman before him up and his lip curled in a slight, almost unnoticeable sneer.  He and Svetlana fell into step behind her, whilst Piotr brought up the rear, dragging his heels and fidgeting sullenly with his sunglasses.  He didn't see why he had to come to school anyway.  He had been doing just fine being tutored at home, but it had been, claimed his father, too expensive to maintain.  School was costly, but not so much as a private tutor.  

"Besides," his mother had tried to jolly him round to the idea in that annoying way that she had.  "You'll meet lots of OTHER children, won't that be nice?"

He had given her his Stare.  He was neither a child nor a socialite.  He was a solitary boy by nature, which he had always been, even before...

Piotr pulled his attention back to the present.  His father was muttering in Russian to his mother, who looked back at Piotr wretchedly.  Piotr smirked.  Ivan was criticising everything, from the decor, to the angle of McGonagall's hat.  And right there and then, Piotr made up his mind.

If his father hated Hogwarts, then he, Piotr, would love it.  Durmstrang could just be forgotten.  Let Almighty Andrei be the Golden Boy of the family.  As always, whenever he thought of his older brother, Piotr felt that spark of jealousy that drove him to succeed beyond any normal level of achievement, but which so often fell at the last hurdle. 

Piotr did not need to study.  He found studying boring and dull and was in possession of the sort of memory that meant he could idly glance at a textbook and pass an exam with flying colours.  Invariably, however, he found the pressure of living up to Andrei's standards too much and would fail his test on something simple.  Once he'd even been marked down for writing Andrei's name instead of his own, so obsessed had he been with the thought.

Yes.  Hogwarts had never had a Rachinov through its doors.  Let Piotr be the first to achieve something.

He smiled to himself.

"I LIKE it here," he announced, smugly.  "It's MUCH better than that dingy Durmstrang.  At least this place has some personality.  And I mean, look at how all the personality was sapped out of Andrei."

Svetlana opened her mouth to defend her firstborn, but closed it tight when she caught the all-too familiar dangerous glitter in Piotr's eyes as he and his father fought silently, their wills clashing with an audible clang.

"Yes..." repeated Piotr, folding his arms across his chest.  "I like it here."

Prof. McG showed them the school from top to bottom. They went through the library and the great hall. Up the staircase and into the various classrooms. The trophy room, "of which the school is immensely proud!" Then up to the Owlery with the large numbers of post owls.

From the Owlery she pointed out of the open windows to the greenhouses used for Herbology and the Quidditch pitch, the lake and the forest. "It's quite a long walk all the way round," she commented smiling at them all.

As they came back down the stairs, she led them to her office. As they entered they saw a small coffee table with four mugs a large pot of coffee and lots of cakes and biscuits. Four comfy chairs were around the coffee table. If they cared to look to the corner of the room they would have seen Prof. McG's desk piled high with work. 

"I would have liked to show you the dormitories too, but it is not possible until we know which house you would be in, Piotr. So do you have any questions for me? Is there anything else you would like to see?"

Piotr had been handed a cup of coffee and a slab of fruit cake by his mother who seemed delighted with this sort of normality.  He had crumbled the cake into tiny pieces and sipped at the coffee perfunctorily before McGonagall addressed him.

"I understand you have a problem holding on to your Defence Against the Dark Arts teachers, do you not?" said Ivan, talking over him.  "It is a most important subject and one in which Piotr is, sadly, quite far behind.  His Muggle Studies are up to scratch, as his grandparents are, after all, Muggles."  The sneer in his voice was quite unmissable, and Svetlana flushed hotly in what was clearly shame.

"I believe Professor McGonagall was speaking to ME, Father," said Piotr, setting down his mug and plate with an astonishing gentleness that was, oddly, quite threatening.  The boy was clearly well in control of his own mind, as he and his father stared at one another hotly.  "Thank you," said Piotr, finally, as his father's gaze wavered.

"Your school seems most impressive, Professor," said the young man, getting to his feet.  "I am sure you are all aware of my particular individual requirements and would accommodate those accordingly.  It would be preferable to have a room of my own rather than share a dormitory, but my mother insists that I...socialise.  She seems to believe it will be good for my condition."

Svetlana avoided her son's gaze.  He laughed, somewhat unpleasantly. "Poor Mother.  You really don't understand at all, do you?  Never mind."

Turning back to McGonagall, Piotr shook his head.  "I have no questions," he said, "other than advising you that I fully intend to submit my application here rather than Durmstrang."

He heard his father's muted hiss and his smile grew a little wider.  "In fact, the sooner I can come here, the better.  Will it be necessary for me to take an entrance examination?"  For the first time since his arrival, something akin to worry flickered across the young man's face.  His eyes, totally indiscernible behind his dark glasses gave away nothing of how he was feeling, but it was evident from his defensive stance and slight tremor to the voice that the idea of an entrance exam worried him somewhat.

Professor McGonagall watched the exchange. She was a little worried that Piotr talked in that manner to his parents. He was going to be a handful if she wasn't mistaken.

She glanced at Ivan, but decided to answer the boy's questions first. "I am, of course, aware of your special requirements. We have many students that make unusual requests, and we have never yet had a problem meeting them." So maybe Miss Fudge had caused a problem with that infuriating wolf but she wasn't about to tell prospective parents that.

"The dormitories are all communal, although there are curtains around the four poster beds that allow you to have some privacy. We are not in the habit of making exceptions without a very good reason." She ignored Piotr's declaration that he would be attending, choosing instead to address his father.

"To answer your question, Mr Rachinov, we do seem to have had a number of DADA teachers recently. I can assure you that it does not devalue the teaching though. It has actually given some of our students a more diverse study of the dark arts than they would otherwise have had. For the duration of his stay, if you do choose to send your son here, then he will get good training in the defence against the dark arts." She smiled at Mr and Mrs Rachinov.

She addressed all of them in replying to Piotr's final question. "There is no examination required. Piotr would be placed with the other children his age, and assessed by the teachers over the first few weeks. We can always give extra tutoring if necessary." 

"Well Piotr, as you seem to like the place, would you all be interested in staying for dinner? It is usually served at around 6, so you have a couple of hours to wander around on your own and talk to the students and other members of staff."

She still was unsure about whether this was the right thing to do, but she wanted to be courteous, especially if Hogwarts could win a student as opposed to Durmstrang. 

"Indeed," said Piotr, one dark eyebrow arching from behind his glasses at the use of the word 'children'.  "And what level are the other 'children' my age at, Professor?  What my dear father fails to explain is that he has been encouraging my tutors to teach me at a more...advanced level."

"A waste of time, too," growled Ivan.

Again, the clash of unspoken words between the two.  There was a very definite problem with the Alpha Male role in the Rachinov family, that was for sure.  Piotr won the battle again and folded his arms defensively across his chest.  "I for one would be happier to learn at a slower pace.  And I DO

want to learn, Professor.  I yearn to unlock the many secrets that wizardry will open to me."

He paced a little restlessly as he spoke, and moved to the corner of the room where the shadows were darkest.  He took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes which, when he lowered his hand, were a startling violet hue.  He squinted painfully in the afternoon sunlight that permeated McGonagall's office and scowled, putting his glasses back on.

"There is the matter of my various potions and lotions," he continued.  "I trust your Potions Master is competent with the brewing of such things?"

"Piotr, the Professor asked you a question.  Do you wish to stay for dinner?"  Svetlana's voice was timid, as though she were afraid of interrupting her son, but it seemed to not phase him at all.  He turned to glance at her, and smiled a genuine smile.

"Yes, mother. Dinner would be lovely.  Why not?  After all, if I am to be sent away to school..."  He shot a venomous look at his father here - "you may not have the pleasure of my company for very much longer."

"Professor Snape is very proficient at brewing. I'm sure you could talk to him if you wish. We passed his classroom on the tour of the dungeons."

She finished her coffee and stood up. "Well if you want to go and explore you could try and find him yourself, or I could take you to him." She hoped that Piotr would take the initiative. After all she had to continue verifying exam papers and prepare the classrooms for tomorrow's OWLS that the 5th years would be taking.

"I think I'll do just that," yawned Piotr, lazily.  "I shall explore this castle - on my own.  My parents will return to Hogsmeade and come back for dinner, won't you, Mother?"

Ivan looked like he'd been struck by lightning, and Svetlana wrung her hands nervously.  "You'll be alright, won't you, Piotr?  Oh..."  And she went off into a diatribe in Russian.  Ivan stopped her with a wave of his hand and got to his feet.

"Very well, Piotr.  As you wish to have this independence, you shall have it.  Thank you for your time, Professor."  He bowed very gallantly to McGonagall.  "Come, Svetlana.  It appears our little boy no longer requires us."

Piotr yawned again and leaned against the doorframe.  "Still here, Father?"

Svetlana scurried over to Piotr and kissed his cheek before scuttling out of the door followed by a scowling Ivan who paused in the doorway to speak to his son briefly in Russian.  Piotr snapped back and his defensive stance tightened.  Then Ivan was gone and Piotr visibly relaxed.

"I apologise for my parents, Professor," he said.  "They are most excitable. It's the Slavic blood, you know."

Professor McGonagall was feeling a little distraught by the boy. "Yes, well. I'm sure all families have their problems." 

'And you seem to be theirs,' she thought to herself.

"You might as well run along them. I will see you in dinner later."

"My thanks, Professor McGonagall," said Piotr, removing his glasses and fixing the prim Deputy Head with a violet-eyed gaze of surprising intensity. He smiled, charmingly.  "I am sure the pleasure has been all mine."  He held her gaze for a few moments, then bowed deeply before putting his dark glasses back on again.

He turned, his long coat - he was not dressed in robes, but a smart suit and long overcoat that seemed too big and heavy for the summer - flying out behind him as he strode out of her office and down the hallway.

A slow smirk came across his face.  As always, once relieved of the burden of his parents, he felt free and unconstrained - a dangerous thing for a boy like Piotr to be.  But despite his apparent arrogance, Piotr was a boy in control.  In control of himself, in control of those around him...

As he strode down the hallway, he passed a group of students all standing together talking.  He stopped walking and stared incredulously at what appeared to be the familiar of one of them.

A sheep.

A dark eyebrow arched from behind his glasses again and he gave a snort of derision before striding off again.

Professor McGonagall watched Piotr leave. After he had gone she patted her hair to make sure it was fixed in place and smiled a little. Maybe he wouldn't be so bad to have around.

She stopped mid pat. 'What AM I doing?' she thought to herself. That boy had quite a stare.

***********

Piotr was bored.

Bereft of his parents to belittle and of any company whatsoever, he'd wandered the halls and corridors of the school idly, peering into classrooms and stifling bored yawns wherever he went.  He finally found himself down in the dungeons and with an almost contented sigh, removed his dark glasses, putting them in his top pocket.

It was about this time that he realised he was starting to feel thirsty.

This was an entirely bad thing, and he felt in the inner pocket of his long overcoat, pulling out a vial with a strangely glowing green liquid bubbling inside.  He uncorked it and downed the contents with a grimace.  The stuff tasted utterly foul, but it did the trick.  It kept his symptoms at bay and stopped them getting out of control.

But the time between doses was decreasing all the time as his body fought back against what it saw as a toxin.

He closed his eyes momentarily and leaned up against the dungeon wall, waiting for the potion to start taking effect.  His arrogance seemed to have faded away momentarily to be replaced by a look of fear and concern.  The potion, always fast acting, kicked in, and he felt his thirst drain away. He took a few deep breaths and pushed open the door of the dungeon, entering what was, by the scent that assailed his nostrils, without a doubt the Potions classroom.

There was a teacher sat at the front of the class, head bowed over a pile of examination papers, deep in concentration.

The corners of Piotr's mouth quirked upwards in a faint smile.

"Excuse me," he said, his voice clear and confident.

Severus Snape looked up from his work and took in Piotr at a glance. Snape was undoubtedly a very unapproachable teacher and it was rare even for those in his House to seek him out voluntarily,

"Yes?" he said. 

Piotr dropped himself casually into a chair opposite Snape, his long legs sprawled over the arm, a bored expression on his pale face.  "You would be the Potions Master, I would guess," he said, pointing a long, delicate finger at Snape.  "Am I right?"

When Snape nodded, slowly Piotr grinned wickedly.  But then his grins were invariably wicked.

"Just the man I needed to find!"  He sat forward in his chair, leaning towards Snape and fixing him with those strange violet-hued eyes.  "I'm intending to come study here at Hogwarts, and I would be bringing with me several recipes that I will need help with.  My question to you, Mr. Potions Master, is..."  He reached into his coat pocket again and whipped out a piece of parchment, handing it over to Snape with a flourish. "...will you be competent enough to brew these?"

{How to Win Friends and Influence People, by P. Rachinov}

Snape didn't even glance at the parchment. Rather he fixed Piotr with a baleful stare.

"Mr. Rachinov I presume?" Of course, he had known this from the moment the boy had crossed his threshold.

"*If* you are admitted to Hogwarts, then be assured that such casual forms of address will not be tolerated by myself or any of the other staff."

He then turned his attention to the parchment.

"Now let me see?" he looked down Piotr's list, "Well, well," the hint of a smile touched Snape's mouth, "an unusual request but hardly a challenge. Rest assured that the medication needed to keep your 'condition' under control will be supplied to the Matron and available for collection from the Infirmary. Now unless there is anything else?"

Piotr was a little thrown by the Potions Master's reaction to him - or lack of reaction, anyway - and knew there and then that this man was a force to be reckoned with.  "So, then," he said, taking back his parchment.  "If you know so much about my condition, you'll know that things are starting to get worse now that I'm close to sixteen?"

Again, that infuriating, slow nod.

"Fine.  Well.  Thank you for your time, Professor...."  He left it open, as Snape hadn't introduced himself.  Neither did he now, but simply turned back to his papers.  "Fine.  Professor.  Goodbye."

Piotr left the dungeon feeling quite perplexed and resumed his tour of the castle lost in thought.

His wandering feet had taken him to the Owlery, which had actually been something of a mistake.  Still, it was done now, and he couldn't change it.

The dead bird - one of Hogwarts' own that had frankly been on its final perch - had been unceremoniously thrown out of the window and Piotr had left the Owlery as swiftly as possible, slightly disturbed.  The bird had been bloodied on his entrance, clearly having been involved in a lost discussion with a stronger raptor of some sort, probably a hawk or falcon.  It had been merciful.  Yes.  Merciful.

Feeling somewhat invigorated, he had a fresh bounce in his step and was now walking back down the same corridor he'd passed through earlier.  He was curiously surprised to see the same people still gathered there and blended himself into the shadows - not a difficult task for him - to watch what was going on.

He replaced his dark glasses, painfully aware of the brightly-lit corridor. That was one thing Durmstrang had over Hogwarts.  Dark, poorly lit classrooms and hallways.

Watching in silence, Piotr cocked his head slightly to one side.  His eyes had come to rest on the tall blonde girl with the group and he was fascinated by her confident stance and tone.  Suddenly the concept of coming here just to spite his father took on a whole new dimension.

He watched.  And waited.  He was very patient.

Magnus Faces a Tricky Situation
...and has Magnus turned to face Arcadia he addressed her:

"Arcadia, the Transfiguration Master has made me see the error of my ways, and has requested that I apologise and offer to retransform your, erm, sheep. Therefore, I am *really* sorry. Would you like 

Pantalaimon to return to its original form?"

Magnus waited with baited breath for the reply.

Arcadia was still pointing at Magnus, her mouth set in a all too cute pout.

When he asked it she would like to be transformed back she allowed her pointed finger to lower.

"Yes Please! Was all she said. Pan remained silent. Inside, she was thinking other things.

"Alright then," he said, barely holding in a smirk. He put his hand inside his robes, but instead of pulling out his wand he pulled out a black book (much like what muggles call a Fil-o-Fax).

He flicked through the pages, mimicking concentration, and said "Let's see. Now I think I can fit you in next Thursday in the afternoon, will that suit you?". He grinned a grin that was so completely different to the one he had given Fiona only a minute before, and threw the book over his shoulder. It disappeared in a tin puff of blue smoke.

Whilst the gathered crowd watched the flight path of the black book, Magnus' hand returned to his robes and pulled out something else. It was the object he had borrowed earlier in the week.

"Now, Miss Fudge" he said, the words flowing silkily, "if you would just smile for me."

It was now plain to see that the object was, unmistakably, a magical camera. Before anyone could react, there had been a flash and a click, and the camera was back inside Magnus' robes.

"Just for my portfolio, you understand" Magnus said. *As if* he thought.

I cannot tell you what was going through Arcadia's mind at this point. It's certainly not PG-13. I doubt it would get an RR Rating!

"If you say so" She said, and even smiled when he asked. However anyone looking closely may notice one of her fists was clenched so hard her knuckles were whiter than her already pale skin.

Magnus deliberately turned away from Arcadia. Addressing the rest of the assembled group, he said. "I have to go and do some studying soon." He caught Kat's eye. "Would anyone like to come and help me?" His look said "Please" to Kat.

Kat smiled at him. "Of course, I don't mind. But aren't you going to turn Arcadia back now? Are you really going to wait until next Thursday?" There was a hint of awe and amazement to her voice. As if she wished that she had the nerve to pull a prank like that and be so calm. 

She glanced at the others to see if they were going to come too. Why had he specifically asked her? And what was he playing at now?

"No, I think she can wait. It's not doing her any harm is it." Magnus stroked his chin, mocking deep thought. "Although I suppose if she asked me really nicely I might."

He smiled at Kat. Again.

Nimue, being a kind-hearted girl, hadn't liked the way that Magnus had teased Arcadia with the offer of turning Pan back and then taken her picture. The transformation of the wolf may have started as a good joke but he had, she felt, taken it too far.  

"No, not especially" she said coolly in answer to Magnus question about who wished to help him study, "I think that was a very cruel thing that you just did to Arcadia and Pan. What was the point?"

"My dear Nimue" said Magnus, inwardly taken aback at the girl's response, and only slightly sarcastically, "Why must everything have a point? Why can't some things just be fun? I'm only trying to make people happy. OK, I admit, not everybody is happy, but, you can't please all of the people all of the time can you?"

"No you can't." said Nimue simply.  

"Still I don't imagine you actually knew that Pan wasn't a normal pet in advance did you? So I wonder whether the reason you haven't turned him back to his true form is because well - you're not actually able to – any more than Shinrei could?" She said this with a smile that suggested she was quite capable of seeing the fun side of things.

Kat looked at Magnus. Maybe he was right. Although she had to agree with Nimue's comment about it seeming a little cruel.

She was fighting with herself over it. After all it was Arcadia they were talking about and she was so much nicer with her sheepish tendencies.

"She isn't likely to ask though is she? She is too sheepish too right now, so is that really fair? Perhaps you should turn her back now." She gave him the sweetest please smile she could muster.

Magnus rolled his eyes. "I would never cast a spell without knowing it's reverse. You don't survive in the wild otherwise. Although I will admit that the spell had some unusual side effects, I'm quite sure that the reverse spell will leave your friend looking her more usual self." 

There was definite sarcastic emphasis on 'your friend' as if to say 'are you sure about this?' 

He leaned closer to Nimue and whispered "But I'm not sure Miss Fudge is wearing the right makeup for covering wolfishness."

"Still." he said, looking from Nimue to Kat and back again, "I will abide by the decision of you, my peers. That is if I can get a consensus?"

"Really Magnus," said Oriana. "It was funny and all, but I think you've taken it a little too far. You should change her back."

Nimue shrugged, "We've all seen Arcadia without her make-up last week so it won't be a shock to us at least."

Nimue and Arcadia weren't friends of course but then Arcadia had never targeted Nimue in the way she had others. Nimue wasn't sure why. 

Peeves floats through the room. Spotting the students he starts to giggle to himself. "Nasty little students! Going to get the nasty students!" Giggle

"You don't know what is coming!" And with that he starts to bombard them with pieces of chalk that he had pinched from one of the classrooms. They are of course fairly poorly aimed and it is complete chance that so many hit a target student, even if they don't hit the intended one.

"Nasty little students gets it!" Giggle

Nimue would undoubtedly have to wait for any response from Magnus as Peeves' bombardment was somewhat distracting.

As Arcadia looked very panicked (as only a sheep can panic), Nimue grabbed her hand and moved her and Pan out of the firing zone. Given that Arcadia was already pale and white-haired it wasn't possible to tell if she'd been hit.

One piece had left a chalky patch on Nimue's shoulder that she brushed away. 

"You alright, Arcadia? I saw your Dad in London yesterday. Will your family be holidaying in London or going away over the break?" She wasn't sure if Arcadia was able to answer such a complex question in her current state. 

Magnus brushed off his robes, trying to remove the marks from several pieces off chalk thrown by what appeared to be a poltergeist. No one had told him there was a poltergeist at the school. He had had his wand in his hand as soon as the chalk started to fly, and it was only the resigned looks of the students around him that had caused him not to cast a spell to disarm the entity.

Now, as he stood there brushing his hair, he contemplated the sudden turn of events that had just happened. Were all these girls whom had been so scared of Arcadia, and so pleased to see her put in her place going to turn against him and side with her? They couldn't, it wasn't fair! This was going pear shaped very fast indeed, and if he wasn't careful he would ruin his chances of wooing any of them.

Still, if they were fickle enough to switch sides once, they might very well do it again. He continued to wait for the other girl's replies.

As Arcadia seemed fine, even if a little confused, Nimue walked over to Magnus.

"That was pretty fast wand work. Peeves can keep us all on our toes. He's a pain but he annoys the Caretaker Mr. Filch even more than us so it's worth it to see their double act." she said with a smile. 

"Just before we got hit you said something about surviving in the wild. Did you grow up in the wilderness?

"Yes", said Magnus, lost in thought about the life he had left behind less than 3 years ago. "I was brought up by a wizard of the wild. I think they are more generally referred to as hermits. He taught me everything I needed to know to survive. It was pretty tough, but it was a good life." He paused, and frowned a little. "Then the Ministry people came and took me away, and the Minister himself tried to tutor me, but I don't think he really wanted to do it and so he has sent me here."

During all this Arcadia said nothing, just looked 'Sheepish' and panicky when Peeves attacked.

Now she stood next to Nimue, fist still clenched hard. She seemed not to have heard Nimue's question, or found to too complicated, but instead was looking at Magnus, mouthing 'Bad Boy' to herself.

Oriana brushed off particles of chalk that had resided on her robes. Not to mention that really big one that hit her right in the chest. "What was that?" she asked. "Some sort of poltergeist..."

Shinrei could not stop herself.  She had seen Peeves in one of the lesser-used classrooms moments before, pinching chalk and obviously looking forward to mischief.

Curious, she had followed him, unseen.  Then when he had started pelting her classmates with chalk...

Shinrei stepped out of the dark corner in the hall where she had been hiding since around the time Peeves appeared.

"Waddiwasi!" she roared.  Wandless, enraged and having no sense of humour, she still able to command all the chalk pieces to rise from the floor and start to careen in the speed of bullets back towards Peeves.

"Yes," she said, in the same breath, to the girl who was wearing a Slytherin crest on her robes, "that is a

Poltergeist."

Of course, as Peeves was ectoplasmic he happily absorbed the chalk pieces with a satisfied and very loud burp.

Continuing to bob in the air, he pointed at Shinrei. "Nasty, nasty girl always snnnneeeeaakking in the shadows. Soon they'll be asking what has she got in her pocketses? Oh yes they will."

And with a satisfied look he disappeared.  

Shinrei was a little disturbed at Peeves' statement right before he had disappeared.  Gods, what in

heaven's name did he know about the contents of her pockets?  Could it be that he knew she was brewing a rather illegal blend of a potion at her secret chamber in the dungeons?

It just couldn't be.

White-faced and slighting shaking, praying that her classmates had not really given such a big deal that

she had done wandless magic, Shinrei skulked out of the others' line of vision and resolved to keep out of everyone's way as much as she could.  She had done stupid things such as this twice already--just now, and then that incident about turning the sheep back into its original form.

She slowly backed into the shadows and crashed right into an unfamiliar structure, something that hadn't been there before.

She looked up and saw that it was another student, a boy she did not recognise.

"Gomen nasai," she said, stepping back. "I did not see you. I am sorry."

Piotr dropped a low bow.  "Konichiwa," he said, smoothly to the Japanese

girl.  "Not a problem."

There was...something...about this girl.  She made his senses prickle.  It unnerved him slightly.  And if there was one thing Piotr did not like, it was being unnerved.  He kept a respectable distance from her.  

"I am just visiting Hogwarts at the moment," he said, explaining his presence.  "I hope to enrol as a student, but I am not yet sure."

Yes.  SOMETHING about her that kindled the very senses he was attempting to keep dormant with his potions.  His dark brow furrowed under his sunglasses as he scrutinised her from behind them.  His eyes could not be made out at all through the dark lenses, so she was unaware that he was looking so carefully at her.

"What was all...that...about?" he asked, casually waving his hand in the direction of the others.

Shinrei bowed in response, rather impressed by the fact that he had recognised her nationality almost at

first sight.  She inclined her head towards her classmates, who were still all caught up in animated conversations.

"I believe they were doing their utmost best to convince a student to reverse a transfiguration spell

that he had done on a girl and her familiar. Then the school poltergeist opted to interrupt."

"I have to confess that I do not like it when objects are made to assume forms not in their true nature, or

when they are hurt without good reason."

"However, I shall not trouble you with my sentiments," she continued with a smile. "I am Shinrei Hikari of Clan Kossawa, Japan, but right now it is my great honour to be part of Gryffindor House. Welcome to Hogwarts."

"Indeed," said Piotr.  "Clan Kossawa.  Most impressive.  I am Piotr Rachinov of..."  A smile quirked the corners of his mouth upwards.  "Of Halesowen.  Not so impressive, I fear."  He bowed again.  "So tell me, Shinrei of Clan Kossawa.  What brings you nearly to the other side of the world to study?"

He kept a careful distance between himself and the Japanese girl, because she definitely unnerved him.

"It is a honour to meet you, Piotr-san," Shinrei replied. "Well, I may just be a little ahead of you in getting to Hogwarts, as I arrived only this weekend.  I was sent here by my Master Kanjou Hashimoto before he chose to embark on a most important quest.  He and the Clan elders deemed me fit enough for, shall we say, further studies abroad.  I may appear to be a student because I have freely chosen to sit the exams for the third years."

"And what about you, Piotr-san? If I am not mistaken, your, ah, surname would most likely place you proximate to the Durmstrang school? Is that where you are transferring from?"

He shrugged lazily.  Why not indulge in a little 'polite' conversation? Social skills were an acquired taste, but if he wanted to be, Piotr was socially precocious.

"I was being taught at home.  Home being the West Midlands of the United Kingdom.  My parents - both Russian - moved here just before I was born. My older brother was already at Durmstrang, so they left it that way, but when I came to start my education...school wasn't deemed the best option."

He shrugged again.

"Now my beloved parents seem to think I'd benefit from being around people of my own age.  And, of course, I must bow, as always, to their wisdom in such matters."

He yawned, bored of socialising now and moved out of the shadows and into the light of the corridor.  "If you will excuse me, Shinrei of Clan Kossawa, I must return to meet my parents before your VERY charming deputy headmistress takes us to dine in your Great Hall."

He bowed deeply before striding in his slow, measured way down the corridor, past the other students, with a pause for a second moment of scrutiny.

"I hope you'll like it here, anyway, Piotr-san," Shinrei called after him, waving a little at his retreating back. "Ja ne."

She did not know exactly why, but the touch of disdain in his voice reached her heart.  He was angry.  That much was certain.  No one so young should be allowed to carry that much negative feeling around. Somehow...it made him older, more subdued.  More impenetrable.

She almost felt...sad for him, in a strange inexplicable way.

And then she shrugged. She was not here to delve into people's problems.  She was here to study.  And

Kami-sama knew what happened when she tried to play the problem-solver.

She debated for a moment or so whether or not to join her classmates at the corridor.  No.  She would very likely be out of place there anyway...she did not know any of them well enough.

Part of her wished that Peeves would turn up again, so she could have some more exercise.  Compared with her life at Kossawa, Hogwarts was almost idyllic. Headmaster Dumbledore had said that they wanted, after all, the students to live as young witches and wizards should.  Kossawa did not share that sentiment. They built the best of warriors--the most fearless, the strongest, the invincible.  They cared not for feelings or fancy or friends.

Sighing, Shinrei melded back into the shadows.  Maybe some time spent training at the Forbidden Forest would do her some good.

Sarah Makes a New Friend 

Sarah had been about to protest to Kat that she was sure Magnus hadn't been quite that close to them when Nimue had started in about 'pet rights' or whatever it was she was going on about. 

Still Sarah wasn't at all bothered that Nimue obviously didn't fancy Magnus though it was a bit disconcerting that his focus appeared to be upon Kat Black who already had Marvo and David in love with her. 

After the attack by Peeves, she realised her opinion had been sought over the Arcadia question. 

"Well, Magnus I think you've established your reputation with this prank but if Arcy stays this way too long then it's going to look like you're worried about what she'll do to you once she's back to her old self which kind of undermines the impact of the original joke." 

"Well said, Sarah," Dylan echoed.  "B'sides, it's cruel.  She may be dead amusin' like this, but it's cruel t' keep her like this for too long.  An' cruel humour isn't a Gryffindor standard."  Dylan crossed his arms across his chest, though the chalk marks across his all ready tattered robes didn't lend any dignity to his stance.

Oriana noticed how Magnus had a certain sensual attraction for Kat. Funny, Oriana heard that Kat had a very serious boyfriend. And it almost looked as if Kat was responding to this flirtatious activity.

And why was this girl she had never met before, Nimue, so defensive of Arcadia? Did Arcadia actually have friends? Not possible. 

Sarah noted Oriana's somewhat puzzled expression.

"Gryffindors!" said Sarah with a giggle to Oriana. "They've got 'values' coming out of their earholes."  

As Nimue and Dylan were engaged talking to Magnus, she said quietly to Oriana.

"The two who are talking with Magnus that's Nimue and Dylan. Her Dad's a Lord and he's Welsh - very deep and moody. I'll introduce you in a second. The Japanese girl who zapped Peeves, that's Shinrei - she's a Ninja or something very cool."

"Oh, okay," said Oriana. "I wasn't really sure who those people were."

She paused, "What's the matter with that one boys' eyes? It looks as if he can't see. That's such a shame."

"Dylan was blinded in a Potions accident last week. Hogwarts can be a dangerous place but Madame Pomfrey can patch most things up. His sight will return though probably just in time for Potions exams tomorrow. Have you met Snape? You're in for a treat if you haven't."

"No," Oriana said. "I haven't. Is he nice? I guess not. I've been wanting to meet Professor Dumbledore. I have some papers for him to look at. Papers that my old Professors have written about the work I've done at Durmstrang. Hopefully I can get it to him by the end of the day."

"So who's this Nimue girl?" she asked quietly.

Sarah smiled at Oriana's question about Nimue, "Nimue? As I said her Father is a Lord. Have you ever heard of the Order of Merlin? Well, he's the head of it - it's an hereditary thing or something. I don't understand what it's all about but he's very tight with Dumbledore and the likes." 

She dropped her voice even lower, "She even has a bodyguard who is - well you'll see. I mean I thought at first she'd was stuck up but she isn't. A little quiet maybe but she has a good heart and is a 

Gryffindor through and through."

As Piotr emerged from the shadows to pass by the group again, Sarah noted his progress with considerable interest. She'd been peripherally aware of him when he made his first pass by a while earlier. 

If new talent Magnus was very much the golden boy basking in the attention of the ladies, here was someone quite different. A loner. She observed he was very graceful in the way he moved. 

*A Slytherin*, she thought and noting his unusual dress and the sunglasses, *or bound to become one.* He had that 'something' that Nathan exuded as well as Randal to some degree. Something inaccessible, something dangerous. She liked it even if experience showed very unlikely she'd register on their radar.

Piotr was aware of the scrutiny of the blonde girl and paused in mid stride. He stayed for a fraction of a second, facing forward, before he turned, with an almost imperceptible movement to face her.  A smile twitched across his face and he put a hand up to remove his sunglasses.

His violet eyes were even more eerie in the dying light of day.  Soon, the corridors would be dimly lit by the candles on the walls, and he could remove them permanently.  Just now, however, he was rather enjoying the effect of recoil on all the people who had seen them so far.

"Good evening," he said in his low, soft voice to Sarah, holding her gaze steadily.  "Walk with me?  I have...questions.  Maybe you can answer them."

Sarah looked into those eyes. *Interesting colour. Seeing that the Arcadia situation was handled, she was quite happy to walk with this intriguing young man.

"Well, it's not quite evening yet but I appreciate the sentiment. So, where are you heading? I'm Sarah - Sarah Taverner, Ravenclaw and you are?"

Piotr began walking, Sarah keeping an easy pace with him.  "I am Piotr Rachinov," he replied.  "You are...Ravenclaw?  That is one of the houses of Hogwarts, am I right?  Yes, of course I am.  Ravenclaw, Gryffindor...I have met representatives from each of those so far this afternoon.  And by what means are you arranged into your houses?  Is it extraordinary beauty that gets you into Ravenclaw?"

He held her gaze for a few moments longer, then smiled again, slipping his glasses back on. Oh, what a smoothie.

"That's very kind of you though I don't think any House has a monopoly on good looks." Sarah couldn't help being a little flattered by this remark though she didn't take it too much to heart. Boys liked to say things like this. It was to be expected.  

"Yes, that's right there are four Houses and each student is sorted into one of them by a magical hat which was enchanted by the Four Founders so that it would determine the best House for each student to be to reach their potential.

Those sorted to Ravenclaw are usually distinguished by their intelligence; Gryffindor for bravery, loyalty and that sort of thing - hero material which is probably why so many of them die young; 

Hufflepuffs well the less said - they are very hardworking but can be a trifle dull."

"Then there's Slytherin House." Even the way Sarah said the name spoke of her appreciation, "It's located in the dungeons, and is very gloomy and Gothic in style. Black on black, gargoyles I'm sure you'd appreciate it. 

That's the House that tends to claim for its own those who are more solitary - who are ambitious and seek power for its own sake rather than for the greater good. Plus, a few types who well just suit 

Slytherin better than anywhere else - like myself. "

She smiled one of her cheeky smiles, "By rights I should have been a Slytherin but there was a problem with space allocation when I arrived - it's such a popular House in these times. Ravenclaw had space and so I went into Ravenclaw."

She shrugged, "I certainly don't have the brains that most of my fellow Ravenclaws have but I have to admit it's kind of interesting being the odd one out and I've made some good friends in the House.  I get on well with the Slytherins as well - they recognise one of their own really."

Changing the subject slightly, "That's an interesting name Piotr Rachinov. Are you Russian?"

Piotr listened to Sarah's explanation of the houses carefully, clearly absorbing every word she said.  When it came to acquiring information, he was thirsty in the extreme.  In casual conversation, snippets of gossip could be dropped.  Juicy snippets that when recalled could give Piotr a psychological edge over his peers.  And psychology was probably Piotr's favourite game.

"My parents are Russian," he said.  "And, may I add, how delightful it is to hear my name pronounced properly.  I get tired of people calling me 'Peter'.  It is pronounced Pee-otter.  With the little back-of-the-throat emphasis on 'r'.  Just as you are saying it.  It is a joy to hear one's name on the lips of such a beautiful girl."

He sighed, perhaps a little theatrically, but that was what he did best. Now then.  Gryffindor House.  Bravery?  Loyalty?  I met a MOST unusual young lady on my way to find you."  His grin widened a little as he continued outrageously flattering her.  "Shinrei Hikari of Clan Kossawa. Now tell me, Sarah Taverner.  Why would someone from such a house of clear goodness have traces of blood on her robes?"

"Piotr," her eyes shone a little with the pleasure of saying his name 'correctly', she was a gifted mimic after all and picked such things up easily. Was she being plied for information? Probably but she was enjoying his company very much so wasn't complaining. 

"I mentioned Gryffindors were brave - actually they tend to be a little headstrong in the righting wrongs department. 

You saw that girl with the sheep? Her familiar was a wolf but that blond-haired boy talking to us back there transfigured the wolf yesterday and turned it into a sheep. I think we all appreciated the irony but a wolf is a wolf ...."

She shrugged, "Well, Shinrei Hikari took offence at its nature being tampered with and tried to reverse the spell. She got knocked back pretty hard from it and started to bleed - from her eyelids of all places. So she probably got her robes slightly blooded and she didn't notice it."

She looked at him, "You have keen senses."

A genuine smile - not one of sarcastic indifference - spread across Piotr's face as Sarah explained Magnus' prank.  "Now that's what I like," he said, softly.  "A quick mind and a GOOD sense of humour.  A wolf in sheep's clothing.  Very good, yes."

He glanced up at Sarah when she commented on his senses and, again, gave that one-shouldered uni-shrug that he was so good at.  "Yes," he said, without any hint of modesty.  "Let us just say there are certain things that catch my attention."

Without meaning to, his tongue ran over his lips.  "Bleeding from the eyelids, you say?"

"Piotr!"

He rolled his eyes skywards.  "My mother," he said, by way of explanation as the willowy blonde rushed down the corridor towards him.  "I apologise in advance."

"Piotr!  It is nearly time for us to return to the lady Professor's office," fussed Svetlana, casting a curious glance at Sarah.  "How lovely! My boy is making friends already."

"Enough, Mother."

Svetlana ceased her excited babble and hushed immediately.  "Sarah Taverner, my mother, Svetlana Rachinov.  Mother, Sarah Taverner, Ravenclaw House."

The tall woman took Sarah in a little more cautiously than before. "Pleased to meet your acquaintance," she said.  Piotr's stance grew a little more defensive.

*Like blood?* thought Sarah. 

Piotr Rachinov was, she decided,  deliciously Gothic. Definitely a Slytherin and one she hoped might want to know her better. Yet despite the flattering remarks, he did seem to be very interested in Shinrei. 

*Typical*. 

Yet her brain countered with the point that he said he appreciated a quick mind and a good sense of humour - both of which Sarah had in abundance despite her not being at quite brainiac level. 

"Very nice to meet you Mrs. Rachinov." said Sarah thinking that Mrs. Rachinov appeared somewhat over protective. No doubt a source of embarrassment to her son. At least she didn't pinch his cheek! "I am sure that Piotr will enjoy Hogwarts. We have very high academic standards as I am sure you are aware." 

Parents usually liked to think about such things. No need to mention the fun and high-jinks the students got up to! She hoped she had the chance to wink at Piotr before he left with his mother to show him she 

understood about fussy parents. 

"Well, Piotr if I don't have the opportunity to talk with you again during the remainder of your visit, I do hope to see you in a couple of months time."

Behind their glasses, Piotr's eyes had rolled upwards at his mother's continued misuse of the English language.

"MAKE your acquaintance, Mother," he chided, not altogether gently.  "And you go along to Professor McGonagall's office.  I will be there shortly."

Svetlana stared at him, a strange, unreadable expression on her face, but scurried off, casting one final backwards glance over her shoulder before disappearing round the bend.  Piotr removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"She gives me such a headache.  I look forward to coming to school just to get away from her."

He looked at Sarah, again flashing his peculiar violet eyes in her direction before replacing the dark glasses again.  "I do believe I shall tell my father my application will be submitted here and not to

Durmstrang," he announced, finally, that same vaguely enigmatic smile crossing his face.  He took Sarah's hand in his and kissed it, grazing the skin of her hand gently with his teeth.

"I look forward to seeing you again."

And in a whirl of overcoat tails, the mysterious boy was stalking down the corridor.

Sarah was completely stunned. *Woah!*

Watching Piotr leave she just had to find Fiona and tell her!

The Untransfiguration of Pantalaimon and Arcadia

Magnus turned to address the group who had been voicing their feelings. "OK, you've made how you feel quite clear. Your concern for my wellbeing is touching, given that most of you have only just met me, however I would like to point out that most, if not all, of you have sniggered at 'poor Arcadia' since the incident, so I expect you also have something to fear."

Casting his eyes about for Arcadia, he called. "Arcadia? Would you like to bring Pantalaimon over here, and I'll change him back. Your friends all seem to want the old you back."

Nimue wondered what had happened to the hermit or why Magnus had been taken away. It sounded as though he had really liked that life much more than the one he'd been introduced into. However, before she could ask, Magnus had addressed the group about Arcadia. Still as he was in Gryffindor House there should be time enough later to ask him more about his background.

Arcadia paused for a moment, as if unsure, then walked slowly over to Magnus, Pan right beside her.

Magnus nodded to Arcadia, and took his wand out of his robes.

"I hope this makes you and all your new found friends happy" he said, sadly.

He took a few deep breaths, and raised his wand to point at Arcadia. Muttering a few words of Latin (now you wouldn't want him to give away the secrets of spell-reversal, would you?) a flash of bright light flew out of the end of his wand towards Pantalaimon. There was a small <POP> and a cloud of smoke, just as there had been before. As the smoke was clearing, Magnus staggered backwards until he was leaning against the wall, and slowly slumped to the floor.

Arcadia? Well, you'll have to wait until the smoke clears...

Oriana rushed to where Magnus had slumped to the floor.

"Magnus!" Oriana exclaimed. "Are you okay?"

Kat saw Magnus slump to the floor, and her instinct kicked in before she could stop it.

She rushed over to where Magnus was checking as she did so for any serious problems.

"Are you alright." She looked at Oriana who obviously had thought the same thing and then back at Magnus.

"What happened? Are you ok? Did you get hurt at all?"

Fiona watched with horror as Magnus slumped down and immediately rushed towards him with Oriana.  "Here," she said, putting out a hand to help him up.

From within her robes, she could hear a faint snickering sound. "McTavish!" she scolded.  "It's not funny!"  She turned her attention back to the handsome boy on the ground.  "Are you aright?" she asked, her hand still held out.

Magnus took Fiona's hand and slowly got up. "Don't worry," he said, "it's nothing life threatening. Just it always takes me by surprise exactly how much more difficult it is to undo a spell than it is to do it! I'll be OK in a few minutes."

He beamed a smile at Fiona and the other girls, and straightened his robes. His attention drifted towards the clearing smoke...

Seeing that Kat, Fiona and Oriana were attending to Magnus, Nimue looked toward Pan to see if the reversal spell had worked. As the smoke cleared she called.

"Arcadia? Pan? You two OK?"

As the smoke clears, two shapes can be seen. One was 'Girl' shaped. The other had four legs...

Arcadia and Pan step forward... Pan was back to wolf form. his teeth bared, and a low growl can be heard.

Arcadia too was back to normal. Her hair, still in two bunches with light blue ribbons, was now back to it's usual VERY blond and straight look. Her make-up, as usual was perfect, but the look on her face was not.

No emotion showed at all. nothing. totally blank. She walked slowly and carefully over to Magnus, Pan remaining very close to her side, snarling at anyone who comes too close.

She stood before Magnus, looking deep into his eyes. She raised her hand....

Just then, down in the darker side of Hogsmeade in an Inn called The Hogshead, usually frequented by the less savoury, and more stony inhabitants of the area suddenly went very quiet.

"Did ya 'ere that Rog?" Said a rather large Troll, addressing the barman.

"Yus. I did Bog." He Answered "Sounded to me like someone just got one hell of a slap!"

Arcadia lowered her hand. Magnus' face already starting to go red from the force of the bow.

"Your time will come Magnus" was all she said then turned and strode (no skipping this time) down the corridor. But as she reached the corner she stopped and turned. Looking at the girls watching her.

".... Thank you."  Then she disappeared out of sight.

Magnus put his hand up and gently rubbed his cheek. Inside he was grinning, but on the outside he kept a straight face and stared at Arcadia's departing figure. 

*God, she's beautiful when she's angry*

Then she turned around and apologised. He couldn't work out whether she was apologising to him, but it didn't matter. It meant that he got one last chance to catch her eye before she disappeared. At that moment, he winked at her.

Once she was out of sight, he returned his attention to the small group of girls around him.

"Ouch. That stings a bit." he said, looking for sympathy again.

Kat grinned as she suddenly had a thought. Sting did it? She wasn't surprised. 

"I'm sure the stinging will die off eventually. Perhaps you should get someone to heal it for you. Or maybe Fee could kiss it better."

She knew Fee was going to blush like mad and try to run away, but it was fun after all!

"Did you still want to go study?"

*Ouch* that was a rather spectacular slap! Nimue was also surprised to find that Fiona had been so quick off the mark to rush to Magnus' side. She had expected Sarah to have done similar but she appeared to have wandered off. Nimue vaguely recalled a tall, pale boy speaking with Sarah and concluded was probably one of her Slytherin admirers.  

She gave a wink at Kat.  Magnus seemed well attended to by Fiona, Kat and Oriana so turned her attention to Dylan.

"Well that was something! I guess we are lucky Filch wasn't on Peeves case. Anyway, Arcadia and Pan are back to their old selves. Looks as though Magnus did get a picture so I'm sure that the memory will be preserved for when your sight returns. You up for going with Magnus or have you other plans?" 

******

Branwen was wandering.  She felt peculiarly alone since Madame Pomfrey had taken away her pretty pendant and was at a bit of a loss as to what to do now.

There were exams to think about, of course, and she could always go for a fly but neither options filled her with much enthusiasm so she continued to scuff her feet as she walked and stuffed her hands deep into her pockets. Then she found herself in a corridor full of her fellow students, glancing around she got the distinct impression she'd missed something.

Noting Branwen's arrival, Nimue smiled warmly. "Hi, Branwen. You've missed an exciting few minutes.  Arcadia is back to normal thanks to Magnus here reversing the transfiguration. If you thought you heard something that sounded like thunder - that was Arcy slapping Magnus afterwards. 

We're just thinking about what to do next. You missed Randal by the way. He was talking with his sister but left suddenly."

Dylan really had no idea what he was going to do next, and was just about to admit as much when he heard Nimue greet Branwen.  He turned a little and smiled, almost able to make her out if he tried.  "How're y' feelin'?" he asked Branwen gently.

Branwen grimaced at the news that Arcadia was back to her normal self, she'd been much easier to handle as Magnus had transformed her.  She sighed and turned her 'high beam' smile on Dylan,

"Not so bad really, Madame Pomfrey took my pretty necklace off me though." She pouted.  She looked over at Nimue, at a rosy cheeked Magnus, and raised her eyebrows.

"I'm rather surprised that's all she did." She commented.

Nimue turned to Branwen. "I'm not. She's been different since that falling out with Nathan, trying to win him back and all. Remember how nice she was at the swimming party?"

Nimue sighed, "Though she did say before she left 'Your time will come Magnus' and a leopard rarely changes its spots."

Branwen nodded, "I suppose so, even so this was a bit extreme..." She looked at Magnus and grinned wickedly, "I think you're doomed Magnus"

Branwen had come to the conclusion that it was probably not a good idea to linger around Dylan too long, there was still a little something in the air despite all their best intentions, and she didn't want to make things any more difficult than needs be.

She grinned at Magnus, all this had taken her mind quite off her beautiful pendant, and nodded her excuses, leaving the party in the corridor and making her way....where? 

Nimue said goodbye to Branwen and turned back to Dylan. 

"Well, I for one have no intention of becoming part of Magnus' little fan club or for him to get the impression I could be. I think I'll head for the Great Hall. I could do with having a word with the Professors if any are about early about making up the exams though I won't inflict Snape on you - I know how you feel about him."

She smiled, "Still I'll miss being your Seeing-Eye Prefect but am so happy that you are starting to see again." 

She gave him a little kiss on the cheek before moving away. Nimue wasn't sure whether Dylan knew her affections were engaged elsewhere but her kiss was very chaste and sisterly nonetheless.   

Dylan touched his cheek where Nimue had kissed her, standing there in the hallway, caught definitely unawares by that gesture.  However, his face broke out in a grin, and he began to whistle happily as he 

headed back for the Gryffindor Tower.  Overall, aside from Niki's bad news, this hadn't been a waste of a day after all.  Not at all.

Impending Returns to Hogwarts

While these matters were taking place in the corridors of Hogwarts, Randal and Marvo's converged on the Headmaster's Office.

Randal rounded the corner to Dumbledore's office. Marvo appeared just behind him. They were both kept informed of the office's location in case of emergency, although none of the other students were ever told.

Randal glanced at Marvo and knocked on the door.

"Come in boys" said Dumbledore.

He waited until they had both come in and sat down. 

"Randal, it seems that your friend Miss Evans had made a discovery a few days ago in the forest which appears to have been having a slight adverse effect upon her health. She attended Madame Pomfrey who found that she was wearing this."

He withdrew from a drawer the golden pendant and placed it on the desk in front of him.

"The pendant!" Randal stared in disbelief!

"Is it still intact? Is Asriel still inside? The front is still whirling, so he must be, right?" He didn't sound too certain though. After all if Asriel had been inside then surely he would have just taken over Branwen's body completely as he did Andy's.

He had wondered about Branwen and her 'funny turns'. At least she was ok. At least he hoped she was ok. "Is Branwen ok now then?"

Marvo Smiled, inwardly pleased at the obvious excitement that was in Randal's voice. Now it was his turn to be the 'Cool One'

Excellent news Headmaster. Excellent. I assume the Ministry has been informed? I know The Ministry of Mysteries and Artefacts, as well as Bureau 13 have a great interest in examining the Pendant closer."

"A great many questions - some only of which I can answer at this point." said Dumbledore.

"The Ministry hasn't been officially informed as yet. The pendant was only handed to me a short while ago. As its whereabouts formed part of the focus of your assignment, I assumed that the two of you 

would wish to notify Moody and the others of its discovery.

As to whether it is in tact? It appears to be. Whether Asriel remains within it is unanswered. As to Branwen's condition Madame Pomfrey said she had grown quite attached to the pendant but I don't think she was harmed by it. 

We are uncertain how long the pendant was in Mr. Warden's possession before the transfiguration took place. He may have carried it all his life been unaware of the legacy. How it came to him remains unanswered as does his present whereabouts."

Marvo's eyebrows furrowed at the mention of Andy. "All his life? quite a burden. Is there nothing that can be done? Perhaps a 'Locatus-Dominus' Spell would allow us to at least gain a clue as to his whereabouts? Or at least to his...."

Marvo did not like to think that Andy could be hurt... or worse. "His current condition."

"Yes. I agree. His things have been placed in storage pending their being claimed by his family. We had assumed that he had left Hogwarts but the fact remains he may have met with foul play. I am certain Miss Evans will be able to show us the place the pendant was found. Yet until then a primary spell might well be useful.

Would one of you like to do the honours?"

Randal decided that Marvo could be the one to show off, after all he liked doing it so much.

"Sir, I think we also need to be sure that the pendant still contains Asriel as well. Maybe we could also do some sort of identity charm to work out who is trapped inside."

Marvo nodded "Agreed. A Identify spell may be of some use too. Perhaps both then?" Marvo hoped very much that Dumbledore wouldn't choose Randal's idea over his.

"I agree - both spells. Identity first to ascertain who or what is contained inside and then the location spell for Mr. Warden. Or vice versa?" said Dumbledore with a smile aware of the ongoing one-up-manship between the two boys. Still they were partnered together to learn about teamwork. 

"I shall erect a barrier around the pendant so whatever is revealed will be safely contained." Mr. Fudge if you'd like to proceed with the identification spell?"

"Of course, headmaster."

Randal waited for Dumbledore to erect a force field and then proceeded to pull out his wand. He pointed it at the pendant and muttered the spell. 

"IPSE AGNOSCERUM!"

He waited to see what would happen. What would reveal itself from the pendant? Would they actually see Asriel, or was it someone else trapped in there? He knew that they would see only a misty image of 

whoever was inside, but it should be enough to determine who it was.

***********

He had been away for, what? Three years.  Three long years.  When he left, he wasn't even sure he would even see Hogwarts again.  But now he was back, set to assume the normal life he had led before. Question was, could he?

Someone had told him once that innocence, once lost, could never be regained.

It was late afternoon when he arrived. He entered the grounds through the long way, passing by Hagrid's hut, skirting through the Forbidden Forest.

Would they even take him back, after he disappeared without a bloody trace?  He tried not to think of the answer as he slowly made his way up the steps.

At least, he thought, this was not the hell he had gone through.

