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Meetings on the Steps of Hogwarts

Shinrei had gone back up to Gryffindor Tower after her incidental meeting with Piotr. She was relieved that no one was in their dorm room when she got there.

She took off her robes, noting that they bore bloodstains.  Kuso.  Her kimono underneath was soaked through.  She touched the skin of her stomach and was shocked to feel the blood dripping slowly, from the fresh wounds she had made there when she was brewing the Chishio draught this morning.

Cursing inwardly, she rummaged through her drawers until she found the poultice that she used to close her flesh wounds.  Quickly she applied it on the wound and changed into a black tunic over her equally dark trousers.  She set her bloodstained robes aside and put on a thick, threadbare black cloak.  She glanced at the mirror.

She was very pale.  Her skin looked like a shock of white against her black hair, which was pulled away neatly away from her face and piled on top of her head.  Gods, she looked ill.

Instinctively, she took the flask of Chishio draught from the bed and took a drink.  Lately, she did not

think of the intervals between doses anymore, but drank whenever she could.

She tore her gaze away from the mirror and straightened her clothes. They felt loose and comfortable, very good for training.  She felt a slight burst of enthusiasm at the entire Forbidden Forest being open to her, with its large mysterious trees and equally enigmatic creatures.  A ninja's paradise.

Shinrei pulled the cloak tighter around her body and left Gryffindor Tower.  Soon she was striding down the Entrance Hall, thinking that she would be missing dinner tonight, yet again.

He saw her as she pushed the doors to the Entrance Hall open, looking furtively from side to side before slipping out.  Out of instinct from his near-three year spent in New York, he had immediately ducked out of sight.

Then Luis noticed she was not dressed in Hogwarts robes, nor did she wear a crest or anything.  Just

plain black men's clothes.  Oriental, she was, and hurrying. With expressive brown eyes casting paranoid looks around her, black hair flying loose from her bun.

But he did not look like one of the students, too.  He was carrying the beaten brown duffel, and still wearing his battered black leather jacket. Jeans and a Limp Bizkit shirt completed his outfit. New York clothes.

She was halfway down the steps when he stepped back into the light.

"Buenos tardes, chiquita. Where're you goin'? We seem to be in a little hurry, no?" With that, he bared his teeth in a grin.

Three years had not faded the mischievous Slytherin in him one little bit.

* Gods.* Shinrei stared.  She could do nothing else but stare at the stranger who had seemed to appear from thin air and stand in her way.  He was not a Hogwarts student, she was sure of it.  He looked like he had walked onto the grounds straight from one of the big Muggle cities like Tokyo. He did not look Japanese, however. His speech bespoke of a Hispanic background, she was certain.

He was so very tall compared to her.  In fact, he towered over her and she had to look up at him. He had gray eyes that bore down on her with scrutiny, and his grin was not without...mischief.

"I...." she finally stuttered out, frozen on the steps, "Who are you?"

The Japanese girl was staring at him.  Luis had the strange feeling that she perceived him to be an alien.

He almost laughed at the thought.

"Who am I?" he asked in reply. "Luis Verga, at your service, chiquita." He swept out his free arm and executed a matador's flourishing bow. "Of Slytherin House."

He drew himself back up to his full height and began to ascend the steps, circling the immobile girl as he did. He stopped and spoke close to her ear. "Bueno. If I had answered your question, then will you humour me by answering mine? Who might you be, chiquita, to be wandering out of the school at an hour like this? And not dressed in Hogwarts robes?"

Sarah's walk with Piotr had ever so slightly left her feeling vague. *It was his eyes* she thought and wondered how soon the autumn term might come. Drat her not getting sorted into Slytherin! 

She thought by now the others would have dispersed and hoped Fee wouldn't lose her heart too much over Magnus - after all there was Jacob and a bird in the hand was worth two hopeless crushes any day! 

Feeling on top of the world she decided to go for a walk in the grounds before dinner. Coming down the steps, she saw that Shinrei was there out of uniform with an older boy in muggle clothes. She assumed he was another visitor. The place was crawling with them - still who was complaining!

Her curiosity got the better of her and she quipped as she passed them.

"Hey, Shinrei" she called casually, "You're not sneaking off to Hogsmeade are you?"

* Sarah-san.* The voice brought her back to reality. Shinrei blinked, and quickly side-stepped Luis, who was almost breathing down her neck.  She still felt slightly breathless.

Shinrei spun around and looked up at the top of the steps where the blond Ravenclaw girl stood. Bless you, Sarah-san, she thought.

"I...no.  I am not sneaking off to Hogsmeade."

Without thinking, she began to ascend the steps in Sarah's direction. The Forbidden Forest could wait. 

Not with this strange Hispanic boy...breathing down her neck.

She threw a glance over her shoulder at Luis.  And she felt heat rush throughout her body as she looked straight into his gray eyes.

Sarah smiled at Shinrei and couldn't help notice her look at this new boy or that there was a bit of eye contact there. *Cool* she thought. 

"No? Why the heck not, Shinrei?" she said with a cheeky smile. "Hey, I saw you came into DADA this morning with Marcus. What a honey, eh? Speaking of which, who's your new friend?" She meant Luis of course. 

As she always did after an exam, Alpha had wandered around the lake, repeating in her mind the answers she gave on the questions. So deep in thought, she walked the steps to the entrance of the castle, where she met Sarah, Shinrei and a boy in muggle clothing she didn't know. 

She was a bit startled at first, because in her mind she was still rehearsing the question about the rarely Leo and Aquarius conjunction (4th year exam). 

"Hello Sarah, Shinrei..." and she looked at the boy. Being almost the same height as he was she looked in his gray eyes. "And you are.....?" she said. 

"Hey Alpha, how's it going?" She watched with interest to see how this new boy would introduce himself. 

The red flush that coloured the Japanese girl's lightly bronzed skin made his stomach frog-leap. A dim pounding reached his ears as her brown eyes widened and looked straight into his own gray ones. 

Luis realised one thing for sure: He was going to ascertain he would be the only one she would look at that way. Only him. 

"Shinrei," his voice came out light and almost caressing, her name sliding off his tongue as he would savour the sweetest syrup, "--and I were just getting acquainted, ladies." He said this in reply to the two blond girls who had materialised on the steps. He tightened his grip on the duffel he had slung over his shoulders and sauntered up the steps, stopping right beside Shinrei. 

He repeated his matador's bow twice, a bow to each blond girl in turn. "My name is Luis Verga. I had the honour of belonging to Slytherin House the last time I was here. It's a pleasure to meet all of you." 

His eyes skated over the two girls, then finally settled on Shinrei. "A pleasure indeed," he reiterated, catching her eye once more and smiling slightly. 

Sarah's could see the young man was drawn to Shinrei. She thought it would be interesting to see if Master Kanjou had prepared his little ninja to deal with boys or whether she might need a little assistance from girls her own age to deal with those particular challenges. 

"So, are you here visiting your old school Luis Verga?" asked Sarah with genuine curiosity. 

Also curious, Alpha waited for his answer. In the meantime she could introduce herself of course: "Hello Luis, I'm Alpha and I'm a Slytherin as well."  She gave him a little smile and she looked with great interest the silent interaction between he and Shinrei. 

He shifted his attention to the two blond girls. "Buenos tardes, Alpha, Sarah," he replied, inclining his head to each girl in turn. 

"When I left Hogwarts three years ago I had only completed my third year. I'm looking forward to being in the fourth year next term, if they'll allow me, of course. I only came by at this time of the year to make the necessary arrangements in continuing my education. And I'm looking forward to rejoining Slytherin House, too," he added, smiling at Alpha. 

Inside, he was wondering whether or not Shinrei belonged to Slytherin. She had the chutzpah to go sneaking out at this time--it was a Slytherin trait. 

Sarah grinned *another Slytherin, "Well, I guess we should do the proper introductions. I am Sarah Taverner, who should also be of Slytherin House but due to new policies or something about space, I was placed into Ravenclaw instead." 

She shrugged, "Not that it made that much difference. For most of the autumn term the students were taking their meals together by years rather than separated by Houses. We're back to normal now with the meals. Both Shinrei here and I are Third Years." 

She hoped the other girl would say something soon! 

"So, Luis if you are looking to see someone official about coming back to school, I know for a fact that Professor McGonagall is meeting with the family of another new student who is to attend in the new term now. So you might be able to catch her in the Great Hall in a while at dinner." 

She was wondering why he hadn't continued his education away from Hogwarts - he seemed a little old for Fourth Year. All his old mates would be way ahead of him. 

As Jonathan Sinclair came around the corner of the castle with a group of his Fifth Year friends, he noted the small gathering on the steps that included Shinrei Hikari. As she was in his House he felt he should see what was going on. He thus broke off from the group and came over to them. 

"Good afternoon, Alpha, Sarah, Shinrei. I trust your exams are going well." 

He then turned to Luis and thought he looked somewhat familiar. Like a foreign student who had been in Slytherin a year ahead of him though it must have been a few years since .....  "Is it Verga?" 

"Si," Luis replied coolly at the younger boy's question, "Verga it is. Jonathan Sinclair, no? So they finally made you a Prefect. My congratulations." 

Luis remembered Sinclair to be one of those "Head Boy aspirants" who always did the right thing--got into sports, did well in classes, always obeyed the rules.  Luis did none of those. He was only good in three things: Duelling, Potions and the Capoeira art. Not Head Boy material by a long shot. 

"Thanks, was promoted in my Third Year. Pleased the folks no end." he said this with a smile. After all, Luis Verga wasn't a Gryffindor and he'd been long gone from Hogwarts. 

"Anyway, what are you doing back here? We all thought our Scottish climate must have disagreed with you." 

Shinrei said a silent prayer to the gods for the timely arrival of the fifth year prefect Jon Sinclair. After Sarah had finished with her advice to Luis, she swallowed hard and composed her face back into the blank mask that was her greatest bit of knowledge attained from her tutelage under Kanjou-sama. 

/Never let them know what you feel. Never let them see weakness, or they will use it against you./ 

This new Slytherin boy...Luis. He was so unlike any other boy she had met. And the best thing for her to do was stay out of his way as much as she could. 

"Sinclair-san." Her voice came out clear and crisp, perfectly expressionless as her face. "I was planning on a stroll at the grounds, but it seems the winds here are too strong than to what I am used to. Would you kindly escort me to the Infirmary? I promised Madame Pomfrey that I would tell her the moment I would feel a bit off-colour."

 With those words, she walked up the steps, nodding apologetically at Alpha and Sarah. The sooner she was back inside the castle, the better. The sooner she was away from Luis, the better!

Jon looked at the girl, *too windy for a Ninja?* then figured she probably was looking for an excuse to get away from this Latin smoothie. 

"Of course, Shinrei. Even at this time of year the weather can be a tad unpredictable and you have had a stressful few days. It would be my pleasure to be your escort once more." 

"Shall we go inside, too?" Alpha asked. "We can continue the conversation there, during dinner, while you, Luis, can meet Professor McGonagall and Professor Dumbledore and ask about next year. Or do you prefer to stay outside?" 

She looked at Sarah and suggested that they should go inside. "How are your exams going, Sarah, you were so worried about it last Saturday?" 

********

"He should go to Durmstrang," muttered Ivan Rachinov, walking towards the steps of the castle, his harassed-looking wife having rushed out to inform him that Piotr was coming to meet with them.

The big Russian stared around the school grounds.  He'd had enough of being outside for one day, and was feeling the strain of being the polite, civilised father a little too much to bear now.  He just wanted to return home.

"Please, Ivan, just an hour more.  Then you can make your mind up."

"No, Svetlana.  There's no point in arguing with him.  If he's decided he wants to come to this school, then there's no point in trying to dissuade him.  I'll be making the financial arrangements before I leave.  Let him come here and let down the Rachinov family line.  That's all the idle layabout really wants to do."

They passed the little group on the steps as he spoke the last paragraph and Ivan turned to give them all a piercing stare from behind his sunglasses before the couple disappeared back into the castle.

The 'idle layabout', in fact, stood, leaning against a tree opposite the steps, watching his parents entering the castle.  Although his eyes remained covered, his very stance, his facial expression spoke of the disgust and venom that was being directed towards his father.

"You watch," he murmured, to no one in particular.  "Piotr Rachinov will make his mark on Hogwarts and he will go further in life than the Almighty Andrei could ever have managed."

He pulled his overcoat around him, almost as though he was hugging himself and then wordlessly turned and stalked away from the castle, disappearing into the shadows of the trees.  Let them wonder where he had gone.  He did not wish to be with them right now.  Right now he wished to be alone.

Right now the last dose of his potion was starting to wear off. He wanted to sort out his raging physical symptoms before he went back before his father and gave Ivan the repeated satisfaction of watching the agony his son was putting himself through just for the sake of a half-hour's normality at a time.

*********

Dios mio, Luis thought, the girl is a GRYFFINDOR. And no doubt high in Sinclair's little black book, the way she was shrugging everyone aside. 

"Amigo," he said to Jon, "I have to admit that the Scottish climate was too cold for my tropical bones back then. But a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do, so I'm back, though I may have to play a little catch up. I think I'm not going to be complaining much about it, though."

With a wink at Alpha, Luis made his way up the stairs, taking his jacket off. Upon reaching Shinrei, he draped the black leather material over her shoulders and said to her, "Why would you bother someone so obviously busy like your prefect?" 

"Muchas gracias for your advice, Sarah," he said to the girl, "I'll be heading for Professor McGonagall's office after I escort Shinrei here to the infirmary. Amigo," he addressed Jon, "if you will allow me to do it in your place. I bet all my pesetas I could still remember the way." 

"I have no doubt you could, though Miss Hikari is a Gryffindor *and* here under the special care of the Headmaster. I am sure he wouldn't approve of her being escorted around these Hall by a ... stranger." 

He smiled at Shinrei, "However, I have every confidence in Miss Hikari's ability to choose her escort." 

He also had every confidence that Shinrei could beat Luis with her hands tied behind her back if he made a move on her. 

The jacket around her shoulders was warm, so very warm and comfortable. It carried the scent of spring. It carried a feeling of security that she rarely ever felt these days. 

* No.* She slid the jacket off her shoulders and shoved it back into Luis's hands. "I shall not trouble you with anything concerning myself, Luis Verga. Good day." 

Inside, she felt like crying. She felt like asking him if she could keep the jacket. If she could hold on to that odd feeling of security as long as she possibly could. 

* No.* Shinrei pulled her own cloak tightly around herself. She looked straight at Jon, unblinking and steadily. "Shall we go, Sinclair-san?" 

"Of course, Shinrei." he couldn't help the small smile of triumph towards Luis. 

*Three boys in one day after Shinrei*. Now that she had a chance to get her feet back on planet Hogwarts, Sarah considered that Piotr was probably only talking to her for information about Shinrei. 

"Alpha and I will take Shinrei to the Infirmary if she's feeling poorly." Sarah had suddenly realised that what Piotr had noticed might have another reason and who knew what they'd taught her about 'women's matters' in that Clan of hers. 

"Luis, I am sure that you'll want to get the matter of your return sorted out with Professor McGonagall. Jon, I'll bet you haven't had five minutes to fill Nimue in on the last Prefects' meeting. You also should say something to her - you know about the..." 

"Yes." Shinrei silently blessed Sarah again. "It would be better if Sarah-san and Alpha-san here were to accompany me," she said to Jon. 

"I believe I have a certain matter about kimonos to discuss with Sarah-san, and something about pomegranate vitamin supplements to go over with Alpha-san." 

With these words, she allowed a smile to grace her face. Sarah's suggestion had definitely made her feel better. 

Then Sarah piped up. *Oh just Great* thought Jon.  "Oh kimonos, yes right. Well, if your sure..." he smiled graciously. "I guess you are right Sarah I should find Nimue. Bring her up to speed." 

He turned towards Luis, "Best of luck in your application to return. May see you next year then." 

Luis had stood unmoving on the steps after Shinrei had placed his jacket back into his hands. Something in her gestures had shown too much tension--and even hesitation. He watched her leave with the two girls. 

As the three girls moved away from observing the courting rituals of the teenage wizard, Sarah responded to Alpha's question about her exams, "I think I've gone beyond worry about them into a kind of place that says if I get through I get through. No blame. 

Well lots of blame - my parents will tie me to a rock and force me to study all summer instead of going off to the local mugglesville and catching up on all my programs. One of my muggle friends back home has taped all my favourites. She thinks I go to a strict private school in Britain where no TV is allowed and even if it were we'd be years behind in the popular series anyway - which I guess is kind of true. Anyway, we are going to have a ball!" She didn't know how up on Muggle culture Alpha was. 

"Come-on Shinrei, take my arm it walks more easily" Alpha said. They walked into the hall. "What do you mean by programmes, Sarah?" 

Shinrei silently took Alpha's arm and followed the two girls back into the Entrance Hall. She did feel cold now. Now that she could no longer feel those warm gray eyes on her. 

Bidding the boys goodbye with a little wink, Sarah walked with Alpha and Shinrei. 

"Have you not taken Muggle Studies? It's their kind of magic called tech-nol-ogy. They have magical cameras which record things like plays and stories that get transmitted to other muggles houses by invisible rays which come into special frames called 'tele-vision' which you can watch. Some muggles then have their own magical boxes attached to their 'tele-visions' called VCRs which then captured the waves onto something called a video-tape and then they can play the programmes over and over again. It's best if someone who is making the tape - stops it during the advertising breaks which are boring - so when you watch it through no people trying to sell you things." 

She smiled, "Anyway there are programmes I like to watch and my friend captures these every week for me on her VCR and I watch them during my holidays." 

"I heard about them in class, but I never saw it. And I'm extremely bad at Muggle studies" Alpha confessed with a grin. "Maybe it helps when you see it work, but my family lives in an all wizard town." 

"Mine do as well but there is a town not that far away and it is pretty remote so we can fly quite close before changing into muggles." Sarah giggled and rolled her eyes, "I mean into muggle clothes, of course. No one suspects they think we just live up in the mountains." 

Alpha looked a bit concerned at Shinrei "You're shivering, do you feel cold?" She said to Sarah: "Let's hurry, I don't think Shinrei's very well!" 

Noting Shinrei's coldness, "You're right." They moved along more quickly to find Madame Pomfrey. 

She was cold, yes, but it certainly was not from the weather or the temperature of the grounds or some such. It was from her sudden encounter with so many strange...feelings. Emotions she could not understand. Confusion was the thing ninjas should never allow to grow inside of them.

Madame Pomfrey could do nothing about what she now felt. Shinrei immediately came back to life as if she had been doused with ice water.  She stopped walking and smiled apologetically at the two girls.

"Sarah-san, Alpha-san, I am very, very sorry for the inconvenience I have caused you, but I believe I merely need my own vitamin supplements." She gave Alpha a weak conspiratorial smile. "I left them up at our dormitory room and I think it best if I get them now."

She disengaged herself from their grips and, without another word, ran quickly down the hallway and up the steps to Gryffindor Tower.

Shinrei shivered all the way.

*********

Luis turned his attention back to Jon after the girls had disappeared into the Entrance Hall. "Muchas gracias, amigo," he replied smoothly, inclining his head in emphasis. "I'm looking forward to being back in old Hogwarts next year, too." 

He cleared his throat and fixed Jon with a steady gray stare. "So. You obviously have good taste, amigo." 

Jon was instantly embarrassed. "No - I mean - well." 

Jon looked slightly flushed, "Look Luis, don't get me wrong - she's a lovely girl but she's also had her world turned upside down in the last few days and been dumped here in a culture that she may know about intellectually but is just not in tune with.

I feel protective of her that's all. You were coming on a little strong. Girls like Sarah can cope with that - probably most of the girls here could. But Shinrei ......needs to be treasured not be the latest conquest in a little black book." 

One of Luis's eyebrows shot up. He grinned suddenly. "I'm impressed at your analysis, amigo," he said.  "I find it hard to believe you only feel protective towards the lovely chiquita."

"Well." He bowed his matador's bow again. "I really need to find Professor McGonagall before dinner. Buenos tardes. See you later, I hope."

First things first. Luis Verga had his priorities. He needed sanctuary above all. And Hogwarts would provide it. If he lived through all the demons pursuing him, then he would worry about what to do with the rest of his life. And the little brown-eyed chiquita.

He inclined his head in farewell at Jon and made his way into the castle he had left three years ago.

Jon hadn't stopped to analyse his own feelings. He found Shinrei fascinating but beyond that?

Sarah was right about one thing, he really should see Nimue and so he followed Luis into the castle.

Aiming for nowhere in particular Branwen wandered out towards the main entrance, day dreaming. Lost in a world of her own she almost bumped into someone she didn't recognise, tall...older than she was.  She unconsciously looked him up and down and smiled mischievously.

Luis smiled down at the brown-haired girl in response, his gray eyes twinkling.

"Good afternoon," he said.

The old Luis would have preferred to the stand there in the halls and get to know the smiling younger girl better. But this time, the present Luis had more important matters to attend to. He inclined his head to the girl, side-stepped her and proceeded down the hall.

He was following Sarah's advice on looking for Prof. McGonagall right away. That way, his foremost concern would immediately be addressed.

The Return of Andy Warden

With Randal's spell, Andy Warden's misty image emerged from the pendant. The image of Andy was not very clear, but anyone looking at it knew that Andy was definitely moving his mouth. He was trying to tell them something.

He was trying to say "Help".

Marvo was totally surprised by this. "Andy??"

He looked to Dumbledore, "What?"

Dumbledore signalled to the boys to put down their wands and mouthed a 'hang on lad' back to Andy's misty form. 

"Well, Mr. Ward, it seems as though your 'Locatus-Dominus' may not be needed after all. We appear to have located Andy Warden or at least some essential part of him!"

With this he allowed the magical barrier to drop. Whatever was left of Andy Warden that had been trapped in the pendant appeared to be very much the Andy they all knew.

"Mr. Warden, you appear to be somewhat corporeally challenged. Are you able to communicate with us or should I send for Sir Nicholas to translate?" 

"I've been resting," said Andy. "So I feel I have enough strength to communicate for now." He paused, looking very uneasy. "Professor," he said. "I need to get out of here."

Marvo was thoroughly confused. "Andy? Andy is that really? you? How.. what..."

His magic eye flared red as he looked over the spectre of Andy before him, ".. what are you"

Dumbledore nodded his agreement with Marvo's sentiments. He then addressed Andy.  "I realise that Mr. Warden. However, you seem to be lacking a body. Can you advise us what happened to you?"

Andy smiled at Marvo's confusion. "Don't worry," said Andy. "As soon as I am released my body will return to its original form. That's the problem...I don't know how to release myself."

He sighed, "Asriel got away. His father retrieved him and put a reversal spell on us so that I would be stuck in this pendant and not him. If you ask me Asriel's up to something.

I've been stuck in this pendant since Easter. I'm lucky that girl found me. I could have been trapped forever. I've been trying to contact some of you through her, but I'm too weak. I don't have enough power. That's why I need your help to get me out of here. You DO know how to get me out don't you, 

Marvo?"

Marvo continued to watch Andy. His magical eye glowing. "Well.. Yes Andy, But.. But...."

Marvo seemed a little unsure. "Andy... Are you... real? That is, is this the real you? The one that was born? or are you... well... a.... Construct"

"Look," said Andy. "I'll explain all that later. It's a long story. Just please get me out of here."

Marvo looks to Dumbledore, who, as usual, says nothing to help so he raises his wand but then he lowers it again. " Look. I'm sorry Andy, but if this... isn't the real, full you, then it's a construct and not you. I need to know. ARE YOU REAL?"

"Marvo!" said Andy. "It's me! You know it's me! I'm telling you the truth! Please get me out of here now! What can I do to prove that it's really me?"

"Mr Warden, I think you are missing the point. We can't get you out of there unless you have a physical body. After all we can't go letting just any construct out now can we? Perhaps you should explain where your body actually is so that we can return you to it." Said Randal. He was trying to be helpful as the two of them obviously weren't getting through to each other.

Marvo was impressed. It seemed Randal and he were thinking along the same lines.

"Andy, I... We want to help, really we do. But there are things you don't understand. Things about what you are. You might 'think' you’re the real Andy, but you could be..."

Marvo tried to find the best word "...You could be a memory. Tell us what happened to your body. Has Asriel taken your body? How?"

"I don't really know," he said. "I was in the pendant around Asriel's neck and the next thing I know I was inside the pendant. My body has to be somewhere. Maybe he buried it? I don't know."

"At one point me and Asriel were one person so we only needed one body. But Ariez separated us so now I don't know where my body is. What if I don't even have a body?" Andy was fighting back tears.

"There, there." said Dumbledore in his kindly grandfather like way to Andy. "I am sure we will get it all sorted out very soon." 

He turned to Marvo, "Mr. Ward, would you like put Mr. Warden to rights as he is your friend?"

Marvo's mind was in turmoil. Time seemed to have stood still for him.

*This is Andy. My Friend. I should help him*

*But he shared a body with Asriel. He's not a 'real' person*

*But that's not his fault. He thinks he's real*

*So do all Constructs*

*But he's not just a Construct. He's Andy*

*Just because he's your friend doesn't make him a real person*

*But....*

Marvo looked a Dumbledore, his right eye returning to normal, his left eye glistening slightly. "I'm sorry Headmaster. But I must respectfully decline. I can be no part in allowing this Construct to be freed. Now. If you will excuse me. I have some important correspondence to attend to"

With that Marvo turned, glancing once at Randal and left the room.

"Mr Fudge, do you also have objections to our allowing Mr. Warden to be free of the pendant?" asked Dumbledore, "The pendant itself *is* technically now the property of the Ministry but Mr. Warden quite a different matter."

Randal watched Marvo leave. Trust him not to live up to his responsibilities.

"There are of course strict guide lines we should follow. But, no I do not have Mr Ward's fear of constructs. How can we justify that Asriel is not the construct that has stolen Andy's body. "What would you like me to do, sir?"

Dumbledore smiled at Randal.  "That is a very good point and there is only one way to find out - to free Mr. Warden and see what happens."

*HOW DARE MARVO! HOW COULD HE JUST LEAVE ME HERE TO SUFFER? LEAVE ME ALL ALONE IN THIS PENDANT! I THOUGHT HE WAS MY FRIEND. A CONSTRUCT? I'VE NEVER HEARD SUCH RUBBISH! HOW COULD HE DO THIS? HOW?* Andy thought.

His best friend had abandoned him. Andy was mad. "Professor," he said calmly. "Am I getting out of here or not?"

"Yes, you are." said Dumbledore, "Now you have said that once you are released, your body will be returned. If that does not happen I am concerned this rather fragile form may quickly dissipate. Therefore, I suggest..."

He turned to address Randal. "A two-way working. If you can free Mr. Warden from the pendant, I will fashion a temporary host. Not quite anything as crude as a traditional homunculus but along those lines. 

If indeed Mr. Warden is correct and he is returned to corporeal form, the host can be returned to its original components." 

"Hello!" exclaimed Andy. "Not to be rude, Professor. But you both seem to be speaking of me as if I'm not here. I'm the one who you should be consulting and talking to! Now please tell me this: How am I going to get out of here without a body?"

"No, not rude at all - you've been through quite an ordeal. Please excuse me, I often forget in these situations that I am not teaching some sort of 'masterclass' for students."

Dumbledore smiled, "As I have just suggested to Mr. Fudge here a temporary host can be created for you to inhabit in case your body is not immediately available upon your release. This will give you mobility and a chance for us to determine what has happened. You will be somewhat restricted in the limits of how far you can travel in this form but no one except ourselves should be aware it is not your original body. How does that sound?"

"Hold on," Andy said. "So you're saying that I'm going to be in a different body? And once I'm in that body I can't tell anyone it's me? And what exactly will I look like? Will I be like a ghost?"

"No, Mr. Warden - the body will look like you and people will recognise you. However, it will not be truly alive as a normal body is. It won't have quite the flexibility or be able to move beyond the boundaries of the magical field of the castle but you will still have a range of movement and freedom. It is a temporary solution to allow us some time. Hopefully, you are not a ghost but the matter requires further investigation."

Randal nodded when Dumbledore suggested that he release Andy. "Andy, we cannot work out what you will be like when you come out unless we try it. If you could keep quiet for a minute then we will perform the spells. I am sure the headmaster will make any temporary body as close to your own as possible."

With that Randal did not wait for a reply, but glancing briefly at the headmaster he started to concentrate his will. Pointing his wand at the pendant again he started another spell. "LIBERATIUM OBSIDIUM!"

A white cloud formed around the pendant as if the whirling mist inside had enveloped it. It covered the image of Andy they had seen. 

When it disappeared... 

At the same time the Headmaster had used his own wand and a few advanced incantations to create a simulacrum in which the spirit of Andy Warden could temporarily be housed.

Andy appeared. He looked the same as he always did with a little difference here and there. But he was free! Well it seemed that way anyway.

"I've been stuck in there," he said out loud, "forever it seemed. And now I am...free! Oh how wonderful! I have to go see all of my friends! They'll be very surprised. Professor, do I have your permission to go visit my friends?"

"I certainly have no objections." Said Dumbledore, "There are many questions to be looked into but they can wait for now. You will be restricted to the castle in that body and you should see me every morning here to have the spell renewed. 

Your friends will no doubt have many questions and keep in mind that Asriel had an accomplice and they are likely still a student here. Now if you'd like to go and find your classmates, I will arrange for your belongings to be returned to your dorm in Gryffindor Tower."

Dumbledore beamed, "It is *very* good to have you back Mr Warden!"

"Thank you so much, Professor," said Andy. 

He fought back the urge to hug Dumbledore. Andy thought of him as a grandfather figure and had much love and respect for the old man. He smiled.

"It is very good to be back, Professor!" he said happily. "Now I must go to dinner. I'm sure a lot of people will be very surprised to see me."

Andy walked to the door.  "Thanks," he said warmly to Dumbledore, "for everything."

He walked out of the office through the corridors to dinner.

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

As soon as he left the Headmasters office Marvo had headed straight for Ravenclaw House.

He was very upset by what had just happened. His mind was in turmoil. Andy his friend was a construct. A less than human, a shadow. A thing of Dark Magic.

Right now he needed a shoulder to 'lean' on (boys don't cry, especially trainee Aurors.)

He made his way to the Ravenclaw common room (having of course access to all Houses) and went to the door of the girls Dorm. Hoping Kat would be there.

He knocked on the door.

Kat finished scribbling, shut her diary and shoved it in her bedside draw.  "You can come in Marvo there is no-one else here."  If it wasn't Marvo she was going to look silly, but it just HAD to be. 

Marvo was impressed that Kat had known it was him. He entered and gave a weak smile "Hullo" he said, in a sulky voice. 

Two Go Wild at the Three Broomsticks

Some time earlier Marcus had landed discreetly around the side of the Three Broomsticks and transformed.  He emerged from the shadows just as Anders dismounted from his broom, "OK, we'll call it a tie then." he said with grin. 

He could tell Anders was a very happy man and he was pleased about it. He couldn't imagine what it must have been like having this hanging over him for so long and then suddenly for it to be gone. 

The Broomsticks was fairly empty as they entered. 

"You are still one hell of a flyer Anders! Thinking about returning to it professionally?" Marcus asked as a barmaid brought drinks to them. 

Anders rubbed his nose thoughtfully as he sipped at his drink. "I don't know, really," he said, eventually. "There are so many options...and I think if I were a little honest, I'm a bit afraid of playing Quidditch again...the accident...you know, it's a lingering memory..." 

He shuddered. "I don't know. There are other things to consider...maybe I'll see what happens and let it be. What do YOU think?" 

"About the Quidditch? Well, it's a short-term career even for the best player and I can appreciate with the memory it might be hard to give yourself completely to it. Or did you mean about other things" 

Anders grinned. "Everything, really. I mean, I've found out so much...that I'm not the son of that lunatic Dafydd Grimalkin...that I'm actually the same age as you after all - imagine. I lost two years somewhere along the line...on top of all that, Emrys Hawkwood has publicly approved me as a suitable match for his daughter - in time...I'm exhausted!" 

He sipped on his drink again and momentarily the smile faded. "But I don't think I'll have a job past the end of term. And that's worrying me some." 

"I don't think I can really comment on that point. I know you realised there would be consequences to falling in love with Nimue even given the chaste nature of the relationship." 

He looked at his friend his eyes obviously full of kindness, "Look, I don't judge either of you. Love such as yours is a rare thing. There are those that would though." 

"However, as so much else has worked out for you - have a little faith that something will present itself. How are you feeling now with regards your memory following Dafydd's full withdrawal? I know you said before you felt as though you'd lost a fair amount of knowledge." 

A look of fear flickered across Anders' face. "I'm not one hundred percent certain as to exactly how much I've forgotten," he said. "There are huge gaps in my knowledge. I think I'll have to take several tests to see just where the gaps lie. They seem to be mostly in the charms area, which isn't TOO bad, plus I was never any good at Transfiguration anyway. I don't think I'll be getting much of a magic-dependent job, to be honest." 

He fell silent for a few moments. "I have one very real career option to explore, but that will involve even MORE studying. Not that there's anything else I could be doing with my time." He drained his butterbeer and leaned towards Marcus. "How about something a little stronger than butterbeer? Just to toast my freedom, our friendship, and the rest of our lives?" 

"Anders, I have every confidence you'll regain your knowledge. Plus, the Ministry will be paying you compensation that I expect will be quite generous and give you the breathing space you need. 

I won't press you for details on your other option. You obviously are putting in a lot of time thinking things over. I will however be happy for us to have something stronger with which to make some fine toasts!" 

"Let's do it!" Anders grinned. "Why the hell not? I haven't had a good drink for what seems like ages." 

That's because it WAS ages: Anders had tended to steer clear of alcohol knowing that it had a habit of reducing him to a giggling schoolboy, and he'd wanted so hard to impress in his teaching job... 

...Well, if now wasn't a good reason to celebrate... ...when was? 

"You know neither have I.," said Marcus. "After the tension of the last few days I think we really need to as well."

Anders got to his feet and walked across to the bar, returning soon with a bottle of red wine and two glasses. He poured Marcus a glass, then one for himself. 

"To freedom," he said, starting the toasting. 

Marcus clinked glasses with Anders, "Freedom!" "You know it's weird that we're really the same age. When's your birthday?" 

"February 13th," said Anders, "although who really knows? I know what YEAR I was born now...and I guess I could figure it from when Sirius and my mother...uh..." Despite himself, he blushed furiously. "Y'know." 

He drank the wine in one pass, suddenly so thirsty for it that it was ridiculous. He motioned to Marcus to do the same and poured a second glass. 

"To friendship!" he said, with another toast. 

"To friendship!" said Marcus thinking this was an excellent vintage. "I think the date is right from what Emrys was saying but the year had him baffled until Sirius popped over to see him about another matter. Strange how life works out isn't it? 

Anyway, yes I guess I am still slightly younger than you. My birthday is in March." 

"Very strange," agreed Anders, not so much noticing the vintage as the fact that his head was already starting to become muzzy. Two pieces of toast represented his entire repast for the past day and a half, and as a consequence, the alcohol was going straight to his head. He poured them each a third glass of wine, emptying the bottle with a faint noise of disappointment. 

"Right. Well, as the older and therefore wiser of us, I suggest we get ridiculously drunk." He raised his glass. "To Nimue. The girl I love." 

Marcus also had been too pre-occupied the last few days to think about eating or sleeping and was already a little light-headed. 

"To Nimue!" he said this rather loudly clinking Anders glass with enthusiasm. A pretty barmaid, the one whom Marcus had been carrying on a flirtation with for some time, made a derisive remark plainly aimed at him.  

"Ouch!" Marcus said, wincing slightly. 

"You know," said Anders, leaning forward a little conspiratorially, feeling exceedingly drunk and barely noticing the fact that the barmaid had deposited a second bottle of wine on the table. "You know, I think I'm a bit jealous of you, Marcus." 

He picked up the new, full bottle and registered his surprise before pouring them each another glass. "You and Nimue are...really close...you get to spend all that time with her...and I'm not allowed to..." 

"There's no need to be Anders. If I had the sort of feelings towards her or she towards me that the two of you share, I dare say I wouldn't be allowed to spend time with her either for propriety's sake.  I'm family anyway so it's natural that I feel like she's my little sister." 

Marcus smiled, "One day I hope I can feel for someone what you feel for her and receive that kind of love in return. You're a very lucky man and believe me it won't be that long until the two of you can spend time together. Emrys has invited you to spend some time with them over the summer hasn't he? What more could you ..?  No, I shouldn't ask that but you take my meaning?" 

"I think I'm a bit worried about that," admitted Anders, up-ending the empty bottle a little sadly. "I mean, I love Nimue very much, of that there is no doubt in my mind whatsoever. But to meet with her whole family...I dunno...I guess I'm a little intimidated by that." 

"You make it sound like some huge extended family. As far as I am aware there will just be Nimue and her parents, maybe a few family friends dropping in and of course myself for a couple of weeks or three depending." 

He poured them another glass. "Though maybe you mean her Mother? After all she was the engineer of the betrothal and Rose Ward is her best friend. She's a lovely lady as you might guess knowing Nimue and I am sure she'll be very welcoming. Plus she's bound to be up to her eyeballs in finishing her project on the development of the Tarot." 

Anders stomach rumbled loudly and he blushed. "Want to eat? Soak up some of this alcohol? Or shall we..." A wicked very un-Anders-like grin. "...just carry on with the drinking?" 

He smiled at the suggestion of food, "Well we could do both you know. Even on this much wine I don't fancy we'd be welcome at table tonight! Yet I don't dare order anything here but you might get away with it. My name being currently mud!" 

Anders grinned again, hugely. "In that case..."  He got to his feet, a little shakily, and wandered to the bar, where he placed an order for another bottle of wine and then returned to the table, two menus in his hand, and a strange expression - somewhere between confusion and triumph on his face. 

"Madam Rosmerta says she read about my 'success' in the Daily Prophet and that we're to have whatever we like from the menu - on her - not to mention the bottle of champagne she's sending over to the table. People...actually believed in me all this time, Marcus! It's so hard to get used to!" 

He handed his friend a menu, a faintly befuddled look marking his features. 

"That's fantastic! And of course people believed in you." Marcus took the menu and scanned through it and had another hit of wine. 

Then he started, the alcohol somewhat delaying his response time, "Gods - Anders! I hadn't thought about The Prophet!" said Marcus. "I haven't seen the papers today. One has to wonder what Miss Skeeter might have said or insinuated. I mean it must have been overall good about your freedom and being cleared of all charges but.." 

"Maybe we should find a copy," Anders said, rubbing the end of his nose thoughtfully. Then he grinned broadly, taking up his glass. 

"To hell with Rita Skeeter and her stupid poison pen. Let's just enjoy ourselves. Before Dumbledore gives me the sack." The words were serious, the tone was not. He cast a perfunctory glance over the menu. "I'm going to be dull and have the chicken," he declared, waving his finger around. "And when I've eaten the chicken, I'm going to have dessert. And when I've had dessert...I'm going to...er..." 

He hesitated, having forgotten mid-sentence what he was going to say.  "Er..." He blinked. "More wine?" 

"Agreed." said Marcus cheerfully, "We can find a copy of the paper later. No point worrying about what's already been said." 

He accepted the wine with thanks.  "I'll think I'll have the salmon and...yes dessert .. this is a fine menu lets' have starters as well shall we?" 

They were obviously settling in for a very enjoyable evening! 

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

As to what the Paper said:

Daily Prophet Reporter Aids in Redemption of Disgraced Seeker!

Yes, it's true!  Your favourite columnist, I, Rita Skeeter, was instrumental in yesterday's landmark re-trial of convicted murderer, one-time Welsh Seeker and all-round Good Guy, Anders Grimalkin.

Grimalkin (21) was returned to Azkaban after one of those 'incidents' that Hogwarts is so famous for left a man dead and a female student – believed (but not confirmed) – to be in some sort of relationship with Grimalkin – unconscious.  The details of this are not clear, despite my having asked every person possible.

Grimalkin was called to trial at the Ministry of Magic yesterday (Monday), and was apparently not fit enough to attend.  His lawyer, the ever-condescending Dmitri Georgious spoke most eloquently on his behalf and after a long (and mostly tedious) trial, Grimalkin's conviction was overturned.

The freed man was brought to court where he spoke some gibberish about being indebted to all sorts of people, before throwing himself at the knees of the injured girl's father and declaring his undying love for her.  The girl's father (I am sadly not allowed to name names – there are some threats that will deter even ME) seemed to be totally non-plussed by this turn of events and helped Grimalkin, who was looking decidedly unwell, to his feet.

All this brings up again the question: is the wizarding justice system in shambles?  Minister Martin H. Morgan – I SHOULD say EX-Minister Martin H. Morgan was reluctant to speak to me, but I noted down some of what he said anyway.

"It's all fallen apart," he said.  "The whole world is upside down.  The lunatics are, indeed, running the asylum."

Was he implying that Grimalkin WAS mentally unstable and shouldn't have been freed?  Or was he simply commenting on the appalling sense of 'justice' that pervades our society?

Many questions surround the release and acquittal of Anders Grimalkin. Will he keep his job at Hogwarts?  Will he return to International Quidditch? Will he and the Unnamed Girl ever get it together?  Will he ever thank me for my help in his release?

Watch this space, readers; because I, Rita Skeeter, fully intend to bring you an exclusive interview with this enigmatic young man, once the scourge of the scandal sheets, now the hero of the hour.

Forward Planning at Dinner

Yvette had a bounce in her step as she walked down the nearly deserted corridor. She was smiling her usual easy grin, and looked a lot happier than she had for days. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, but shorter strands fell in wispy curls down her face. She blew at them to keep them out of her eyes, and was whistling. 

Her hands were in the pockets of her robes, and there wasn't a book in sight around her. Her phobia was far from being conquered, but it was forgotten as she nearly skipped down the hallway. 

Madison seemed almost as cheerful as Yvette as she headed down the hall.  She was definitely looking forward to summer holiday, and was already planning out what to do and where to go.  Catching sight of Yvette ahead, she ran to catch up.

"Yvette!" she greeted happily.  "What's up? You looking forward to holiday?"

"Can't wait! We'll be full-out Muggles by the time we're back from California." Yvette replied with a grin. "You're sure your uncle won't mind?" 

"Of course he won't mind! And you have to meet my cousins! Oh, I'll have to introduce you to movies and roller coasters...oh, and the beach, of course..." Madison stopped rambling for a moment and grinned.  "This'll be so cool!"

"Moo-vees? Roll-your coats-urs? This is going to be so much fun..." Yvette laughed. "Well, at least we'll be tan when we get back!" 

Yvette switched the subject randomly. "We sure are getting a ton of new kids, huh? It's almost scary. Lots of transfers. Hope not too many are from Beauxbatons..." She shuddered. "Most of them end up being like my sister." 

"You mean there are more like her? No offence, but..." Madison winced at the thought of Estelle. "No, I know there's one from Sweden...I'm not sure about the rest." 

She shrugged. "I guess we can meet them at dinner..." She grinned. "If you're able to stop inhaling food long enough to say hi..." 

*******

Niki had spent the remainder of the day holed up in a dusty and disused section of the library, one where ancient Scandinavian manuscripts found at various archaeological sites were stored. A number of them had strange drawings of furniture, and the runes were occasionally referenced in more advanced Ancient Runes classes. 

She had not, obviously, come there to read. 

She was getting hungry, though. A glance at her watch necessitated a few quick blinks to clear the haze of tears, but it told her that dinner was starting shortly, and if she hurried she could grab a few bites to eat before her concerned classmates found her. She didn't want to talk to anyone, regretted spilling her heart to Dylan. She was still too young to understand that a grief left unspoken was all the more likely to fester. 

And so Niki rubbed her eyes and pinched a little colour into pale cheeks and straightened her robes, and began on her way to dinner. 

Niki cursed under her breath. She had miscalculated the time. Dinner was in full swing. There would be no slinking in and out again. 

She chose a seat well away from Morticia--she didn't want to talk to anyone, but she didn't think she could take sympathy without collapsing into tears again--and began to eat, head bent low over her plate. 

It was funny how hungry she was. A dull emptiness in her stomach. She hardly tasted a bite, tense all over with the effort of retaining her composure. 

She could finish quickly, she could get out without anyone seeing her. She could. She had to. 

**********

"Where IS he, Ivan?"  Svetlana Rachinov sat in McGonagall's office, twisting her handkerchief nervously between her long fingers.  "He said he was returning straight here!"

"I don't know, Svetlana," replied her husband, grim faced and sour.  "Give that boy an inch and he takes fifteen hundred metres.  This time he will feel the back of my hand.  He's pushed it too far this time.  You and I spend all these years trying to bring him up to be well mannered and polite,

and he abuses our trust yet again.  Well, no more am I going to say nothing."

"Oh, NO, Ivan," said Svetlana, wretchedly.  "He's only a boy."

"Only?"

The two stared at each other, some hidden words passing between them. Finally, Svetlana leaped to her feet.  "I must go and find him, Ivan.  He may be lost, confused, frightened!"

She did not wait for her husband's response, but simply ran from the room, bowling past Professor McGonagall on her way.  She ran down the corridor, tears flowing from her eyes.

Ivan shook his head grimly.  "That boy would not be frightened of anything. She refuses to see him as anything other than her precious little baby," he said by way of explanation to a bemused-looking Professor McGonagall.

"Piotr!" Svetlana ran up and down the corridors of Hogwarts, desperately searching for any sign of her son.  "Piotr!  Where are you?"  She loosed forth a mass of Russian.  "Oh, Piotr..."

Finally she stopped, out of breath and leaned against the wall.  Where was her son?  Why had he not shown up when he had said he would?  She hated letting him out of her sight, hated the idea that she might never see him again.

She saw some students staring at her and asked if they had seen Piotr, giving a brief description.  The students shook their heads and she, cursing roundly in Russian, headed off again.

Before long, she was hopelessly lost herself.

Yvette snorted at Madison. "I'll do my best." She said dramatically, and noticed a Russian lady who looked as though she was about to have some sort of break down.

"Hello!" She called out cheerfully. "Hungry? We're heading to the Hall if you want to join us." 

The offer might have been a bit...strange...for the moment, but as usual, she plowed on obliviously.

"This is Madison, I'm Yvette, and we're starved." She grinned at her joke.

Svetlana stared vaguely at the two girls, still wringing her hands together in abject misery. "I have lost my son," she said. "He is tall, dark haired, pale skin, wearing a black suit with a black overcoat. His name is Piotr. I must find him..." 

She looked hopefully at Yvette and Madison. "Have you seen him?" 

Madison shook her head.  "Sorry, I haven't seen him.  Dinner is about to start though...we're headed to the Great Hall.  You can come with us, if you want, and we can see if he's already there."  She shrugged.  "Or maybe we can ask some of the other students if they've seen him..."

* * *

The precious little lamb was, in fact, rather enjoying a quiet stroll through the grounds of Hogwarts.  The woods afforded him ample protection from the sun, which hurt his eyes so much, and he had found himself a tree to sit down against.  He drew his knees up into his chest and sighed, almost contentedly.  It was peaceful here.  Piotr LIKED Peaceful.  He liked quiet, and he liked being away from his parents.

Perhaps school wouldn't be such a bad thing after all.

He thought back to Sarah.  She had been...most interesting.  He could not quite put his finger on it, but there was something about her that had set her apart from her peers.  Piotr's unusual eyes and heightened senses often picked up on things that other people did not see.  He would find out more about her, he decided.

And that little Japanese girl...bleeding from the eyelids. How deliciously foul.

He was going to have a good time here, he was sure of it. With that, he reluctantly decided he had better go back inside before his mother turned into a rabid rabbit, unaware that he was, in fact, several minutes too late.

********

Nimue was herself headed for the Great Hall and passed by Madison and Yvette talking with Mrs Rachinov, who was obviously distressed about her missing son. 

"Hello, is there anything I can do to help? I am Elizabeth Hawkwood, one of the Prefects here. I think I saw your son with one of my friends, Sarah. Maybe she's giving him a tour or something - she is very friendly." 

Svetlana turned as Nimue appeared, taking the girl in with one calculated glance, despite her own distress.  "Sarah..." she repeated.  "Da, I think I saw Piotr with her earlier on.  Oh, I do wish I knew where Piotr was..."

She wrung her hands in concern again.  "I am so frightened that he forgets to take his...medicine...he must take his medicine..."

"Do you take me for some sort of fool, Mother?" The casual drawl came from along the corridor, where Piotr stood, his arms folded firmly across his chest. 

 She turned to him, delight in her eyes. "Piotr!"

He held up a finger and waved it at her.  "Now, now, Mother.  Enough of this foolishness.  Thank the nice young ladies for their help and escort me into the Great Hall.  I believe Professor McGonagall has already shown...Father...the way there."

"Yes, yes, Piotr, at once..." Svetlana almost tripped over her own feet in her hurry to get to her son's side.  She turned to the three girls. "Thank you most kindly," she said, a little shyly.  

Piotr's dark-glass covered gaze travelled over the three girls, lingering momentarily on Nimue before he whirled around and strode off, his mother hurrying after him.

"Nice kid." Yvette remarked dryly in a low voice to her two friends. "Reckon he'll be a Slytherin." 

She rolled her eyes and then smiled. "Anyway, speaking of happy things...food! We can't get to the Hall fast enough!" 

Nimue gave an involuntary shiver at Piotr's glance even behind his dark glasses, and she addressed her Gryffindor friends. 

"Gods - that boy gives me the creeps." Coming from a girl who voluntarily spent a few hours a week in the company of a certain Professor who most students thought of as rather 'creepy', suggested a rather extreme repulsion on Nimue's part. "Shall we go into dinner?" 

"He does seem a little off..."  Madison shrugged off the uneasy feeling she got as she watched him leave, then nodded.  "Yeah, let's go..."

*********

Piotr continued to walk along the corridor, his mother tagging behind as always.  He cast a glance over his shoulder to look at her briefly.  As always, he felt the same mixture of annoyance and the swell of affection for her that so marked their relationship.  He loved his mother, yet hated her for her constant mollycoddling and fussing.  In her eyes, he was still her little baby Piotr.  He hadn't been her baby for years now, and ever since the worsening of his condition, he'd grown even further away from her.

// That wasn't regret, was it, Piotr? //

He shook his shoulders vigorously to dispel the daydream.  Failure to concentrate led to failure in keeping control of his self-possession, and that in turn could lead to any number of disasters.

He led Svetlana into the Great Hall, where his father and McGonagall were already seated at the top table, which had been magically extended to make room for the three visitors.  In a surprising show of old-fashioned chivalry, he pulled out the seat so his mother could be situated next to his father.  He himself took the seat at the very end of the table and leaned forward on his elbows, ignoring the looks of fury being shot at him by his father.

Sliding off his sunglasses, he turned his violet-eyed gaze out on the room. Ivan hissed something to him in Russian and he waved an impatient hand at the older man.

"Your father said you should put your glasses back on, Piotr," said his mother, softly.

"I understood what he said, Mother."

"I think you should, too.  We do not really know how these people will react to..."

"To my abnormality?"  Piotr sneered slightly, but picked up his sunglasses and put them back on again, hiding his unusual eyes from the room's view. Svetlana put her hand over his and whispered her thanks.  She could feel the palpable tension between her husband and youngest son and feared for both of them as she always did.  The idea of Piotr attending school, getting away from Ivan...it was all starting to appeal more and more.

She sighed and waited patiently for dinner to begin.

Oriana strode into the Great Hall with much grace. She fixed her hair and straightened her robes. She was famished. She walked over to the Slytherin table, but before she got a chance to sit down she noticed there were three extra people sitting at the head table. 

One was a boy about her age, maybe a little older, and a lady and man she didn't recognise. She guessed that it was a new boy in Hogwarts and the man and woman were his parents. She sat down at the Slytherin table, looked at him, and smiled. 

Piotr, from his vantage point at the head table (what a shame), he thought, (that I won't be this lucky when I come study here), had watched the various comings and goings with bored disinterest.  His mother occasionally spoke timidly to her, but rarely did he respond.  He was absorbed in the activity around him.

When Oriana smiled at him, one black eyebrow arched from behind the glasses.  His mother said something else to him, and he snapped back at her in Russian.  She shrank away from him in abject apology and returned to the conversation with her husband.

Piotr lowered his glasses and returned Oriana's smile with a slow grin of his own.  As always, when Piotr smiled, the expression did not reach his eyes. 

He let her absorb his violet pupils for a few moments, then put his glasses back on. He liked games.

Oriana smiled laughing a little.  "Hi" she whispered. The new boy couldn't hear her, but hopefully he could make out what she was saying. There was something about his eyes...

Piotr saw the girl mouth a greeting to him and a flicker of a grin played around his lips.  He kept her gaze for a few moments longer, and then, very deliberately, turned his head away from her, blatantly ignoring her. Such was the kind of boy he was.

"When will we be returning home?" he asked his mother, who, after several glasses of pumpkin wine was starting, finally, to relax.

"Oh...as soon as we have finished dinner," she replied.  Piotr nodded vaguely evidently lost in thoughts of his own.  So many pretty girls. So little time. 

Time. His enemy.  Marching ruthlessly on its never-ending road towards his sixteenth birthday.  In spite of himself, and despite the warmth in the Great Hall, Piotr shivered.  He was not looking forward to being sixteen. 

In addition, he was also slightly ashamed of the fact that if he *were* to start at Hogwarts, his academic level determined he would be kept with those who were a year younger than him.  He would start the new term as a fourth year, not a fifth year.  He had known that from the beginning, but it somehow didn't make it any easier.

Very out of character, he sighed and stared at his half-eaten dinner. Svetlana, knowing instinctively what was wrong with him, squeezed his hand, and in an unusual show of solidarity he gave her a rare, genuine smile.

She was on his side - for what that was worth.

*********

"So Nimue, do you have plans for the summer?" Madison asked as they entered the Great Hall.

"Yes, we'll be staying on our old house in Tuscany for the summer. With grandfather's death we came away quite suddenly to return to England and my Mother wants to finish up her research. Be good to go back for a couple of months. Very relaxing. So how about you - going back home for a while?"

She noted the Rachinovs and their alabaster son were at high table. Her father appeared to be absent though she expected he was somewhere around. Probably caught up in a discussion.

Madison nodded and smiled. "Yvette's coming with me to visit my uncle back in California. I'm really looking forward to it." 

She took a glance around, spotting Piotr and his mother, and another girl she had never seen before at the Slytherin table. "Where are we getting all these new students from all of a sudden?" 

"That's Oriana, who came in at the same time as Magnus yesterday." she said referring to the new Slytherin girl. "She's from Durmstrang." 

Nimue inclined her head in the direction of Piotr, "he probably is coming next year. Same with Magnus - he's only here to look the place over. You met him at breakfast." 

"Oh. Magnus." Yvette repeated with a guilty expression. She had been rude to him during breakfast, but wouldn't apologise. No, he had deserved it. Still, it was most unlike her to make judgements about others so abruptly. 

**********

Seeing that Professor Snape had just entered the Great Hall, Nimue remembered that there was something urgent she had meant to see him about before dinner. She'd been somewhat distracted by the upset Svetlana Rachinov as well as Piotr's oddness. 

Therefore, she got up quickly and approached him before he had reached the high table. "Excuse me Professor, might I have a very quick word?" 

Snape glanced up at Nimue, and almost smiled. "Miss Hawkwood," he greeted. "And may I say how good it is to see you in your normal setting. The last few days cannot have been easy for you. What is it that I can do for you this evening?" 

He looked across the room to see the Rachinovs sat at the head table and his expression grew a little darker. He would have to speak to Dumbledore about that boy. But that was a job for later. 

"Thank you sir. It is very good to be back to normality." replied Nimue quite genuinely. Professor Snape had proved himself a hero again in her eyes for his participation in the defence of Anders. 

"I know you had suggested yesterday that I sit my examination for theoretical Alchemy following Potions tomorrow but with Professor McGonagall and Binns re-scheduling the other make up exams for myself and Randal for tomorrow afternoon, I wondered whether I might take the exam after dinner tonight. If it is no bother, that is." 

She was pretty confident that Snape would be marking exams and preparing for the next day's exams in the evening or she wouldn't have made the suggestion. 

She had no real concerns about the Transfiguration exam, which would be practical, but she needed to brush up on HoM. The other Third Years had shared the question with her on their exam but she expected Binns would change the question so at least she knew she didn't have to do any last minute revision on that topic. 

Snape arched an eyebrow at her, but finally nodded. "If you feel you are up to it, Miss Hawkwood, then I will gladly arrange the test for you this evening." 

He cast another glance at the teacher's table and something akin to a smile - or at least as close as Snape was ever likely to get - spread across his face. "I notice our DADA Professor is conspicuous by his absence," he commented. "A pity. I would liked to have spoken with him to discover how he fought off that curse..." 

He shook himself, aware that he was showing An Interest in the young Professor when he had hitherto brushed him off. "Be in my office at 7.30 sharp, Miss Hawkwood," he said, brusquely, heading for the table and his seat, which put him next to Piotr Rachinov's father. 

Nimue nodded her acknowledgement that she would be there at 7:30 and returned to the Gryffindor table. 

"Strange that Professor Dumbledore isn't here this evening." she commented as much to herself as to the others there. 

Turning to Yvette, "Oh I forgot to say earlier. The blouse that you kindly gave to Sirius has been returned. I have some doubts about that motorbike grease coming out of it by any normal means. I am sure there is a useful stain-removing charm that can be used or shall I replace it for you?" 

Nimue thought the French girl had very good taste in clothes and hoped they might go shopping in Diagon Alley before start of term. Plus, she was a little worried that Yvette might not want to lend her anything again! 

"Don't worry about it! I'm sure one of the maids can fix it in a flash." Yvette said good-naturedly, and then she grinned. "Better yet, you keep the blouse. I'm sure it'll bring back good memories." She winked. 

"Thank you so much Yvette. It am sure it will." Nimue gave Yvette a hug. 

Nimue finished her food and got up from the Gryffindor table.  "Right, well I'm off to do some revision before this exam." I expect I'll be back to the dorm quite late. With that she left the Great Hall. 

As she passed the Slytherin table Nimue exchanged a wave with Morticia who had already it seemed survived the Alchemy exam. 

A Ninja's Heart

Shinrei reached Gryffindor Tower without incident. When she stopped before the portrait hole, the Fat

Lady peered at her curiously.

She gasped out the password and stumbled into the common room.  Without considering if anyone could see her, she reached into her kimono and pulled out the flask of Chishio draught. She drank the entire contents of it.  She would refill it afterwards, during dinnertime, as she was certain she would not be joining the rest of the school in the Great Hall.

She could not keep up this isolation forever. She was getting more and more vulnerable at this foreign land, and she was starving herself. If she kept this up, she would die.

Dying.  Dying...sounded like something peaceful. A state where she no longer had to worry about secrets and more secrets and what really was in her heart.  If it still was there.

A sudden vision of gray eyes struck her.

/What do you know about me, heart?/ she asked herself.

/Have you ever even been there? I am a receptacle of mad power. You have never been a part of me./

Shinrei breathed deeply and sank into an armchair close by the fire.  She drew up her feet, wrapped her cloak around her shivering body and closed her eyes.

/Kami-sama, help me become stronger./

Shinrei wanted to sleep, right there beside the common room fire, but there were more important things to accomplish before she could allow herself to get some rest. 

She went upstairs to their dorm room and found none of her roommates there. Dinnertime, she thought, as she quickly changed back into her school robes, using her clean one. She stood before the mirror and undid the knot that held back all her black hair away from her face and into a tight pile on top of her head. The locks cascaded down to her hips. She brushed it clean, then tied all the hair back up. She slapped her cheeks to bring back colour, to assume the outward appearance that she was fairly well. 

When all she wanted was to go back to Kossawa. She debated for a moment or so about writing to Akira-sensei, one of the Kossawa elders and teachers. Tell him about Hogwarts. Or maybe she could write to Hiroshi-kun, the young man who was the closest thing she had to a friend. She missed him and their endless sparring sessions and one-on-one Quidditch matches. But if she did, they would know something was wrong. They were very smart that way. 

Or maybe, just maybe, she could just pack all her things back into her pack and disappear into the night. Go look for Kanjou-sama on her own. She really was better off with him in his mad quest for Lord Voldemort rather than stay here at Hogwarts watching her every move, always afraid of being caught. 

There really was nothing for her at Hogwarts. She did not belong here. Not that she didn't like it--she did. The people were nice and much less strict and demanding...but this was not her world. Her world was elsewhere. 

Fighting back tears, Shinrei swallowed very hard. She was always the best in obeying rules and orders. Now was no different. 

She spun on her heel, left Gryffindor Tower, and began to make her way downstairs to the dungeons. She would get another flaskful of draught and try to get to the Great Hall before dinnertime ended to forage at least a slice or two of pie. 

Sarah had been delaying going in to dinner out of sheer nervousness at the thought of seeing Piotr Rachinov again. She knew she was going to feel shy. She'd popped down to the dungeons to see if she could find Niki or Tish or one of the other Slytherin girls to walk in with. However, they'd gone to dinner and she didn't fancy waiting to see if Arcadia or Katia the Vile turned up. 

Deciding to brave it anyway, as her tummy was starting to make some alarming noises, she started upstairs and saw Shinrei on her way down. 

"Oh hi Shinrei - I'm glad you are feeling better. Looks like you gained your self two admirers today and maybe three as that boy Piotr was asking after you as well. You going into dinner? 'Cause the Great Hall is that-a-way." 

Shinrei tried to ignore Sarah's statement about her "admirers"--but she couldn't stop the flush that raced up from her neck to her forehead. She felt very warm and embarrassed. 

"I--no," she replied flustered, then quickly corrected herself. "I mean, yes, of course." She flung her mind around for a perfectly good excuse to be down at the dungeons. "However, I was planning on whiling away time because, well, I did not want to be at the Great Hall with so many people around." At least it wasn't an all-out lie. "I do not feel comfortable around many people, that is why." 

Sarah smiled, "Yeah. I felt a little like that when I first got here. Most of the kids seemed to know each other already and the numbers can all get a little bit overwhelming especially in the Great Hall. 

You'll get used to it eventually but the castle is also big enough that you can be on your own when you need to. Still it is nice to let people get to know you and vice versa. Your upbringing has been a bit different but I am sure you'll find it's actually quite cool to be among kids your own age." 

Shinrei had smiled in response to Sarah's little confession.  The other girl had obviously tried to make her feel better.  For that, she was thankful, though it did little else to alleviate her doubts about her fitting in at Hogwarts.

Sarah's tummy rumbled, "Yeeps. I'd better go. Take care and maybe see you later in the Hall? It gets less crowded as people start drifting off to their Common Rooms."  With that Sarah moved off in the direction of food! 

Shinrei watched, smiling, as Sarah made her way up the steps, heading for the Great Hall and dinner.  Her trained ninja's ears picked up the rumbling of the girl' stomach.  She felt slightly amused.

**********

The halls were empty and quiet. So different from the streets that he had practically lived on for the past three years. Muggle cities were never kind to the wanderer. 

Luis checked his watch and noted that it was time for dinner. That's why, he mused. Maybe be he should go to the Great Hall, join the Slytherin table as if he had never left, and make arrangements with the concerned persons afterwards. He really was hungry. 

He shook his head in self-reprimand. It wasn't a very good idea to swagger around the place. He wasn't here for that kind of thing. He was no longer the rebellious kid who left Hogwarts three years ago. He was a man who needed a place safe enough in order to survive. Too much was at stake. 

He was about to head back to the Great Hall when he saw a black-clad figure sweep quietly down another corridor, heading for the entrance to the dungeons. As quickly and as quietly, he followed, wondering who had the nerve to go sneaking around the school while everyone was upstairs. 

The figure began to descend the steps. He was about to come out into the light and make his presence known when a cheerful female voice began to pipe up something that sounded juicy and inquiring at the same time. It sounded familiar. He peered through the shadows. Blond hair--Sarah Taverner. She was on her way up the stairs. 

The black-clad figure turned slightly to the left before responding, obviously very uncomfortable. A thick pile of black hair on a roundish face, followed by a soft accented voice. Shinrei. 

Without his knowing, he had ducked back into the shadows, listening to her muffled explanation to Sarah. 

She should be "treasured," Jonathan Sinclair had told him earlier. Was he so damned right? Luis was very sure of Jon's feelings for the girl--it was written all over the poor sap's face. It didn't take a NEWT topnotcher to figure that one out. 

Luis wondered if he looked the same way now. Damn. Damn. Damn. In his head, he kicked himself. Very painfully. He was going to wait for her out here, anyway. The little chiquita surely had something up her sleeve. 

**********

Sarah proceeded up the steps and passed by where Luis was standing. She slowed down her pace but didn't stop. 

She said quite definitely to him, "Oh, Luis when you're finished following Shinrei, Professor McGonagall is in the Great Hall if you need to talk about coming back here." 

Sarah had no doubts that Shinrei could handle herself, but she did think that Luis was being a bit obvious! 

As Shinrei turned to head for the secret chamber where she had the cauldronful of Chishio draught stored, she heard Sarah's voice again.  From above the steps, at the corridor, almost inaudible through the thickness of the stone walls.  But Shinrei Hikari did not have ordinary hearing capabilities.

"..Luis, if you're finished following Shinrei..."

Great gods, he was nearby.  And not /him/ again.

Shinrei stood frozen on the dungeon floor for what seemed like the longest time, debating with herself.

If she went back upstairs, she would meet him up there. No way out of it.  If she waited down here, he would most likely see her and Kami-sama knew how would he react if he did.  If she ran to her secret chamber, there was the great possibility that she could be followed.

Kami-sama, she prayed, what am I do?

Then the ninja in her began, slowly but surely, to wrestle forth. If there is a problem, a direct and complete attack is best.  Ensure that the problem would never return again. Stiffening with resolve, she turned and made her way up the steps, her pounding heart thundering in her ears.

Luis grinned and winked at Sarah. The girl knew more than she should, but he had no problem with that. He watched her continue on her way and finally disappear down a corridor. 

He tightened the duffel over his shoulder and stepped back into the light and into the threshold of the doorway to the dungeons steps. 

He barely had time to take another step forward when he found himself looking into a pair of brown eyes. Shinrei Hikari stood face to face with him. 

Shinrei stared straight into Luis's gray eyes. Without blinking and wavering. Her neck began to throb, as she had to bend it upwards. 

"Why are you following me?" she asked softly, dangerously. "Do not insult me by denying this. I heard Sarah-san speaking to you at the corridor." 

Calmly, he stared back at her. He had never met someone so small who could radiate such a palpable sense of power. Shinrei apparently did. 

"I was a Slytherin before I left, chiquita," Luis replied evenly. "You are a Gryffindor, much more one under the obvious care of Head Boy Sinclair himself. Why would you be down here--in our dungeons--when there are no classes?" 

"I have to admit you are very stealthy," he added. "If I'm not mistaken, you obviously have training. Ninjutsu, if you may." 

"It is not a secret that I was under the tutelage of Clan Kossawa, under Kanjou Hashimoto," Shinrei replied, glaring right back. 

"As I have explained to Sarah-san, I was whiling away my time. I do not want to be at the Great Hall when there are so many people. Now, if you will kindly excuse me, I must go back upstairs." 

She thought about her Chishio draught, of her now empty flask, and cursed herself for her carelessness. She wouldn't need the draught for another five hours or so. Later tonight she could go back. At present, it would be best for her to stay out of the dungeons with Luis in such a very inquisitive mood. 

"Oyasumi," she said stiffly, then side-stepped him and began to go back up the steps. 

Luis surprised himself by his response. One of his hands shot out and closed gently but firmly on her elbow. There was something about her very obvious lie that struck a nerve in him. 

Something painful that she was trying desperately to hide behind the blank mask. He knew more than enough about being in that situation--because he was more often than not in that sort of fix, too.

 Hiding. In more ways than one. 

"Wait," he said. "Look. I'm sorry for sneaking after you like a creep, okay? Let's just go back to the Great Hall and get something to eat and maybe you'll think of something to let me make it up to you." 

"Besides, you're the last person I would want to hate me." He did not let her go as he waited for a response. 

He had touched her. Shinrei did not know how to make of Luis's actions. He was a very unpredictable person. She could not even think of what could he possibly do next.  And he had touched her. Kami-sama. She slid her arm out of his grip and instinctively stepped backward, unable to look at him straight in the face. 

"There is no reason for me to hate you. I am not in any position to pass judgement. As it is, there is nothing to apologise for." She breathed deeply and forced her eyes to meet his gray stare. "If you wish to go to the Great Hall, then I find no reason as well not to accompany you." 

Shinrei turned and began her ascent once more. 

He smiled. He was glad that Shinrei couldn't see him smiling behind her back. 

The fact that she wasn't angry with him washed over Luis with a remarkable calming effect. He did not want this beautiful little creature thinking that he was a creep, a jerk or anything bad.  Treasured. She really should be treasured. This unusual girl with a secret behind her brown eyes. 

He half-ran up the steps to catch up with her and was soon at pace. He gave her a smile. "Muchas gracias anyway, chiquita." 

Late to Dinner

Magnus was later than usual at dinner - normally he was one of the first to arrive, ensuring that he got a prime seat to see and be seen by as many girls as possible. But at the moment he didn't exactly fell like being seen. His cheek had started to go a deep purple colour, one which he feared was only the start of a whole rainbow of bruise-tints. 

The earlier sympathy being shown towards him had slowly evaporated, and he was acutely aware now that the level of snickering at his appearance was increasing. 

He sat down to one end of the Gryffindor table to eat, trying to avoid making eye contact with anyone at all, although he couldn't fail to notice the family sat at the top table. 

Yvette looked at Magnus, and smirked slightly at the bruise on his face. It sure was big. She raised an eyebrow at Madison. 

"Wonder what happened to him." She whispered, trying not to giggle. 

"I have no idea," Madison whispered back. "But ouch...that has got to hurt..." 

She glanced around at some of the other snickering students, and sent him a sympathetic smile before turning back to Yvette. 

"Have you met him already? Something happen?" she asked, remembering the guilty expression on her face when Magnus was mentioned earlier. 

"He's a braggart, that's all. He was being rude to Jon...and I kind of told him he deserved to be a Slytherin because of how conceited he is." Yvette grinned. "You should have seen his face." 

**********

Niki's mind wandered as she ate mechanically. It was...well, it was food, and her stomach received it eagerly. The food at Hogwarts was a far cry from that at home.

...home...

...Papa...

A wave of nausea hit. She leapt to her feet, the chair catching on something on the floor and falling over backwards, but she was half-running, half-stumbling to get away from everyone before the inevitable happened.

Sarah just coming into the Great Hall noted Niki's distress as she jumped up from the Slytherin table and asked. 

"Niki, are you OK? Do you want to get anyone for you?"

Niki's face was decidedly tinged with green, and she shook her head, mouth clamped firmly shut, and disappeared into the bathroom. When she emerged a few minutes later she looked very tired, but managed a tiny half-smile at Sarah. 

"Niki, gosh I hope that wasn't a reaction to dinner or worse Arcadia's revenge! You look a little less green - are you feeling better now? Maybe you should get some air." 

"I'm fine," Niki lied. She wasn't, but there wasn't anything Sarah could do to help. "I think I'll go back to the dormitory. It must've been something I ate." 

"OK, as long as you are sure." said Sarah still obviously quite concerned. "It's Potions first thing in the morning. A few of us said we might gather in the room downstairs that we had as a Third Year common room in autumn term to do some revision after dinner if you're feeling better later on." 

Oh, no...exams...she still had exams...and she had to go and talk to Professor Grimalkin--she had missed both his exams. She nodded. "All right. I'll remember." Maybe she would come and study. Maybe. 

"Cool, hope to see you later on." said Sarah. "Nimmy has gone off to sit her Alchemy exam. I am hoping she might gather some intelligence while there though I can't imagine ole Snape giving anyone the time of day let alone a clue as to tomorrow's ordeal! 

Niki smiled politely. Sarah wanted to make conversation. She already thought something was wrong...Niki didn't want to talk about it. Suddenly, she didn't want to talk to anyone. She swallowed hard...what were the words to that Breath-Freshening Charm? 

Sarah's stomach gave a hungry rumble. 

"Eeps! I'd better get a move on." said Sarah, "I need some food before I start thinking about studying and the tables will be cleared soon. I'll tell you all about the new boy I met earlier when you're feeling better." 

She gave a sweet smile, "Niki, if you still feel unwell after you've lain down for a while maybe you should see Madame Pomfrey. She has some great potions for poorly tums." 

"All right. Thank you." Niki started to sidle away, slightly nervously. 

Nothing to fear! Sarah wasn't about drag Niki off to Madame Pomfrey's against her will. With a final encouraging smile at Niki, she headed into the Great Hall and dinner. 

Breana Meets a Professor

Breana had been avoiding everyone since Saturday morning. Not that she cared right now, as her mind was more fogged up with ways to try and convince her brothers to let her stay. She had received a letter from them every day and they seemed to be assume that Breana would be coming home for good now.

Breana had taken to skulking around at night when others were asleep as well as spending all her free time wandering around the school's grounds. The lake had become her favourite place to be, as she was left alone there.

For her exams Breana would slip in, covered head to foot. She was simply this form moving in a large 

cloak. That was all people ever saw of her and they were themselves too distracted to talk to her.

Tyris was also good at bringing Breana meals, which Breana received by sending notes to the house elves in the kitchen. The house elves were very generous, and Breana ate better than she ever had since her arrival at Hogwarts.

At this moment, out by the lake Breana had realised that she had left extra pens and notebooks that she needed in the common room. She had run out of them already. They were too heavy for Tyris to carry, and so Breana had to chance going into the school.

With a heavy heart, she sent Tyris ahead of her. Tyris had, after a long and very verbal argument, agreed to keep a lookout for anyone coming Breana's way. She was to scout ahead, to make sure that Breana wouldn't run into anyone. Breana still wanted to stay out of anyone's way.

Climbing up the steps to the door of the school, Breana tugged the cloak around her tighter, so that it would cover her better. She had read, from a book that she had once checked out of the library at the 

school, that there were such cloaks that could make you invisible. 

Breana would have given anything to have one, but as she didn't, she would have to do with this heavy one, which kept her warm during the storms.

Though Breana had sent Tyris ahead, Breana still checked. She did trust the squirrel, but the squirrel couldn't notice everything. She had to be doubly careful if she didn't want to be noticed. 

Tiptoeing through the big hall, Breana overheard the loud noise coming from the Great Hall where everyone ate. Her stomach grumbled. She would have loved to go in and get something to eat, as she hadn't eaten anything yet that evening. Tyris was helping her go through the castle alone, and then would go down to the house elves to get food.

She thought better of it though, and climbed up the steps, keeping an eye on the small form ahead that was Tyris. Her memory was not very good, and with the way the corridors tended to shift Breana was finding it hard to find her way to her common room. 

Tyris though, who had gotten some of her smaller belongings before, knew the way though. She had to rely on Tyris to get there. Passing through the first corridor, she continued on.

Breana trusted her squirrel, but the feeling of being watched refused to leave her mind. She constantly had to duck into dark corridors, as there were still a few students who were still moving around the halls. Obviously the call of their stomach had yet to be answered, and this made them even more troublesome. Breana's journey to the Ravenclaw common room was increasingly interrupted, as there seemed to be more people wandering around the halls, then there were in the Great Hall, eating.

She pulled the cloak around her closer, as she tried to disappear behind a black wall. Another string of people were making their way down the other corridor, talking loudly as they screamed that they had to get food now, before they starved. The exams had taken too long in their opinion, and other incidents had kept them away from the food. 

'You could go faster,' snarled Breana to them softly, not loud enough for them to hear. One of them must have noticed something, as they turned to look in Breana's direction. Breana pressed herself against the wall, pleading with anyone who directed fate to not allow these people to see her. To her relief, the person continued on after their friends called for them to go on, as their stomach was grumbling non-stop.

Breana whispered a soft thank you once these people disappeared behind the next corner, and let out a soft whistle. The form of her squirrel, which had in the first place warned her of these people making their way towards her, scurried back out into her sight. Breana whispered a few words, which told the squirrel to go on, but Tyris seemed to be offended. It threw a few scolding words at Breana, before going on.

After that point, Tyris on purpose tried to annoy Breana as much as possible. She would take the longest time to disappear if someone was coming, choosing to almost let the person to see her before hiding. After the fifth time this happened, Breana decided that she had had enough. That squirrel had added the last straw.

'Will you stop that?' she hissed, as Tyris rushed ahead.

*Stop? What annoys you?* the squirrel asked, turning her little brown head to look into Breana's piercing eyes and white face.

'You know very well what you are doing that annoys me?' Breana said, her anger boiling.

'Do I?* the squirrel replied, acting as if she was surprised at this thought.

'Tyris!' screamed Breana, stomping one of her feet.

*You may attract unwanted attention* Tyris said softly, as she began to scurry ahead.

'You are the one who is attracting all the unwanted attention!' yelled Breana.

She didn't wait for another word from the squirrel, and she stomped ahead. She expected the squirrel to follow as she stormed ahead, and to tell her if she went wrong. Blindly, Breana made choices along the ends of corridors and where two halls met. She didn't run into anyone else, which she was thankful for.

Her luck though, in being able to continue her journey, was finished half an hour later. Breana followed a corridor, and found when she turned to her right, that there was a dead end. Angrily, she swung around to yell at Tyris for letting her get lost and stuck at a dead end. She found though, to her surprise, that Tyris was no longer there. 

It seemed that Tyris had reached the end of her rope with her sanity, and had left Breana, just as everyone else had done. Leaving Breana alone with her anger. Breana felt a sob rise in her throat and hastily she tried to get rid of it. She was not going to cry. She was not going to tear up and bawl like a baby. She was Edmond's sister, the girl who was a complete tomboy.

Yet here, no one knew who she really was. Breana was not known by anybody here. She was beginning to miss home, even though her stepfather resided there, and wanted to see her brothers. She knew 

that she should be angry at them, trying to order her around, but this school was so different. She no longer had her brothers around her.

Breana raised her head to let out a howl, as she wished so badly that she was home. She wanted to be home. She wanted it to be summer. She wanted to be surrounded by her brothers, who always understood. Even if they didn't this one time about her wanting to stay at school, as she enjoyed finding out all the surprises of magic.

Her screams began sounding extremely like a wolf letting out its dying howl, and Breana pulled at her cloak around her. She threw it over her head and closed it tighter around her body. Her eyes staring 

at the ceiling, Breana let out one more sob before burying her head into her lap. Her arms closed around her, as she curled herself into a ball on the floor. With another scream of absolute fury, Breana closed her eyes, and continued to cry. This time softly.

Suddenly a squeaky little voice was heard near Breana, 

"Oh my dear, my dear, whatever can be the matter."

Tiny Professor Flitwick, Charms Teacher and Head of Ravenclaw House had been making his way back to his seventh floor office from the Great Hall and had heard strange noises. He had followed them to their source and found Breana wrapped in her cloak. Indeed, he had almost fallen over her but had seen her just in time.

He handed her an enormous handkerchief with which to dry her tears. "Miss Ayila, isn't it?" He seemed almost in tears himself at the thought of Breana being so upset. 

'Nothing anyone could do about it. My life's just topsy-turvy, inside out and all the sharp points has come out to graze against my skin.'

Breana sounded slightly hoarse, but she spoke in an almost singsong voice. It would have been almost as if she had gone mad. Which she actually felt that she had in the first place. 'Have you ever wondered if people are making the choices for you just to keep you safe, or if they are just trying to annoy you?' she whispered softly, sticking to her curled up position. 'Or if they have a hidden agenda which you don't know about? Has that ever happened to you?'

This is when she did raise her head, and she gazed with her teary eyes into the professor's. Her skin had become moist with tears, and patched with red blushes, where her temperature had risen due to the force her body was taking by her sobs. Her mouth was slightly open, as if she wanted to continue on with something, or may it was just simply to breathe. Her nose had become stuffed up in the process, but she ignored the constant sniffles she had to make.

She took the professor's handkerchief, and dabbed her eyes lightly, as if there were other things on her mind than her complexion. If she had been anyone else, she would have probably hidden her head in shame. She looked close to those people you saw on the street, living homeless; with dirt smudged into their skin, and those haunted eyes. Breana now possessed those aspects.

"Oh, that sounds a very painful condition to be in.," said Professor Flitwick. 

"Now I think that aside from guiding you safely back to your Common Room that I should teach you a 'Cheering Charm'. It will not put the world back to rights but it will help you to gain a better perspective on the situation and often with a better perspective the world manages to right itself very quickly."

The Professor was so small himself and yet so obviously brimming with good intentions it would be hard not to feel cheered up in his presence even without a cheering charm.

"Now as for people making choices, I am a very old wizard and it has been a very long time since anyone has tried to make a choice for me. Though we did have a teacher here a few years back who decided she was going to look after my diet - kept ordering me the most atrocious healthy meals. I finally had to insist she mind her own business and move to the other end of the staff table!"

He smiled kindly, "Yet in your case I understand that you came to an awareness of your magical talents quite late and that there is some difficulty with the rest of your family. That can be a very difficult position to be in. I think it very likely that your family is trying to help you in their own way. They probably miss you being with them very much. No need to postulate a hidden agenda on their part more than a wish to see you happy and settled. You seem to be a bit caught between two worlds and not properly part of either as yet."

Breana gave a slight smile to the professor, as she felt that his smile was contagious. She had no right to be smiling, as the predicament she was in was painful, but for now...she was actually glad to find someone who might be able to give her a clue of what to do. An adult always seemed to have more answers than another child does.

'Thanks professor,' she whispered, getting up and handing him his slightly stained with tears handkerchief.

Then after a thought, she asked, 'Professor? Do you think its possible to exist in two different worlds and keep them balanced? Manage to live one life as a...a..uh, Muggle I think you call them, and...as a student trying to survive in a school with students who have four more years experience than you do? Can you keep both sides equal, so that one does not override the other? Or will I eventually have to make a choice, and chose one? I...am not sure if any ideas put before me will ever work, and I'll end up going back to the world I once knew, and be trained there...but, to have people who are able to do the same things you can do mostly....that, is different than being at home....'

She paused, half lost in thought, and half waiting for the professor to answer.

Professor Flitwick took a moment to think about Breana's question.

"Well over the years I have been teaching here the ratio of students who either are muggle born or with one parent who is a muggle has grown considerably to those whose families live completely in the wizarding world. So there are a fair number of students who have faced very similar dilemmas about being in two worlds and choices about them. Experience also shows that each person has to tackle this for themselves. Alas, there is no easy solution. 

A few do choose to turn their back on our world to return to completely living in the muggle world but it can be hard once you know magic not to use it and very lonely! We have a whole Department within the Ministry of Magic dedicated to making sure that our world remains hidden from that of ordinary folk - the muggles. 

You see muggles tend to fear what they don't understand and what they fear they often seek to destroy. It was because of this that our worlds separated though there are still those who are sympathetic hence all those mixed marriages I mentioned.

Your Mother was a witch I understand - was there no one else in your family magically gifted? There is a great deal of magic in your country that is accepted by ordinary folk. You may not even have been aware of this as you had grown up because it seemed so much part of everyday life."

The tiny Professor smiled, "You seem a very bright young woman, which is why the Sorting Hat placed you in Ravenclaw. Now I know that you have come what two and 2/3rd Years later into the school than your classmates but your teachers are aware of the fact that you were notified late of your admittance here and are taking that into account. As to whether these ideas work, have your tried much magic yet or are you waiting for all this theory to sink in?"

Breana muttered, 'I've only tried bits and pieces. Breana whispered softly, 'I've been trying to learn. I've learnt about half the book for the first years. I'll learn the rest during the summer. And try the others.'

She paused, trying to hold back her tears. 'How do you make people understand? My brother's don't realise anything. They don't seem to think that I like being here. I am homesick, but I want to stay in school...they don't understand, as they are Muggles. They want me home. But I couldn't study at home... then it would be harder for me to learn. I need to watch others do it, and it's helpful if people help now and then. I couldn't do it with just one professor. I want to stay here, but I can't convince them....' She nearly let out a sob, but managed to keep it back. Then in a slight howl, she asked, 'How can you make them understand?'

"Well you are being very sensible in my opinion looking to cover the background and you'll make good headway over the summer I am sure."

He pondered Breana's question, "Well, I think your brothers must miss you very much and want you to be happy which at present you are obviously not. You are quite right that learning magic here surrounded by over a thousand years of spells and the like is a definite 'boost' for any student. Plus, there are hundreds of other young witches and wizards and this again can be of great assistance."  

He paused and thought, "Well the solution is simple - you want to stay in school and learn from a range of teachers and wish your family to accept this so we must find a way to convince them this is the best course for your future. Now this wizard you spoke of who has offered to teach you can you send him an owl?"

Professor Flitwick had a plan. He himself loved the South of Ireland. His interest in the all species of the fairies (the insect sized ones which are humanoid in appearance) had often led him there on holidays in search of little snippets of lore. The idea of calling upon Breana's wizard friend or neighbour and speaking with him and her brothers appeared the least he could do for a member of his own House.

I could if I wanted to, I suppose,' Breana said softly. 'He lives in the small town I live in and my brothers know where he is, so if I sent the owl to them, then they could send it on to him.'

She paused, '...do you have an idea, professor?' She hastily hid her face as she could feel it going red. She wasn't used to an outsider being so nice to her, and this teacher seemed to be going out of his way. She was though, desperate for a solution to this, as she couldn't stand it being over her head any longer.

Introducing Mahou Amberstone

Some days earlier at an undisclosed location in England ….

Mahou Amberstone sat atop a branch in her favourite willow tree that overlooked a stunning sapphire lake dotted with sunlight.  Her head was leaning against the slim upper trunk of the tree, and her red-brown hair was cut short, fluffing lazily in the summer breeze.  Her vivid, lime-green eyes 

were closed against the bright sun, her pointed ears slouching.  

Mahou Amberstone was an elf; one of the few left that allowed themselves to be seen.  In all actuality, the young girl was only half-Irish Wood Elf; her mother being a human as well as a witch.  She had visited Ireland, her mother, and had met Mahou's father there.  They had lived in Ireland for most 

of Mahou's life, about 9 years, but decided to live in England, her mother going on and on about some place called Hogwarts.  Whatever that was.

It was now May 26th Mahou's 14th birthday, and the young elf was pondering what to do.  She missed her old school in Ireland, where she learned witchcraft and wizardry, called Cerridwyn's School for Gifted Girls.  She had been there for 2 years, until her mother decided to move to England again and have Mahou go to Hogwarts next term, which she was guessing was the equivalent of Cerridwyn's.

Mahou had already danced with the Faeries, ridden a unicorn, chatted with the dryad of the willow and the nymphs of the lake.  There wasn't much else the child could do.  So, she hopped off her branch and landed lightly on her feet upon the ground... after jumping nearly 10 feet.  Sighing, Mahou looked in her pocket: not nearly enough for the Firebolt she had been ogling in the window of Quality Quidditch Supplies in Diagon Alley about a month ago. She already had a Nimbus Two Thousand, since she was an avid Quidditch fan, and she so wanted the Firebolt.

Anyway, Mahou took her usual trek back to the house to find her mother, beaming brighter than the sunlight, holding a thick envelope of parchment paper with green lettering.  "Wha's tha', ma?" Mahou asked, taking a seat at the kitchen table.  "Looks like a letter o' some sort."  The child's Irish accent shone as she spoke, folding her hands upon the tabletop.

"This, my dear sweet Angelears," her mother cooed, presenting the envelope with evident pride, "is your acceptance letter to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.  And, as a present, your father and I bought you a pet."  She bustled over to a box in the corner and lifted a small ball of orange fluff.  She walked back, muttering about being lucky since it was her third year now.  The ball unrolled itself and showed itself to be a baby red fox.  

"You can name him, Angelears, because she'll be your companion at Hogwarts!" her mother cried gleefully.  She plopped the furry animal onto Mahou's lap, sitting across from her with an expression of anticipation.

"I guess this be th' school ye went ta, righ'?" Mahou asked.  She opened the envelope and read the letter as well as the list of books she would need. "I guess I willna be buyin' me th' Firebolt anytime soon," she muttered with a sigh.  She thought she'd be considered a First Year there and thus.. no broomstick.

"I'm sure I could write a note and ask Headmaster Dumbledore about it," her mother suggested, catching the thought.  "I mean, you may or may not be considered a First Year.  You might excel into Third Year.  I'm sure you could bring your Nimbus."  She smiled reassuringly.

"But tha's jus' it, ma!" Mahou cried, tossing the letter onto the table with a flick of her wrist.  "I wanted ta bring a Firebolt!  Ye've been goin' on abou' th' school fer ages.  I wanted ta be liked.  An' I wanted ta be on th' Quidditch team.  I no' be sure if they would let a new kid be on th' team, regardless o' me years!"  Her pointed ears fell.  "An' now I may no' be able to bring me Nimbus, buy a Firebolt, or be on a Quidditch team!"  She got to her feet, depositing the fox on the floor with a soft furry plop.  "I donnae want ta go ta Hogwarts, ma!  Ye cannae make me!"  She raced out of the kitchen and up to her room, slamming the door behind her.

Just then, Mahou's father, Weatherlite Amberstone, walked into the house, his arms laden with packages, a list clamped in his teeth.  He set the parcels down, laying the scratched-on list atop them, and took of his hat that hid his pointed ears.  "M'dear Paula, wha' happened?" he asked.  His own Irish accent was thicker than Mahou's, but full of concern.

"She doesn't want to go to Hogwarts, Weatherlite," Paula replied, sitting back down at the table.  "She wants to buy a Firebolt, be on the Quidditch team, of bring her Nimbus if she didn't get the Firebolt.  But the rules of Hogwarts say that no First Years can have broomsticks.  We don't know if she would be treated as a First or Third year because of her time at Cerridwyn's."  She sighed.

Weatherlite stood behind his wife and smiled.  "Donnae worry, Lark, for I bought our dear Angelears a Firebolt," he proclaimed.

Meanwhile, Mahou was in her room, thinking about Hogwarts.  "Ma does seem like she really wants me ta go," she mused to herself, the fox pup lying on her bed.  "I guess I should go, eh, fox?"  The pup's ears perked and she yipped once.  "I think I'll call ye Blackfoot.  Ye like tha'?" she asked. The pup barked and stood in reply.  "I guess so.  Ye'll be comin' ta Hogwarts wi' me, then, Blackfoot.  Ma wants me ta go so badly."  Standing, she walked out of the room with the pup close at her heels.

In the kitchen, Weatherlite was setting up the packages while Paula was placing a large, white cake on the table.  Mahou blinked when she saw an oblong package resting atop all the other gifts.  She dared herself to hope it was a Firebolt.

"Sit, Angelears," Weatherlite told his daughter, "and open your gifts."

The first one was a new hat to wear that would help to cover her pointed ears.  Next there was a copy of the book "Quidditch Through the Ages", and following that was a new backpack with all the books she would need the coming year, as well as all the tools.  In another, but much smaller, parcel there was a large bag of Bertie Bott's Every Flavour Beans.  Mahou was iffy about those... ever since the sardine one...  Finally, after opening a present with 3 robes and a pointy hat, Mahou found her dream: the Firebolt. 

Her slanted eyes went wide as she read the name on the handle, saw each and every perfect twig in the brush, and read the identification number.  Her heart was soaring as she thought about the times she would have, flying high over Hogwarts with the other students below.

"Oh, Da!" she cried happily.  "This be th' best present ever ye got me.  I'll cherish me new Firebolt forever, Da!"  She beamed.  Suddenly, her elated face fell as if all her dreams were crushed.

"What's the matter, dear?" her mother, Paula, asked.  "You look like getting the Firebolt isn't all you thought it would be."

Mahou shook her head.  "It's no' tha', Ma," she said sadly.  "It jus' be tha'... I cannae take th' Firebolt ta Hogwarts.  Firs' years cannae take broomsticks."

Paula scrunched up her face and held out her wand, which she drew from her apron pocket.  "Accio parchment! Accio quill!  Accio inkwell!" she shouted angrily.  Sitting down at the kitchen table, she began her letter to Albus Dumbledore, the Headmaster of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry:

"Salutations, Headmaster Albus Dumbledore,

I am writing in regards of my daughter, Mahou Amberstone, and the subject of First Years.  She was sent a list of supplies for the First Year students, yet she has already had her first 3 years of schooling at Cerridwyn's School for Gifted Girls in Blackwater, Ireland.  She has just received a new Firebolt for her birthday and she is crushed to know that First Years cannot bring broomsticks.  I was wondering if there has been a mistake about her list and that she may be a Fourth Year now, instead of a First Year.  If no mistake has been made, then I was wondering if she would be permitted to bring her new Firebolt to Hogwarts.  I await your prompt answer.

With Deepest Regards,

Paula Amberstone (Hickory)

former student House Gryffindor

P.S.  I was wondering if I could arrange an appointment for Mahou to visit the school before this term lets out.  I await your owl.

**********

A few days previous to the start of the examinations, Albus Dumbledore had received the letter from Paula Amberstone and he replied thus:

'Dear Paula Amberstone, 

My sincere apologies for the mis-understanding regarding Mahou's admission next term at Hogwarts. These confusions do at times occur when a student has transferred from private schooling. 

Notes from the Headmistress of Mahou's former school have been forwarded to me and looking over these her level of training, supplemented no doubt by your teaching, appears consistent with a student ready to enter a Fourth Year of study. 

As you know, Hogwarts caters for both young wizards and witches and it would probably be a good idea for Mahou to meet some of the young people that she will be studying with next autumn. A few other new students and in some cases their families will be visiting the school during early June. Your daughter as well as yourself and Weatherlite Amberstone will of course be made welcome. If you would prefer that Mahou spend a day or so unaccompanied that also can be arranged.  

Obviously some of our 'optional' subjects differ than those covered at Cerridwyn's and during your visit Mahou can see which of these interest her and some preparatory work may be assigned. Based on her

Headmistress' notes as well as your former House affiliation, I would suggest that she be placed in Gryffindor. If you or Mahou are unhappy with this placement, we can of course arrange a session with the Sorting Hat.  

Certainly she will be permitted to bring her Firebolt though if she wishes to try-out for her House team in September, Madame Hooch insists on a  'level-playing field' and all trials must be undertaken on standard school brooms. 

I look forward to your owl in reply.

Albus Dumbledore, 

Headmaster

**********

Paula was sitting down to dinner when an owl about the size of a cat swooped into the kitchen, startling her husband who still wasn't used to the owl-deliveries.  Smiling, she paid the owl, who promptly flew on the windowsill to await the reply, and read the letter.

"Oh, Mahou!" she cried, grinning from one round ear to the other.  "You've been accepted into Hogwarts as a Fourth-year student!  And they said that you should be placed in Gryffindor because that was where I was when I went to Hogwarts.  What do you think?"

Mahou swallowed her portion of Cornish hen and said, "But Ma, I thought tha' there was a ceremony t' go through?  Th' Sortin' Hat or somethin' o' tha' sort?"  She shovelled some peas into her mouth, her pointed ears twitching.

"Well, dear, yes," Paula said awkwardly.  "But don't you want to be in Gryffindor?  It's for the brave at heart and I know my little Angelears is braver than anyone I know."  She patted her husband's hand gently.  He smiled.

"I guess Gryffindor would be grand, Ma," she said, swallowing the peas.  "But wha' about Quidditch?"  There went the peas again.

"Headmaster Dumbledore said you could try out for the team, but you would have to use the school's broom," Paula explained.  "So I suggest you brush up on your Quidditch skills.  I could play a bit with you and use your old Nimbus.  I need to write the Headmaster back and set up a date to visit the school before you go there in the fall."

With that, Paula called her quill, ink, and parchment again, and began to write...

"Dear Headmaster Dumbledore,

Everything is all right now.  There was no harm done.  We just need to make another visit to Diagon Alley.  I completely understand why the confusion came to be.  Cerridwyn's is, indeed, a private school.

Mahou was very pleased to know that she would be a Fourth Year, rather than a first.  You know how children can be with those younger than them. I agree to this.  She has spent all of her witch-learning with only other witches, no wizards, and thus might not know how to act around them in the classroom setting.  This is a very good idea and I would like to pursue it.  

Any day is good for us.  Just let me know.

I have a feeling that my husband and I should not stay for more than a few hours.  She would feel smothered and thus, not wish us to be there.  What would her accommodations be if she were to visit?  Would she be staying but the day and then come home?  Or would she be staying the night?

I suppose you do not offer things like, wand making and ritual-design.  Mahou is very skilled in those and has her own wand that she made.  It is a willow wand with unicorn-tail hair.  Ten inches.  She would like to be in Gryffindor, but maybe a small private session with the Sorting Hat would ease any doubts of her placement.  She seemed a bit wary when I mentioned it.

I have spoken to her about this and she has agreed, if not a bit grudgingly.   She can be difficult at times and I fear her attitude might get her into trouble at Hogwarts.

I thank you for your prompt reply and I return your owl with my own letter.

Regards,

Paula Amberstone

**********

Paula Amberstone's letter arrived during the crises and could not be answered until Dumbledore's return though he had despatched his reply immediately.

'Dear Paula Amberstone,

It would be delightful to have Mahou here for a day or so. Indeed, this will be an ideal time for her to meet her fellow students. If you would permit her to remain overnight she will be accommodated in the Guest Tower. I am certain a small Sorting ceremony can be arranged for her if it puts her more at ease.'

He remembered all too well the recent problem with Alpha whose placement in Gryffindor had been made by committee. He didn't know if she felt more at ease or less since the Hat had confirmed her Slytherin placement. He continued:

'I am pleased to hear that Mahou has made her own wand. It is a very useful skill and one that I am afraid is tending to be ignored these days. With respect to ritual-design, you are indeed correct to note that this does not form part of our curriculum. As much ritual is bound up with religious and spiritual issues, it is felt best by the school board to leave the transmission of these skills to parental discretion.

I have this past year conducted a class in 'Spell Invention and Design' though it is uncertain whether this shall be offered as an option next year for Fourth Years. Still I expect we shall have much on our curriculum to keep her mind engaged as well as social events.

I look forward to your visit. 

Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster'

**********

Upon the arrival of the next letter, Mahou and her family packed a change of clothes for the half-elf, plunking a hat to cover her ears on her head, and mounted their broomsticks, making sure that they were well-covered before they set out...

Paula remembered the way like a map of her heart.  Hogwarts had always been a fond memory of hers, but so had meeting her elfin husband, who was also wearing a hat to cover his long, pointed ears.  She smiled as they flew: Mahou on her Firebolt, Paula on the Nimbus, and Weatherlite, who still was queasy about flight, was perched on a Cleansweep.

Within hours, because of apparating to a place nearer to the school, the family arrived, landing lightly on the grounds of Hogwarts.  Paula wiped a tear from her eye and walked to the doors, Mahou, nervous and shivering slightly, following behind, with Weatherlite bringing up the rear.

Mahou walked with an unusual grace, one that humans couldn't fathom even in ballroom dancing.  Weatherlite moved with the same grace, though it looked more natural on him than it did on Mahou.  They entered the building and looked around, Paula seeming like she was returning home after a long vacation, Weatherlite alight with curiosity, and Mahou.. Mahou was afraid.

"Ma.. I donnae like this place.. It's no' like Cerridwyn's," Mahou whispered, hoping the walls didn't have ears.  "No one is gonna like me, Ma.   I can feel it.. I be too.. different."

"Mahou!" Paula shouted, planting her hands on her hips.  "Being different is what is so special about everyone.  How many times must I tell you?"  She looked about the place.  "Now we must wait for the Headmaster to show us to where we should go, and where you would be staying."

"But remember, Angelears," Weatherlite said lowly, "donnae take off yer  hat."

Mahou nodded, cramming the hat lower on her head.

Grand Entrances and Unexpected Returns

A few minutes earlier, Shinrei and Luis had themselves walked through the same passageway.

Shinrei did not reply to Luis's statement, did not even look at him as she continued to speedily walk down the hall. To her own amazement, they had already the reached the entrance to the Great Hall before she remembered to catch her breath. 

She turned to face him. "I believe Professor McGonagall is inside. You may wait for her here or you may want to get inside and join your table." She swept a quick glance in the hall and saw that it was still filled with people. But she had no choice but to go inside in order to shake Luis off. Besides, she was very hungry. 

"Goodnight, gaijin." With these words, she stepped into the light of the Great Hall's many candles and headed for the Gryffindor table. She did not look back at him. 

Luis stood at the entrance to the Great Hall and watched Shinrei's retreating back. With a slight smile, he followed her into the light of the large chamber, still shouldering his duffel bag. 

A few eyes turned his way, most likely taking in his Muggle clothes, jeans and leather jacket at that. His eyes settled on the Head Table, then moved over to the Slytherin table. 

He stood there deciding whether or not to join the table of his old House. He wished someone would come over and make some sense out of his rather unusual fix. 

Professor Snape had left the head table and was currently making his way through the Great Hall towards the entrance doors. 

From some distance he took in Luis' presence and approaching his position, stopped and regarded him with a steady gaze. "Mr. Verga, to what do we owe this pleasure?" 

********

Andy Warden walked slowly into the Great Hall. He could see many of his fellow schoolmates sitting at the long tables eating dinner. 

A number he saw were new students here at Hogwarts. The first thing he noticed were the stares he was getting. People began staring at him whispering and pointing. But Andy didn't care. He was finally out of that pendant and Asriel was out of his life. But for how long? So many questions raced through his head. He just wanted to get through dinner. 

He walked over to the Gryffindor table trying to be as unnoticeable as he could. He looked around very pleased with what he saw. 

"Hi everyone," he said. "I'm back." 

After leaving Luis at the threshold of the Great Hall, Shinrei had walked straight to the Gryffindor table and was glad that there were already a few empty seats.  She had seated herself quickly and had immediately helped herself to the delicious Hogwarts food.  The fare was very much welcome in her not-so-well-fed stomach.

*******

Luis grinned at the sight of Severus Snape, his favourite teacher. 

The older man was intelligent, calculating, fearless, ruthless and cynical--everything Luis had always wanted to be. 

"Good evening, sir," Luis replied, bowing slightly, "I have decided to make a visit prior to the start of the next term. I intend to make arrangements about returning to school and resuming my magical education." 

"Of course," he added with a smile, "it's likewise my intention to rejoin my old house." 

"Is it indeed?" replied Snape, "Well, after such a length of absence, it will be at the Headmaster's discretion whether you are admitted again to the school. As to Slytherin - I will await the outcome of that interview before extending any welcome on that score." 

At this point Andy Warden had walked in and over to the Gryffindor Table. Snape's eyes followed him with some interest. 

He then continued, "I will advise Professor Dumbledore that you are here." His eyes flicked for a second to the Head Table where Professor McGonagall remained engaged with the Rachinov family. 

"Meanwhile, Mr. Verga you might as well get something to eat while you wait for either him or the Deputy Headmaster to speak with you." 

With that the Potions Master nodded at Luis and departed the Great Hall. 

Sarah had entered the Great Hall a few minutes ahead of Luis and Shinrei and managed to tuck into a plate of delicious Hogwarts fare before Shinrei had made her grand entrance and gone off to the Gryffindor table.

She couldn't fathom why the Gryffindor girl was so eager to shake off the rather lovely Luis though knowing the psychology of the male of the species and their tendency to desire the unobtainable figured it wouldn't really be a deterrent. 

She witnessed Luis' encounter with Snape and wondered whether the young man would sit or not, decided to be friendly and went over to him.

"I see Snape didn't just fix you with one of his icy stares and walk on which suggests he's overjoyed at your return. You gonna sit and wait for McGonagall to extract herself? Want some company?"

Sarah lacked nothing in the assertivess department!

********

Feeling that there was little she could do further in the way of preparation for her evening exam, Nimue had decided to see if Professor Snape had left the Great Hall. There was still some time before she was expected and her pacing of the Gryffindor Common Room was only causing her to get on the nerves of other students already getting stuck into their preparations for the next day.

However, as she entered the Great Hall just as Professor Snape was leaving.

"Miss Hawkwood, I trust you have not forgotten our appointment?"

"No, sir." she replied "I will be there at 7:30 as arranged."

He nodded at her and continued on his way while she headed for the Gryffindor table, where she could see a number of students sitting. She was pleased to see Shinrei there and took a seat next to her.

"Good evening Shinrei. I am very pleased to see you."

"Good evening, Nimue-san," Shinrei greeted the prefect as the other girl took a seat beside her.  "I am glad to see you are well."

*******

"Hello again." Luis gave Sarah a charming smile. 

"You will be glad to know that the little chiquita and I had come to a, should we say, truce. No blood spilled in our little dungeon encounter." He inclined his head in the direction of Shinrei, who was now talking to another girl at the Gryffindor table. Not to Sinclair. He felt relieved. 

"As for Professor Snape, let's just say he knows a kindred spirit when he meets one." "Of course I would appreciate your company," he added. "Now, where do you suggest I sit?" 

"A kindred spirit to Snape? Somehow you don't look like a cold-hearted, ill-tempered killjoy with no social life and in serious need of a new shampoo." She flashed him one of her cheeky smiles. 

Sarah wasn't one of the students who had particular 'issues' with the Potions Master like Dylan and Niki though she tried to remain below his radar most of the time. 

She looked around her - the Hall was less full than it had been a few minutes ago. "As you're a guest at the moment come sit next to me." 

Luis was very flattered at the offer. He smiled more broadly and swept out an arm with a flourish, motioning for Sarah to go ahead of him. "It would be my pleasure. Lead the way then." 

At the Gryffindor table Nimue noted the presence of Andy Warden a little further along the table, sitting there chatting with a few other Gryffindors as though he had never been away - never had disappeared without trace two months previously!

"I haven't seen him earlier, as well," Shinrei commented, following Nimue's gaze towards a boy she did not recognise. "Who is he, Nimue-san? Another transferee? I...I think he looks a little strange."

"No he's not. That's Andy Warden who has been here all year though he left at Easter break and didn't return with the other students. There was some concern about his not having arrived at his destination. I guess he must have just turned up. I wonder where he has been?"

She took in Andy's appearance - there was indeed something a little strange about the way in which he looked. Andy had always been a very cute boy but now there was almost something too perfect about the way he looked. As though someone had taken away the tiny imperfections that gave a face character.

"I'll introduce you once I can get his attention."

"Andy!" Nimue said getting up and approaching him. "When did you get back, where have you been all these weeks!"

"Nimue!" he said hugging her. "I'm so glad to see you. I just returned today with the help of Randal and Dumbledore. I was trapped in that God forsaken pendant. Asriel's father trapped me there and I've been lying on the ground of the forest ever since. If it weren't for Branwen who found the pendant I wouldn't be here. She found the pendant and put it on. With my soul still trapped inside, I was able to communicate to people through her. Well, to make the long story short, Madam Pomfrey found the pendant on her, gave it to Dumbledore, and he and Randal set me free! I've never felt better.

Oh, but there is something the matter. You see, we can't really find my body. And Marvo brought up the idea that I might be a construct. So Dumbledore decided to give me a sort of substitution just to be safe. When Marvo is convinced that I'm not a construct, I hope he and Dumbledore will help in the search to find my real body."

Andy paused, "But I'm so glad to be out of the pendant. You have to tell me what's been going on in the past two months. I must have missed a lot! Look at all the new students..."

Andy was positively glowing.

Nimue had stepped slightly away from Shinrei in order to hug Andy.

She was stunned to hear what Andy said. He had told her of his struggle back in January when his body had been taken over by Asriel Gtomik due to the influence of the enchanted pendant but she had assumed that it had been handed over to the Ministry of Magic at some point soon afterwards. She even had a pretty good idea that Marvo had been involved with it but she didn't like to say. His work with the Ministry was pretty 'hush-hush' even if he did have a tendency to let titbits drop here and there.

She also resolved to have a word with Randal Fudge so that he was less jumpy around her. After all her Father was involved in a fair amount of covert activities himself and it was something she just accepted as a matter of course. 

Nimue took in this torrent of new information about Andy and the pendant with good grace. There would be time enough later for the longer version.

"Good grief" she said, "I have a million questions about how all this came about! Plus, I am sure that Marvo will come around once he talks to you properly and will help you solve the mystery. Actually I am sure that the 'Scooby gang', even if we are somewhat diminished in numbers, can put our heads together and help sort it out!"

Indeed the original group of Third Years students who had worked together with the metaphysical energies of the Founders to defeat the dark wizard 'Quetzalcoatl' had diminished with Ceridwyn's leaving, followed by Egreen, Achel and of course Joss who had managed to participate from beyond the grave. Even Peesey who had grumbled all the way about co-operating with Gryffindors had pulled away. The year appeared to be ending on a very different note to how it had started! 

"Do you think Asriel has got your body or was his spirit returned to his original one? I mean I assume that when his father cursed his spirit to enter the pendant that he must have had a real body somewhere. I never had any encounters with Asriel directly like Madison but everyone thought he was a completely different boy didn't they?"

"No," answered Andy to Nimue's question, "I don't think he has my body. I remember when he left he had his own body. But where did mine go? That's a question that I hope gets answered very shortly."

Nimue was definitely 'on the case'.

She smiled, "As to the new students - yes there has been a bit of an influx since you left at the Easter term but a number are here sort of getting the feel of things before starting properly in the autumn. 

They are a good bunch of people though we are just getting to know some of them.  

Look I wouldn't say *too* much about what has happened to you to the newbies because not everyone knows you the way we do. I mean Marvo knows and cares for you very deeply - you were his closest male friend here but he has some problem with constructs. I don't know the details, probably something back when he was in early training. Just give him time and be your delightful self."

"You have a lot of questions for me? I must have a billion questions for you! We do need to get the whole 'Scooby gang' together again. With the exception of Joss, Egreen, Achel, and Ceridwyn. I hope everyone else is still here."

Nimue had noted what Andy had said though she also remembered him telling her that in January his body had physically changed into that of Asriel's. Madison and Niki had thought he was a new boy for a while. 

"Yes the others are still here though the Lagrands will be leaving on Friday to start their summer holidays. Quite a few of the new students are very keen and while there isn't the shared history we have from Yule and beforehand, there is a sense of camaraderie. I think quite a few of us could work as a team - I mean there was a tremendous sense of working together to help clear Professor Grimalkin's name."

 Nimue could see it might be a late night in Gryffindor Tower filling in Andy! She hugged him again. "Now who is new that I can introduce you to first?"

She turned towards Shinrei who was probably the most obvious as they'd been talking just before seen Andy.

Andy noticed Nimue's notion towards the girl standing next to her.  "Hello," he said kindly to Shinrei. "My name is Andy. I'm a 3rd year Gryffindor here at Hogwarts. And you are...?" 

Nimue was glad that Andy introduced himself to Shinrei. He had a sweetness about him even in this simulated body (and one could only admire Dumbledore's magical craftsmanship over it) that shy people could relate to. It would be good to have him back in Gryffindor. 

Nimue hoped that Shinrei was settling into Gryffindor. She hadn't seen that much of Shinrei since her return from London but she gave the impression of someone who was feeling very much isolated. She wasn't alone in this - not every student could relate to their peers. 

Nimue recalled her own first two months at Hogwarts when she had hardly spoken to a soul until Kat had drawn her out of herself in the Hogsmeade bookshop. Now Nimue hardly recognised herself as the introverted girl who had travelled up from London last September. 

Andy also got the impression that Shinrei was an outsider. She looked a bit shy. He waited for her reply, hoping that he wasn't making her feel too uncomfortable. He was bursting inside! 

He wanted to find out everything that had happened. Every little detail. He hoped Nimue had time to spare! And yet he couldn't help but feel just a little tired. 

Nimue had looked towards her watch and noted the time was growing very close to when she was expected to be in Professor Snape's classroom. 

"Shinrei, Andy - please excuse me. I am expected by Professor Snape to take my Alchemy exam and I will leave the two of you to get to know each other. "

She paused,  "Andy, we can discuss the situation later on. You look a little tired, maybe you should lie down for a while."  She had no idea if a simulated body could get tired but as the form was containing Andy's spirit probably he needed to rest even if his body didn't technically need to. 

With that she moved away. Snape expected punctuality even for an out-of-hours examination. 

********

Sarah noted the Snape teasing had not gained a response. Like Nathan Lagrand, Luis was older so probably had a different perspective on the Potions Master than those her age. Except for Tish and Nimmy who didn't really count in the same way in Sarah's books. 

"My pleasure," she said to Luis and led the way to the Ravenclaw table. Just as they were about to sit down she noted something of a commotion at the Gryffindor table. Nimue, who had been talking with 

Shinrei last time Sarah had noticed was now hugging rather enthusiastically a sweet looking blond boy. Sarah realised with a start that this was the long lost Andy Warden. Where on earth had he sprung from!  

Sarah was torn. She wanted very much to talk with Luis and get to know him but she also was very fond of Andy and wanted to find out what was going on.  

Yet not only was she slightly reluctant to introduce Luis to Nimue Hawkwood as the young man seemed to go for the beautiful, dark-haired quiet/mysterious type (if Shinrei was anything to go by) Shinrei was there as well. He'd have a chance to engage with her again! Drats! Still her practical side kicked in and if Luis was indeed drawn that strongly to Shinrei or indeed preferred brunettes best Sarah know it sooner rather than later! 

She smiled and said in explanation of her sudden interest in the other table. "It looks as though a Gryffindor friend of ours has suddenly turned up after disappearing rather suddenly. We were all concerned something had happened to him."  Mentally she was kicking herself!

Katia frowned a little as she got up from the Slytherin table. Andy Warden was back...and Asriel wasn't. She would get to the bottom of this, certainly. But not now. She had to be discreet... It wouldn't do to have to leave Hogwarts so soon. 

Her gaze couldn't help falling on the new boy...although boy was hardly the word! She looked away, lowered her lashes, and looked back. At the mention of Andy, her mouth twisted, but she swept over to Sarah and Luis. 

"Sarah," Katia said, sugar coating her words, "you'll want to go over and see that..."--she got a hold on herself--"Gryffindor boy, won't you? I'll show our visitor"--a quick look and a secret smile up at Luis--"around, if he likes." 

*Great* thought Sarah, *Veela (half-strength) straight ahead!*  "Gosh Katia, that's a very kind offer though you see Luis already knows Hogwarts pretty well as he was a student here for some years. Plus are you sure you don't want to welcome back Andy yourself?" 

Sarah wondered whether Luis would take Katia up on the offer anyway. She was very mature looking and well pretty obvious! Katia was about a million miles away from the demure type embodied by the Shinreis and Nimues of this world. 

Indeed, Sarah's curiosity about what made the male of the species 'tick' was quite stronger. After all, her own masquerade as a demure Edwardian lady at the Yule Ball had for a few days captivated a Fifth Year Prefect. 

"Well," Katia said, changing tactics at lightspeed, "maybe he can show ME around. I'm rather new here." She didn't mention the ridiculous comment about saying hello to Andy...if Sarah meant it, she had less brains than Katia had credited her for, and if she didn't, well... 

She fluttered her eyelashes. 

******

Passing the Ravenclaw Table, Nimue noted that Sarah was engaged in some form of conversation with an older boy she didn't recognise and Katia Drachenstein had joined them. 

She was pleased the Ravenclaw girl was showing interest in someone other than the pale Piotr though she expected Sarah was just being friendly rather than flirting. However, it was apparent that Katia was turning on the Veela charm while Sarah had that kind of resigned look that acknowledged that there was no question of competition. 

Nimue couldn't imagine that Katia wouldn't say something about her own situation. Still if Katia was nasty to her face, maybe it would break something of the Veela charm. 

"Good evening." Nimue addressed the three of them. She wasn't sure that Luis was new even though he was wearing muggle clothing. He looked like a Sixth Year or a bit older. Maybe another visitor to the school? She was confident Sarah would introduce her. 

Sarah was quite relived at Nimue's appearance at the Ravenclaw table. The Gryffindor girl looked as though she was on her way elsewhere so wouldn't be staying. Still she did serve to break the tension between Katia and herself for Luis' attention. 

"Hi, Nimue." Sarah said brightly and then remembered Nimue hadn't met Luis yet. "Oh, let me introduce you to Luis Verga. Luis is a former Slytherin student who has been away for a few years and is here to see about joining us in September." 

She then turned to Luis, "Luis Verga, may I introduce Nimue Hawkwood, who is the Third Year Prefect of Gryffindor House." 

*That ought to put him off!* 

Katia's brows furrowed, usually a rather unpleasant expression, but she still managed to look stunningly beautiful. It was tiring, but for a good purpose...well, she would sleep well tonight, anyway. Or possibly--but that was premature, and she quashed the thought. She did, however, look somewhat impatient. 

Mahou's Introduction to Hogwarts

After Andy Warden had left, Professor Dumbledore had spoken for a few minutes to Randal. There was still the matter of the pendant and Dumbledore locked this securely away in his office for the time being. Then he consulted his watch. 

"May I suggest we both venture downstairs as I suspect there is little more we will be able to discover this evening. I would suggest you remain close to Mr. Warden if you can. I trust that Mr. Ward will be calmer by now and seeing Mr. Warden somewhat restored may assist 

Professor McGonagall was seeing the family of a prospective new student this afternoon and I believe they may still be here."

With that he ushered Randal out of his office and made his way towards the Great Hall.

On his way to the Great Hall, Professor Dumbledore descended the main stairway and saw there the figures of Paula, Weatherlite and Mahou.

He realised with a smile that Paula Amberstone must have acted very quickly indeed upon his invitation sent only that morning for her daughter to visit the school. 

He swept down the stairs towards them, a tall, thin imposing figure with long silver hair and beard wearing his distinctive brightly coloured robes and wizard's hat. Behind his half-moon glasses his blue eyes twinkled merrily and he was smiling very warmly at them.

Mahou stared openly at the ancient-looking man with wonder.  She didn't think humans could live this long.  She didn't think they could grow their hair that long.  But, this was Albus Dumbledore, and Paula had spoken about him a lot.

Pulling her hat down farther over her ears, Mahou just stood by her mother, watching the headmaster.

"How delightful to see you all. May I welcome you back to Hogwarts Miss Hickory or rather now Mrs. Amberstone. What a pleasure it is to finally meet your husband and of course your daughter."

Reaching them, he offered his hand to Weatherlite. Dumbledore certainly showed no surprise that Weatherlite was an elf.

"Oh, headmaster," Paula gushed, clasping her hands in front of her, "it is ever so good to see you again.  Yes, this is my husband, Weatherlite Amberstone, and my daughter, Mahou."  She moved closer to him, so that no one else close could hear.  "You won't tell anyone.. that they're elves, will you Headmaster?  Mahou, especially, would rather have it kept secret."

She smiled, standing back, knowing that Dumbledore was one to keep his secrets.

Weatherlite shook Albus' hand and grinned, his features clearly elfin to those who knew what to look for.  Mahou's face was similar, her nose was perfectly straight, her eyes slightly slanted but still rather large, her face a little thinner than a normal girl's her age.  And of course, her ears.  She was sure to keep them covered.

"Well, Headmaster," Paula announced.  "What do we do now?"

Dumbledore smiled warmly at Paula and said quietly, "Of course, I wouldn't dream of revealing it to anyone."

Paula grinned and reassured both Mahou and Weatherlite.  They nodded.

Still he was a little concerned that Mahou would find it difficult to keep her hat on all the time and that he might suggest to her Mother that she grow her hair a little longer into a style that would camouflage her ears. Of course, it was hard to tell with their hats on how long they might be - maybe a slight illusion spell. 

More than anything he wished to put Mahou at her ease. 

"Well as for what now" he said addressing the three Amberstones, "The Great Hall is emptying now that dinner time is past. With it being examination week most of the students will be studying in their common rooms after their meal. 

So I suggest that the four of us walk briskly through the Great Hall to a small side dining room which is reserved for private meetings. It's a bit like playing a game at the funfair - will the Headmaster be able to cross the room without being stopped? Quite the challenge!"

His eyes twinkled. It was obvious he enjoyed interacting with the students and staff.  

Mahou raised a brow at the Headmaster.  She wasn't sure that all this joking stuff would be good to have in a headmaster of such a famous school..

"Now I know Mahou was wishing to undergo the ritual of the Sorting Hat so that she would know for sure where she belonged at Hogwarts. Therefore, I have arranged for supper to be brought to us there as well as the famous Hat. After that I would propose to introduce her to the Prefect assigned to the current Third Years for which ever House that turns out to be. Then if Mahou is happy to remain with us tomorrow she can have the full guided tour and meet with some of her classmates. By then she will know which House she will be in when she returns in September and claim her own bed, wardrobe and the like.

How does that suit you, Mahou?" 

Mahou blinked at being so personally addressed.  She gulped and replied, "Tha' suits me fine, Headmaster.  Th' Hat be wha' I had been lookin' forward mos' ta.  Ma told me abou' th' singin' an' the shoutin' an' everythin'.  I be lookin' forward ta tha' most, Sir."  She smiled.  "An' I ken ye ken tha' 

I be.. half elf, Sir.. an' I need ta wear a hat all th' time.  Me ears jus' be too long.."  She lifted the hat to show one long ear, about 3 inches in length, fervently tucking it back into the hat.  "We tried ta cast illusion spells on it at Cerridwyn's but it did no' work, Sir.  Forgive me fer bein' so informal, Sir.  It no' be my place ta speak such ta ye."  She bowed lowly, her hands clasped before her.  "Forgive me."

Paula smiled as Mahou stood straight again.  "Headmaster," she began, "we could go through the Great Hall now.  I can't wait to see it again."  Her eyes became glassy as she thought about it.

Mahou's eyes, too, became glassy, but for entirely a different reason. She pulled her hat down even lower....

Dumbledore had smiled warmly at Mahou's words.

"No need to apologise Miss Amberstone for your informality. We have a few students at Hogwarts whose background is somewhat unconventional even among wizarding-kind. Some choose to be open about it while others less so. I help as much as I can. "

Mahou bowed deeply, she was beginning to really like Dumbledore, even if he did have a funny name.. and a funny demeanour. "I thank ye, Headmaster. No' too many would take kindly t' th' ramblings o' one such as me." She absently chewed on her pinkie fingernail, nervous. 

I am aware that your father's people," with this he bowed slightly in Weatherlite's direction, "are naturally rather disinclined towards contact with humans whether muggles or wizards. I have a strict policy of respecting such cultural differences."

Mahou nodded slightly, her eyes averted from the gentle, yet piercing, gaze. She knew that rarely did elves reveal themselves to common humans, their pride in themselves too high, their love for secrecy too great. She thought it best to keep her heritage hidden, not because she was ashamed of it.. but because she had always been taught to do so. 

"As for the Sorting Hat - well there isn't a great deal of singing or shouting when we do the private ceremony. Regretfully as I enjoy the singing." he smiled at the memory.

"Now Mahou you can wait if you like until you are admitted in September though the Sorting Hat ritual is usually reserved for First Years and we are most concerned to distinguish you from a First Year after that little administrative mix-up. 

It is a bit of a rite of passage as it were. Quite a lot of teasing and the like beforehand and general clapping over whom gets assigned where. Have a think on our way across the Great Hall as to what you'd like to do best." 

"Will I be able ta witness it come fall, Headmaster?" Mahou asked. "I would rather ha'e a private ceremony fer me, to save on any teasin' tha' I may get. But I would still love ta hear th' singin'." She looked up at him, her slanted, vivid green eyes glittering. 

"Yes, of course you will Miss Amberstone. All the older students arrive at the castle ahead of the First Years and gather in the Great Hall to witness their Sorting. We then have a grand Feast to welcome all new and old to Hogwarts followed by the whole school singing the School Song. It can be a greatly moving experience. I am sure your Mother can teach you the words!"

With that he led the Amberstone family to the main doors of the Hall. "Now for the Great Hall!"

Opening the doors he could see that a fair few students were milling about, others still engaged in eating and conversation.

He noted that Miss Hawkwood, whom he had every confidence would be escorting Mahou Amberstone around Gryffindor Tower either tomorrow or with the fresh intake in September, was talking with Sarah Taverner and Katia Drachenstein along with a young man whose identity the Headmaster registered immediately. It was proving to be an interesting day.

Mahou hung back, well behind Dumbledore, her heart pounding in her chest. Never had she seen so many children in one place. Never had she has so many opportunities for her heritage to be accidentally uncovered. She raised a hand slowly, her eyes darting from one person to the next, then to the apparent staff table, and finally, back to Dumbledore. 

She took small steps, the half elf, and careful ones, her eyes locked on different people at different times. Weatherlite seemed about as nervous as she did, but he was used to such crowds. Mahou preferred the forests and the streams, to the tables and the walls. Her eyes roamed to Miss Hawkwood and her company, tugging her pointed hat lower over her ears, almost hiding her eyes. She didn't want to take any chances... 

Paula, on the other hand, was chatting at Dumbledore about what all happened since her graduation. About her meeting Weatherlite in Blackwater, Ireland during a trip to see the wildlife there. About Mahou's stay at Cerridwyn's, and many other things. 

The Headmaster led the Amberstone party deliberately past the little gathering at the Ravenclaw table. 

He paused briefly and addressed Luis.

"Mr. Verga, your arrival is somewhat unexpected to say the least. I would appreciate it if you could remain close to hand so that we may speak later."   

This request appeared to rather put a dent in Katia's plans for a guided tour of the castle!

Luis had replied quietly to Dumbledore's prompting of being close by. "Of course, sir.  Thank you."

Mahou looked at the man named Mr. Verga, her strange, lime-green eyes glittering oddly.  She was very curious as to why his arrival was unexpected.  She just watched him as Albus Dumbledore spoke, and then turned toward the next person.

As the Headmaster had addressed Luis, Nimue's gaze had fallen upon the Amberstones. It was obvious from the light that came into her eyes that she was aware of a subtle 'otherness' about Weatherlite and Mahou though was too well bred to stare and shifted her attention swiftly to the Headmaster. 

Mahou caught Nimue's eyes and flinched, nearly tripping and falling on her bum.  She caught hold of her mother's dress and stopped her from falling. Blushing a little, Mahou averted her eyes from the strange girl, staring at the headmaster instead.

He then addressed the slender dark haired girl, who was wearing school robes bearing the Gryffindor House crest. 

"Miss Hawkwood, I understand that you are about to sit your Alchemy exam." he consulted his pocket watch, "in about 3 minutes and 45 seconds. However, may I request that you return here when it is concluded." 

"Alchemy.." Mahou whispered.  Her ears perked within her hat.  Her eyes roamed to Miss Hawkwood's face, sensing something.. different about her.  She had this nagging feeling that Miss Hawkwood could sense what she was, and she pulled her hat down lower, which had snaked up at the perking of her ears.

Nimue had hoped that the Headmaster might introduce her when he had spoken her name and was surprised when he reminded her that she had less than four minutes to reach the Dungeons! Still she would wait until the Headmaster and his party had moved off before leaving.

Before they moved off, Mahou held out her hand, right before the young woman. "I be Mahou Amberstone," she said softly, shyly.  She smiled at the girl as her hand was shaken. 

Nimue whispered back, "I'm Nimue Hawkwood, I hope we can met again later."

Nodding to Sarah and Katia, the Headmaster then continued to lead the Amberstones to the side dining room, where awaited the Sorting Hat and a delicious supper for them.

The Amberstones followed, with Weatherlite almost losing his own hat in the process.  Paula grinned broadly at the sight of the hat.. but for some reason, Mahou cowered behind Dumbledore and her parents...

Nimue made a quick apology to Sarah and the others for her rudeness and headed towards the doors as quickly as she could without breaking into a run.

"Headmaster?" Mahou asked as they continued.  "Who be teachin' Alchemy ta make her take a test this late at night?"  She put a finger to her lips, thinking.  "I never had ta take any exams this late b'fore..."

"Ah, that would Professor Snape our Potions Master," said Dumbledore in reply to Mahou's question.

"Snape, hm?" Mahou mused.  She pursed her lips and thought for a second. "I guess his class would be one o' th' one tha' I would be likin' th' most. I be pretty good at potions."  She smiled at Dumbledore, a slight hint of pride in her eyes.  "Ma always liked me potion tha' cheered her up." Paula giggled and squeezed Weatherlite's hand.

"However, it was Miss Hawkwood who requested to take the examination this evening as she was unable to sit it yesterday with her classmate rather than the Professor making her take it."

"A student requested ta take an exam this late?" the half-elfin girl balked.   "An' ye an' Master Snape approve?"  She blinked several times, looking severely perplexed.  "I guess there be some things abou' this school tha' I must be learnin' b'fore I be makin' judgements.."  She nodded to herself and continued her trek behind Dumbledore.

Having reached the side dining room, Dumbledore opened it and gestured the Amberstones to enter. A table was laid with supper and to one side was a four-legged stool upon which rested a large pointed wizard's hat - rather frayed and patched. 

"Now Miss Amberstone, when you are ready you need to sit on the stool and place the hat on your head - though if you'd like it will sing for you beforehand to explain its purpose."

Mahou stopped in her tracks upon entering the room, her strange, vivid eyes locked on the Sorting Hat.  She knew that that was what it was.. her mother had described it time and again.. and again.. and again!  She slipped her hat off her head, her ears resting on either side of her head, pointed and long.  She was shaking.  She couldn't control herself enough to stop.

"Mahou?" Weatherlite prompted from his daughter.  "Mahou, dear Angelears, are ye alrigh'?"  Worry scorched his eyes as he knelt beside his daughter. "Wha' it is, Mahou?"  He gently shook his daughter on the shoulder.

"Da.." she whispered, clutching his arm, "tha' be th' Sortin' Hat.. Wha' if I donnae belong in Gryffindor?  Wha' if I be in Slytherin?  Ma hates tha' House, Da.  She's said time and again.. I donnae want ta go here, Da.. I donnae want ta go ta Hogwarts!"  She threw her arms around Weatherlite's neck, the man offering Dumbledore an apologetic glance.

"Donnae think tha' way, Angelears," Weatherlite told his daughter, rubbing her back soothingly.  "Hogwarts be th' best school in th' world fer witches and wizards.  I ken it no' be like Cerridwyn's, but this place will get ye ready fer th' world out there, dearlin'.  There be more than jus' girls who wield magic, sweetling.  Donnae be afraid o' no' bein' in yer ma's House." He hugged Mahou briefly, holding her at arms length to wipe away the tears. "She willna mind, Angelears.  I ken this fer a fact."

Turning back to Dumbledore, Mahou bowed low, remaining in the bent state for a full two minutes.  She spoke while in the bow:  "Headmaster, me actions speak o' fear.  Fergive th' whinings o' a small child.  I take full blame o' me actions and fully expect a punishment.  Me screams and shout be good fer ten lashing on me back.  Turnin' me back t' ye result in twenty more.  I accept these lashin's wi' me eyes dry an' me throat closed.  I accept."  She recited the Lament of Punishment she learned at Cerridwyn's, much to Paula's dismay and alarm.

"Please, Headmaster," Paula interjected, allowing her daughter to remain in the bow, "please go on and let the Hat sing.  Maybe it will put Mahou's nerves to rest.. And perhaps.. one of your talks with her will help.  About.. not having lashings."  She took Weatherlite's arm, smiling weakly to Albus Dumbledore as Mahou remained in her bow...

"Dear Miss Amberstone, please arise! Hogwarts does not condone corporal punishment. Rather students are punished by detentions and the deduction of House Points. We find it an effective system of self-regulation for our young people." 

He smiled. No need to mention that Argus Filch regularly submitted requests for stronger methods of punishment for various infractions of school rules. Or that he kept hanging from the ceiling of his office chains and manacles that he kept polished up in case he was ever given permission to use them on students. 

Mahou, now more perplexed than ever, straightened, her face a mask of puzzlement.  She -really- didn't understand this school.. nor the Headmaster...

"Now, I don't think the Hat has had a chance to compose its new Song for the coming school year but let it sing one of our favourite tunes that is most instructive of its nature and of the virtues of

the Four Houses."

With that Dumbledore said to the Hat: "Whenever you are ready"

A few seconds later the rip near the brim became more mouth-shaped and sang to Mahou and her parents the following song:

                    " A thousand years ago or more 

                     When I was newly sewn, 

                     There lived four wizards of renown, 

                     Whose names are still well known: 

                     Bold Gryffindor, from wild moor, 

                     Fair Ravenclaw, from glen, 

                     Sweet Hufflepuff, from valley broad, 

                     Shrewd Slytherin, from fen, 

                     They shared a wish, a hope, a dream, 

                     They hatched a daring plan 

                     To educate young sorcerers 

                     Thus Hogwarts School began. 

                     Now each of these four founders 

                     Formed their own house, for each 

                     Did value different virtues 

                     In the ones they had to teach. 

                     By Gryffindor, the bravest were 

                     Prized far beyond the rest; 

                     For Ravenclaw, the cleverest 

                     Would always be the best; 

                     For Hufflepuff, hard workers were 

                     Most worthy of admission; 

                     And power-hungry Slytherin 

                     Loved those of great ambition. 

                     While still alive they did divide 

                     Their favourites from the throng, 

                     Yet how to pick the worthy ones 

                     When they were dead and gone? 

                     'Twas Gryffindor who found the way, 

                     He whipped me off his head 

                     The founders put some brains in me 

                     So I could choose instead! 

                     Now slip me snug about your ears, 

                     I've never yet been wrong, 

                     I'll have a look inside your mind 

                     And tell where you belong!"

The Hat then became quiet. Dumbledore clapped. 

Mahou blinked, her vibrant, lime-green eyes glittering brightly.  That was... interesting to say the very least.  She smiled and looked up at Dumbledore.

"There now - are you ready to be Sorted? Just sit on the Stool, place the Sorting Hat on your Head and then we shall see where you belong."

Dumbledore winked at Paula Amberstone.

Obeying the man without question, the half-elf walked to the stool and picked up the hat, holding it at arms' length to look at it.  She smiled a little and plunked herself on the stool, setting the hat on her head.  Without tucking in her ears, the hat stayed atop her head, not falling over her eyes at all.  She sat there, looking up into the hat with her slanted eyes, waiting for something to happen.. then..

"Oh, I see something here.. something no student has ever had," a voice said in her ears.  Mahou blinked.  "You're an elf!  That's it!  Elves are intelligent.. and should be in.. But, no.  You're only half!  Where to put you..."  Mahou squirmed.  "Oh.. your mother was Paula Hickory?  She was a lion, to tell you the truth.  You have a lot of her in you.  But you have more elfin than human.  Hmm.. this is a tough one indeed.. You show great promise, elf, yes.. There will be someone for you to help, and be helped by in..."  Mahou flinched as it shouted, "GRYFFINDOR!!!"

Yelping at the loud sound, Mahou toppled off the stool to the floor, rubbing her ears as the Hat covered one eye.  "Talk to the spirits, Mahou," the hat said to her.  "They will talk back."  Slipping the hat off, Mahou set it back on the stool, climbing to her feet.  She knew what the hat meant:  spirits of nature.. trees, streams, and everything else.

"Thank ye, Headmaster," Mahou said, still rubbing her ears.  "When do I get ta meet some o' th' other kids?"  She looked up at him, a new sort of admiration in her glittering eyes.

The Headmaster had smiled broadly at Paula Amberstone when the Hat had shouted its result. 

"Well, then." he said as Mahou picked herself up and addressed him. "It seems I was quite right in requesting Miss Hawkwood to join us after her examination. She is our Third Year Prefect for Gryffindor House. A policy instituted in recent years which has been quite successful." He said in explanation to Paula and Weatherlite about the assigning of prefect status to 3rd Year students.  

"So, let us sit and have some of this wonderful supper." he motioned the Amberstones to sit and partake. 

"Now Mahou, would you like to see Gryffindor Tower this evening or wait until the morning? The Guest Tower is comfortable but you might enjoy sleeping in the bed that will be yours in the new term."

Evening Interactions 

Marvo and Kat had been wandering for a while, chatting and. so on. But She needed some time to sort things out.

So after a kiss goodbye Marvo headed down the corridor, towards nowhere in particular. 

Niki was coming the opposite direction, heading towards Professor Grimalkin's office. She had to talk to him...apologise for missing the exams, beg (on bended knee, if necessary) to be able to take them... And try not to mention her father, if she could. 

Marvo spots Niki and gives a weak Smile.

"Hello Niki. How are things? Not seen you around much today. All going well with Exams?"

She hated lying. But what else could she do? What else was there to do? If he offered sympathy, she'd burst into tears again, and that would be humiliating. No, best to offer a brittle smile and a nod, and hurry past. She had to talk to Professor Grimalkin, had to explain why she hadn't come... "Exams are...well, exams," she said, and slipped past and hurried down the hallway.

She stopped and knocked outside the office door.

Marvo watched Niki pass and looked concerned. She did not seem herself.

He shrugged and continued toward to Great Hall.

As the corridors were deserted once outside the Great Hall doors Nimue did break into a run as she realised she had left her lucky quill in the girls' bathroom on the second floor. 

She retrieved it and chose a short cut that would get her to Snape's office more quickly than the route she had taken. Thus, she passed by the DADA Office.

Seeing Niki tapping on the door she halted and caught her breath, "Niki, I think Professor Grimalkin may be having the evening off. He was going to Hogsmeade after classes this afternoon with Marcus and I haven't seen either of them return. Must run - can't be late."

"Oh, dear," Niki said sadly. She had wanted to get it over with, but that didn't seem to be an option now. She started on her way back to the Slytherin common room.

She passed Marvo a little further along the Hall, "No arguments, you should go and talk with Andy. I'll see you later."

With that she was away again.

Marvo wanted to at least say hello to Nimue, but she was gone before he could even open his mouth.

And Andy? Did that mean Dumbledore was foolish enough to have given 'it' a body and allow it to wander the school!  He bet that Randal had a hand in it too! Didn't they see the danger of allowing a construct to move freely!

That would not do! He headed towards the Hall, a dark look on his face.

**********

Arcadia and Pan had been spending some time alone, possibly recovering from their ordeal, and possibly planning their revenge. But now they were walking down the corridor, looking as normal. 

Oriana noticed how Piotr had ignored her. Playing hard to get? Well Oriana could certainly play back.

Sitting down at the Slytherin table finishing dinner, she wondered whatever happened to Arcadia...

Arcadia waltzed not the hall and without looking at anyone else sat down next to Oriana ignoring the brief protests of the 2nd year who was already sitting there.

"Hello Oriana. And how are we today?"

"I'm alright," she said. "How are you feeling?" *Arcadia being nice? To me? What's going on?* thought Oriana.

"I am fine now." Arcadia looked deeply into Oriana's eyes, "Especially now I have a 'friend ,'" She said this in a way that would make anyone shudder.

Oriana fake laughed. "Right..." she said, "friend. But I thought you hated me. I thought you hated everyone."

Arcadia smiled and started to butter some bead and spoke very matter of factly.

"Oh yes, I DO hate you, and everyone. But you're going to be my friend. You're going to be nice to me, do as I say and do what I say"

She turned and looked at Oriana, leaning forward to whisper, "I'm sure I don't have to explain the consequences if you don't"

She Smiled. "All clear now? Girlfriend?"

Oriana laughed. "You're joking," she said. "I would never ever do anything for you ever. How could you be so cruel? What did I ever to do you? And what things do you want me to do?"

Arcadia smiled and placed her hand on Oriana's. "Poor little girl. You don't seem to understand. It's not what you did its what you didn't do, and who you 'may' have done things with"

She squeezes Oriana's hand to the point of it hurting. "And what dose it matter what I may 'ask' you to do as a 'friend' does it? Because whatever it is, it won't be as bad as what I will do if you didn't"

She squeezes hard still and Oriana feels a light 'prick' on her hand. " Do you understand now my good, dear friend?"

Oriana stared into Arcadia's eyes. "Yes," she whispered. "I understand completely." She shuddered.

"Please don't hurt me," she said. "I'll do anything. Just don't put me or my friends in any harm."

She shuddered again. She was scared now. Very scared. She had heard the rumours about Arcadia.

How she was so horrible that she hurt and embarrassed people to no end, and in one case actually killed someone. How could Arcadia be so mean to someone that didn't even hurt them? She just didn't understand. What WOULD Arcadia do if Oriana didn't follow her instructions? She shuddered.

Arcadia removes her hand from Oriana's and smiles. On Oriana's hand is a tiny pinprick of blood.

"Well, that's okay then. Good to get things sorted out from the start." She moved in closer to Oriana and whispered, "Now, to 'prove' you friendship, I'd like to you give this to your... friend Magnus"

She hands Oriana a very small vial of a green liquid. " Just put it in food or drink, or just get it to touch his skin. Careful you don't spill any."

Then Arcadia continued to butter some bread.

Oriana looked at the green liquid examining it. "What exactly is this?" she asked.

Arcadia gave Oriana a 'stern' look " Does it matter? Would you rather have it used on you? Feel free to

taste it if you want"  

She smiled, a rather evil smile, "Don't worry. if won't kill him" *That would be too easy* Arcadia

thought to herself, " Now shoo. I have things to do"

Oriana stood up and walked away. "I'd like to put this in YOUR drink, Arcadia," she said quietly to

herself. She walked off in search of Magnus.

Arcadia smiled as she left. Obviously She had forgotten how good Pan's hearing was. "Do you really think I'd give someone like you a potion I hadn't already taken the Antidote for?" She patted Pan on the head and continued buttering some bread.

*********

Some way into the meal, Piotr lost his perpetual slouch and slight sneer, sitting bolt upright.  His mother glanced at him.  "Is it time for your potion?" she whispered to him.  He nodded and felt his robe pockets, bringing out the glass vial that had contained his potion.  

It was empty.

Cursing roundly, he thrust the vial back into his pocket.  "There is some back in the inn in Hogsmeade," he said, a slight hint of desperation sneaking into his voice.  "I must have my potion."

"You can manage without it for an hour, boy," rumbled his father.  Piotr stared across his mother, meeting the man's gaze with the usual clang of wills.  His father had never agreed with his medicinal decisions anyway.

"I must have my potion," he repeated, a little urgently.  "I MUST have my potion!"

"You can manage, Piotr, and that is final.  Try a little self-control WITHOUT the aid of the potion.  Consider it...a personality challenge."

The look of absolute, sheer hatred that the dark haired boy shot his father would have felled a lesser man, but Ivan Rachinov was not a lesser man.  He was more than ready for his son's bitterness and anger.  Indeed, he found himself taking more than a little satisfaction from the way the boy's forehead began to sweat.  He glanced down at his wife's dinner plate.  A slow, evil smile spread across his face.

"Here, boy," he said, nastily.  "Have some of your mother's dinner.  That plate of vegetable stew you called a meal can't possibly have filled you up."  With that, he pushed Svetlana's steak towards his son who turned his head away.

"I do not...eat meat," said Piotr, pushing the plate back to his mother, who for once was looking angrily at her husband.

"Leave him, Ivan," she said.  "Do not tease him for his different views."

"In our family," said Ivan, pounding the table loudly with his fist, "different views are not tolerated!  You will learn to conform, Piotr and school will help with that.  You will learn order.  And discipline.

And when you return home, your true schooling will begin."

Piotr got to his feet and stepped down from the table.  "I will not stay in your presence," he said, disgust in his voice.  "I despise and loathe all that you are and all that you stand for.  Your son I may be, but I cannot change that.  What I can change is being here with you."  

He dipped a mocking bow to his father.  "Mother, I will return to the inn when I wish.  Do not worry, I will be fine.  For now I wish to be on my own."

And without another word, Piotr swept out of the Great Hall.

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

He watched the Headmaster continue to lead the party away, feeling oddly uncomfortable at the way the new girl's strange green eyes had bored into his own. As if she knew a secret.  A secret about him.

No.  No one knew about it.

He shrugged off the strangeness and turned back to the two girls by his table.  Sarah and the gorgeous, pouty brunette he would bet his leather jacket had some kind of Veela blood in her.

"Now.  Forgive my being absent-minded, ladies, but where were we?" He turned his full attention to the brunette and gave her one of his most charming smiles.  The kind of smile only Latinos could pull off.  "If you will allow me to start over, the name's Luis Verga.  It is pleasure to meet someone like you from my old house.  And I believe I don't have your name yet, Miss...?"

"Katia Drachenstein," she said, giving him a very sweet smile. "I am *very* pleased to meet you, Mr. Verga." She looked disparagingly at Sarah, who he was totally ignoring... Good. Finally, someone with taste.

"Mr. Verga was my father," he replied smoothly.  "Call me Luis."

"Sarah and I were just starting dinner," he continued, winking at Sarah. "Why don't you join us? There aren't that many people here anymore, and I'm sure nobody will mind when I ask a lovely lady such as yourself to join a weary prodigal on his first supper home."  He motioned to the space beside him.

Katia had eaten, but she would no more have declined this invitation than she would have dressed up as a chicken and played 'Auld Lang Syne' on the kazoo. "Thank you...Luis," she said, seating herself in the chair indicated and smoothing her robes.

*Lovely - supper with Katia the Vile* Sarah thought to herself. Still Luis was seated between them and he was a very attractive young man even if it was becoming obvious to Sarah that he favoured brunettes.

Katia seemed to hate the fact Sarah was there as well, so that made it worth staying. Katia might be lovely to look at but by no stretch of the imagination was she a girl you could have a laugh with. 

Sarah noted that Jon Sinclair was looking over in their direction from the Gryffindor table but Sarah ignored him not wishing to be reminded of their very very brief friendship at Yule.

*********

Marvo enters the great hall and sees Andy talking with Shinrei. He does not look pleased, but rather than go over he just stands and watches.

Shinrei had watched Nimue Hawkwood leave the table and make a brief stop at the Ravenclaw table.  She swallowed.  Luis was there.  With several other girls.

She turned back to the Gryffindor table.

"I am Shinrei Hikari of Clan Kossawa, Andy-san," she said to the blond boy that Nimue had been so affectionately addressing moments ago. Strange-looking boy.  He looked like an angel, surrounded by a kind of light that lent his face an otherworldly glow. All he needed was a halo, to fit into to those Muggle pictures that represented angels.  

"It is a pleasure to meet you.  Have you been with this school for a long time? I confess I am rather

new, having only arrived this weekend."

"Yes," he said. "I have been in Hogwarts since my first year. Lovely place this is. Makes me feel right at home. Do you enjoy staying at Hogwarts?"

Andy looks around the room and spots Marvo watching him like a hawk.

"If you'll excuse me," he said to Shinrei, "I have some important matters to take care of."

He walked slowly over to Marvo. "Well, if it isn't Marvo Thee Magnificent! Long time no see good friend."

Obviously, Andy was being very sarcastic.

Marvo looked deeply hurt by Andy's greeting. "Look, I know you can't help what you are, and I know you 'think' you are ... Real, but you're not. I... I'm sorry"

He turned away then turned back again. "You may think you've lost a friend... But I've found out my friend never even existed! I'll be watching you construct. Be careful"

With that he walked away form Andy.

"That's fine with me, Marvo," said Andy. "But think about this. YOU were the only one that I thought I could turn to in this kind of tough situation. You were my best friend. Now that you don't even trust me who am I supposed to turn to?"

"So thank you. Thank you for turning your back on me. Thank you for not believing in my. Thank you! For nothing..."

Marvo looked shock, and very upset.

"I..."

But he stopped himself, took a deep breath and left the Great Hall, heading for the Guest Tower where he was now staying. 

He just couldn't cope with this at the moment. not after everything else that had been going on. He actually looked forward to seeing Mad Eye again. Maybe he could help him with this dilemma.

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

Shinrei had been about to reply to Andy's question when he suddenly excused himself and walked up to speak with Marvo Ward.

She focused her attention back to her food and began to eat.  She wished there was someone to talk to. 

Maybe then she wouldn't feel so alone.

Seeing that Andy had left Shinrei alone, Jon excused himself from his Fifth Year friends and moved over to where Shinrei was seated.

He glanced over in direction of Ravenclaw table where it seemed that Luis was enjoying the attentions of Katia as well as Sarah Taverner. Both girls were in Jon's opinion rather 'fast' though he had to admit that in Sarah's case it was more the way in which she dressed and her rather sassy manner rather than any reputation. Though there was *that song* she'd serenaded the Slytherin boys with a few days previously. 

"Shinrei, I am glad to see that you are feeling a little better. May I join you?"

Shinrei knew who it was before she turned to look at the owner of the kind voice that spoke behind her. Jon  Sinclair.  Always there when she needed someone.

She wondered, fleetingly, if he had the same kind of sensitivity towards her thoughts like Kanjou-sama did. But it couldn't be possible.

She turned and gave him a smile. "Of course, Sinclair-san.  Thank you very much for your concern. 

I feel much better now." She gestured to the spot beside her.

Jon sat down. "I was wondering what plans you had for the summer holidays? Will you be staying in England or returning to Japan?"

Shinrei felt a lump rise in her throat.  She shook her head hesitantly, then shook it again, this time with more emphasis.

She could not meet Jon's eyes. Instead, she looked at the half-empty plate before her, at the half-finished goblet of pumpkin juice.

"I...no.  I have no idea."  Gods...what was she to do?  "I have asked the Headmaster to allow me to stay here in school but I believe that is not possible.  Likewise, I have been very seriously advised not to return to Japan unless Kanjou-sama tells me to do so."

"Gods..." she murmured, more to herself than to Jon. What was she to do...really?

***********

Piotr wasn't 100% certain why he had felt the sudden urge to leave the Great Hall.  Well, alright, maybe he WAS certain - but still.  He had let his weakness show in front of his father, and that was always a bad thing.

Moving slowly along the corridor outside the Great Hall, Piotr seemed to blend remarkably well into the shadows of the corridor.  Anyone who was paying close attention to him would have noticed that part of the reason for this was that his own shadow seemed vague and indistinct.  Just another... advantage ...of his peculiarity.

The wave of dizziness washed over him again and he cursed loudly, a range of expletives escaping his lips.  He should have thought ahead.  He needed that potion more now.  When he'd started taking it, he had only needed two, maybe three doses a day.  Now, three years later, he needed it at least once an hour.  Yes, he was effectively addicted.  But it was a small price to pay.

Eventually, he find himself at a side door, where he let himself out into the warmth of the summer night and closed his eyes, feeling the kiss of the breeze on his pale skin.  Slowly, the nausea and disorientation lessened, and he took a few calming breaths.

// I will remain out here for a while, // he determined.  // Then I shall make my way back to Hogsmeade. //

It was, if nothing else, a plan.

He reached deep into the pocket of his overcoat and pulled out a packet of cigarettes.  Yes, he was only fifteen.  Yes, Ivan had put his foot down regarding what he considered Piotr's bad habit, but that had made the boy still more determined to defy his father.  He opened the packet and made a noise of disappointment.  Empty.

Screwing the empty box into a ball, he thrust it back into his pocket moodily.  Fine.  So be it.  The Gods of Perfect Timing were clearly not on his side today.

He stood in the fading darkness of the evening, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere on the grounds and let himself try to relax.  The dizziness came and went, but it was no longer as intense as it had been inside.

"You ought to meet Sarah Taverner." A voice from behind him said quietly. "Addictions are no fun, are they?" Somehow, it did not seem as though it was a question. The person speaking, a tall boy with mussed blonde hair and glasses, was leaning against a pillar that had hardly seemed there a moment ago.

"Are you one of the many new students we seem to be getting?" He asked solemnly, without a smile. Smiles were rare for the boy, an almost unheard of thing. Normally he was grave and acted as though he was ten years older.

Jacob absently scratched an arm. "Stupid question, really. Of course you are. Have you been Sorted yet?"

"Sorted?" Piotr's baffled tone gave away his ignorance of the matter, but he was quite quick on the uptake.  "Oh, you mean into a House.  No, not yet. Hasn't been decided one way or the other if I'm coming here."  His dark eyes flashed dangerously.  "I want to, but it's up to my father now."

He sighed heavily and leaned up against the castle wall.  "I just want to go home right now.  Stupid that, isn't it?  I've had enough for one day."

Jacob laughed, but the sound was cold and hollow. "You are going to let your father make your own decisions?"

He wants to go home, the boy said to himself. Home. Imagine wanting to be there. "Enough of what? Hogwarts in general?"

"My father has the final say-so where the purse strings are concerned," said Piotr, his eyes narrowing somewhat.  "But he will agree to my attending Hogwarts."

He fixed Jacob with a look that spoke absolute volumes.

"I have to return to Hogsmeade now," he said, a strange sort of strain evident in his voice.  "I am not feeling so well, and to stay here would not be a good move."

He treated Jacob to an old fashioned low bow.  "I will be seeing you, I believe, next term."

And the mysterious young man disappeared into the encroaching shadows.

Jacob watched him go with solemn green eyes, but inside he was laughing as he had never laughed before. Purse strings? Hogsemade?  Oh, this boy was funny...his face showed no change of emotion, but he calmed down inwardly.

"Next term." He said quietly, politely, but it was to the darkness instead of the young man. He blinked once, twice, and then continued to lean against the pillar, thinking quietly to himself.

**********

During their time at the Great Hall, Yvette and Madison had their heads bent together. Just as desert was coming along, they headed out, but not without the French girl complaining the entire way about how she was still hungry.

As soon as the giant doors had swung shut, they began conversing again. Much whispering was heard, all jumbled together. Finally, Yvette drew back dramatically.

"We're not going to leave our Third Year without a big bang." She announced, a smile that looked somewhat evil creeping across her face. "And I know just the thing." Apparently, she was carrying on a topic they had recently spoken about.

"Great...should I be scared?"  Madison gave a nervous smile.  "It must be good, if you're almost willing to miss dessert over it.  What's your plan?"  She paused, then grinned.  "If there's any chance of losing an arm or any other part of my anatomy, count me out..."  

"Aw, then I've got to think it over..." Yvette teased. "Just kidding. Alright, here's the plan...don't tell..." She began whispering to her.

Further Encounters

At the Ravenclaw table, Luis could help but notice what was occurring at the Gryffindor table.

*Good God* Luis couldn't believe his eyes. They were together. Side by side. Sinclair was sitting beside Shinrei. Too close. Too damn close for comfort. 

Hell. Who was he to care about what Gryffindors did with their private lives? Much less more-perfect-than-thou Gryffindors, especially a Head Boy aspirant and his exotic little ninja maiden. 

He had not one, but TWO, gorgeous girls flanking him. Both Slytherin by virtue of Sorting. A blonde and a brunette. And he had barely been at Hogwarts for three hours. 

"So, tell me, ladies," he said, grinning at Sarah and Katia in turn, "what have I missed at dear old Hogwarts, aside from spending three years with beauties such as yourselves?" 

Katia began the story of Anders Grimalkin's turbulent tenure, including the fire demon and the presumed attack on Nimue, then finished, rather sadly, with his acquittal. "He isn't here at dinner," she observed. 

If Sarah had been seated next to Katia she would have happily trod on her foot when she started in on Anders Grimalkin. Anders had been one of her pet targets all year, yet she obviously was pretty far out of the loop. 

"Of course, you mustn't take too much of what Katia says to heart, Luis. She only knows what she's read in the papers or rumours that she's managed to overhear. I was there when news of the attack was received. 

I was the one sent by Sirius Black to find Professors Snape and Dumbledore and was there when Snape brought Nimue back from the woods and talked with Madame Pomfrey about that fact she's survived the Killing Curse. Plus I was part of the investigation to discover what happened and who the wizard was who had attacked them." 

Never mind that Snape had kicked Fiona, Drake, Nathan and herself out of the Hospital Wing - she had still been there. Had Sarah been a few years younger would certainly have stuck her tongue out at Katia at this point! 

**********

Jon was torn - obviously Shinrei was distressed about her predicament but if she needed a place to spend the summer maybe .... 

"Look, Shinrei I hope you don't think I am being too forward or anything but I may have a solution. Well an idea actually. My older sister, Melanie, has gotten very keen on Japanese horticulture since she and her husband went to Japan last year. Now she wants to redesign their garden. Her husband is a muggle - very nice and understanding and he's very happy for her to do it." 

Lord, how to put it, "well I wrote her about you .. I hope you don't mind." Jon was slightly blushing, "and she wrote back today saying that if you were staying in England could I talk you into coming to visit her? I think she might, if she knew you needed somewhere to stay, be happy to have stay with her. Her husband is off on a business trip and she'd welcome the company especially someone who might be able to help her carry out the plan." 

He didn't dare look at her as he made the next suggestion, "If you did then perhaps sometimes we might practice Quidditch together. Our house isn't all that far away and I am terribly rusty having had a year off from playing here." 

He looked at her again, fingers crossed that she wouldn't be insulted by the idea. 

It took half a second for the weight of his words to pierce through the anxiety in her brain. Shinrei's head suddenly snapped up from its dejected bow. Her dark brown eyes were suddenly blazing as she turned to look at him. 

She was very surprised to see Jon red in the face and not looking at her. "Are you saying," she said carefully, "that I now have a place to stay for the summer?" 

"I have my own garden back in Japan, if that is your sister's concern. I have a very strong affinity with plants as they are part of my training as a medicine woman." She said these words so enthusiastically, so un-Shinrei-like, that several questioning, curious heads at the Gryffindor table turned in the direction of her excited voice. 

"So where does your sister live, Sinclair-san? Of course, I would be very willing to train in Quidditch with you. Perhaps we could both play for the Gryffindor team next term." 

"Well yes I am," Jon was now beaming ear-to-ear. "though I'll need to write my sister naturally. I'll do that tonight! I expect she'll be over-joyed to have someone spend the summer with her who really knows about such matters. They live near ******" Jon gave the name of a town in Western Scotland. 

"Knowing Melanie, she will insist on paying you properly for your help with the garden. I trust that won't be too embarrassing for you but she even pays me when I've helped her during the holidays with work around the house and the estate." 

It was evident that Jon's sister lived quite comfortably as indeed did Jon's own parents whose home as in a remote enough location that Jon and any wizarding friends who might visit could practice Quidditch without fear of being seen by local muggles. 

"I expect if my grades are good enough and my parents allow me to rejoin the team that I'll have to be in the trials again in September. Still a few of the team will be graduating this year so there will be places available. What position do you play?" 

"I believe I could really use a bit of financial compensation for my books and things next semester, so you should not worry about my reaction to being paid," Shinrei said reassuringly, an enthusiastic smile lighting up her normally sombre face. "It would be my honour to spend the summer with your sister." 

"As for my Quidditch position, everyone back at Kossawa said that I have the makings of a Keeper. My ninjutsu background has given me an extensive training on defence...so I suppose Keeper would be it." 

"Wow! With a Keeper like you we could be unstoppable!" Jon was getting quite enthusiastic about the idea. Now if only his grades would be good enough to convince his parents he could play again. 

"Look, as soon as you've finished eating, we can go straight to the Owlery and send a note to Melanie. Maybe she can come up to Hogsmeade this coming Saturday to meet you so things can be settled before the end of term. I am sure she'd want to speak with Dumbledore as well to assure him that she'd make sure you would be taken care of." 

"Well...when you have grown up thinking Quaffles were opponents whose necks you need to break then you will be quite a decent Keeper to begin with," Shinrei replied, thinking about the philosophy the Kossawa teachers had instilled in her about Quidditch and being Keeper. 

"We can use my owl Makura to send your letter, Sinclair-san," she added. "He had nothing to do ever since we arrived here and I believe he needs to be familiar with his new surroundings." 

"Great!" replied Jon and after Shinrei had finished eating the two Gryffindors headed for the Owlery to send the letter. 

**********

Chewing thoughtfully upon some of the sumptuous supper, Mahou furrowed her brows, thinking on what to do...  "Can I really sleep up there tonight, Headmaster?" she asked, setting down her fork.  Her excitement boiled over and she climbed to her knees on the seat, her hands on the table, her body leaning over.  "Can I really?  You mean it?"  She grinned, leaping off the seat with a whoop.  "Oh, yes, I would like ta visit Gryffindor Tower tonight, Sir, yes!!"  She danced over to Dumbledore and shook both his hands, resisting the urge to pull the obviously old man to his feet and make him dance with her.

"Yes, of course. Why not? Your parents have agreed and it will be an excellent way for you to see something of our routines. Much more useful than walking around a deserted castle before we lock it up for summer holidays."

"Mahou," Paula said sharply.  "Sit and eat your dinner."  She smiled at Dumbledore.

"Ah, Ma," Mahou said with another grin at Albus, "Headmaster Dumbledore doesna mind!  I can dance and sing since I'm so happy!"  Mahou pulled a set of ancient-looking pipes from her jacket and played a happy tune as she danced, looking much like a satyr in the process.

The music could be heard in the Great Hall, too...

Professor Dumbledore certainly didn't mind and he was beaming his approval. He loved music and dance and while music did not form part of the curriculum at Hogwarts he was always happy to accommodate students who were interested.

"Delightful, delightful. I do look forward to hearing more. One of our teaching assistants is gifted with the psaltery, and has hoped to have someone to play with that would compliment such an ancient instrument."

Yes it was going to be an interesting year, perhaps one filled with a little more light, music and laughter than this one. 

"Now all we need do is wait for Miss Hawkwood to join us. Please, please continue."

Oblivious to any tales Katia might be spreading about her to Luis Verga, Nimue returned to the Great Hall following the completion of the Alchemy exam. 

Professor Dumbledore had left a message with one of the older students, who was part of a group electing to study in the Great Hall in order to do some inter-House brainstorming, that Nimue should be sent to the side chamber where Professor Dumbledore was eating supper with the Amberstones.

She knocked at the door and Dumbledore bade her enter.

Mahou heard the door and spun around, cramming the pipes back into her jacket.. She came eye-to-eye with a girl.  Shrieking, Mahou covered her ears and ran to her hat, panic swelling in her brain.  -Someone saw me-, she thought.  -Someone saw my ears!  Great impression.. you're a freak!  Half a itch.. half an elf.. Half a Muggle.. is there no where you belong, Mahou Amberstone?-

Tucking her ears in, though she knew it was too late, Mahou turned to Nimue, her eyes glassy with tears.  She nodded at being addressed, hoping that the trip would be quick and without talking.  Nimue seemed nice and all.. but she had seen Mahou's ears.. she knew Mahou was.. different.  What was Mahou to do?

"Ah, yes - good evening Miss Hawkwood. All went well I trust?" asked the Headmaster.

"It did, sir." she replied.

"Excellent - may I present you to our guests. Miss Elizabeth - or rather more properly Lady Elizabeth Nimue Hawkwood. Though I know she is much happier with just addressed as Miss Hawkwood at school."

"Yes, sir."  Nimue blushed slightly. 

"I should like to introduce you to Paula and Weatherlite Amberstone and their daughter, Mahou. Mahou has just been sorted to Gryffindor and will be joining your Fourth Year class in September. She is to stay overnight and then having a tour of the castle in the morning.

However, since you have examinations in the morning and afternoon perhaps you could show her around Gryffindor Tower now. Then if she likes she can spend the night there rather than in the Guest Tower."

He smiled at Mahou - "How does that sound?"

"Please.." Mahou whispered to Nimue, "Miss Hawkwood.. donnae tell.. please.. donnae tell anyone wha' I be.  I beg o' ye."  A single tear plipped to the floor, her fists clenching.  "If anyone knew.. anyone.. no one would want ta be me friend.  No one.. I only be half an elf.. half a witch.. half a 

Muggle.."  She looked up into Nimue's eyes, her own slanted, vivid, lime-green eyes allowed tears to flow down her cheeks.  "Donnae tell.."

However, Nimue was half in tears herself but from happiness which was probably evident to Weatherlite and Paula more than to the currently rather upset Mahou.

She didn't exactly know what to say to the other girl, about this accidental revelation. 

The slight feline cast of Nimue's own eyes, flecked as they were with green and gold, as well as her bearing gave a subtle hint that the Hawkwood line, founded as it has been by the union between Merlin and the Lady Nimue, daughter of Dionas whom ancient texts revealed as a hunter of high lineage and the 'godson' of Diana, might have on occasion over the centuries renewed their links with those of the 

Otherworld through marriage. Whatever, the family was very discreet about such matters.  

"Miss Amberstone...Mahou please do not be concerned. Of course, I would not tell. You must however call me Nimue - all my friends do and I do hope that we shall be friends."

She wondered if she would have time to take Mahou to the forest the next day. However, she had the impression from the look on Professor Dumbledore's face, as he appeared to follow her thinking, that such jaunts might well best be left to when they returned in the autumn. 

"Mahou, if you are ready I'll show you to Gryffindor Tower. The bed right next to mine that is vacant and it's very high in the castle so you can see for ever such a distance from the windows."

"Thank ye," Mahou breathed, finally allowing herself to smile. "An' syne ye gave me yer permission, I shall call ye Nimue. Though.. if we get ta be really guid friends, will I be able ta call ye Nim?" The look in the girl's eyes was beyond hopeful. 

As to the bed predicament, Mahou grinned widely. "Ah! A view! Wha' abou' th' forest? Ma told me loads o' stories from when she would sneak inta th' forest at night. Can we go inta th' forest? Is it still forbidden? I bet there're loads o' spirits in there ta talk ta!" Mahou grabbed Nim's hands, her own very pale and slender, almost like they would break. But her grip was rather strong. "Are we allowed? I'm sure th' trees ha'e stories ta tell! Th' streams an' th' rocks! Th' birds an' th' other animals!" She jumped up and down a little, her excitement bubbling over. "An' tis best ta talk ta them at night! Ever done tha'?" She suddenly became silent. "Er.. I'm sorry.. I nae had a friend b'fore..." She smiled shyly. "Forgive me, Nimue?" 

Rocking back and forth on her heels, Mahou clasped her hands behind her back. "I be ready ta go b'fore ye mentioned it." 

Dumbledore smiled at the torrent of questions that Mahou had for Nimue. At the mention of Paula having told Mahou 'loads' of stories about sneaking off to the forest at night, the Headmaster looked at Paula and raised his eyebrow then gave a little cough to interrupt Mahou and Nimue. 

"As always, the forest does remain 'out of bounds' for students which is why it is named the 'Forbidden Forest' though it's fringes is a popular place for young people to walk. There has been known to be creatures within it that are inimical towards anything not of their own kind. So caution should be exercised." 

Nimue nodded at the Headmaster acknowledging his concern. 

She smiled at Mahou, "I am sure we will be friends, Mahou." 

Paula was, indeed, blushing. Her face turned light pink, then red, then a violent shade of maroon to rival even Lockhart's most vibrant robes. "Oh, well," she stammered, fidgeting like she did when she was a student at Hogwarts, "I.. well.. er.. that is to say.." She shrugged, laughing nervously. 

"Whoops," Mahou muttered. She turned to Dumbledore, a pleading look in her eyes. "Headmaster," she implored, her voice full of aching, "ye donnae ken how long I ha'e been waitin' ta see th' inside o' this forest! Th' unicorns, centaurs.. everything! I mean.. back in Ireland, b'fore I came here, I had loads o' friends who be Faeries. I mounted a unicorn once! But tha' could be more than anyone could e'er hope fer!" She folded her hand in a praying position, her strange eyes clouded with hope. "Could I no' be escorted by.. by Hagrid! Ma says he be th' gamekeeper! Could he take me an' Nimue just a wee way in? Jus' ta see wha' we might be able ta see? We wouldna go far." 

She furrowed her brows, giving him an expression of extreme pleading that a puppy would be envious of. 

Dumbledore smiled at Paula, and then with Mahou's pleading he raised his hands in mock defeat. 

"Now I did say that small journeys within the fringes was quite acceptable during the day. As for deeper exploration, I am sure that Hagrid would welcome your Company. He now is our Care of Magical Creatures teacher - an option I am sure that you will want to sign up for. The main thing is that you don't place yourself in any unnecessary danger."

 He couldn't help but glance at Nimue when he said this and she quite naturally blushed. 

The Day Draws to a Close

Luis listened to the stories of the two girls and was very amused at the idea that Katia was seemingly trying to impress him with her being up-to-the-minute. But he had no problem with that. He liked being back at Hogwarts. 

He finished his dinner with several gobletfuls of water to quench his thirst from all the travelling he had done earlier. 

Smiling apologetically to Sarah and Katia, he said, "I am very sorry, ladies, but I really must go to the Headmaster's office now to make arrangements about my status next term." He went to his feet and picked up his duffel bag. "I also have a lot of explaining to do about my unexpected arrival, so I better get a move on. Have a good evening." 

He gave a small bow to each girl and walked out of the Great Hall, heading for the Headmaster's office. 

Once the delightful Luis had left, there was no need for Sarah to hang about with Katia. 

"Right, well I am off to study. I dare say you still have a busy evening of .... whatever it is you get up to ahead of you." She quickly exited the Great Hall and headed for the Ravenclaw Common Room where she expected to find her housemates busily engaged in study for their next round of exams. 

Katia flounced off to the Slytherin common room. Still, she thought, mark one up for her. Luis was a Slytherin, too. 

***********

With an enthusiastic Nimue preparing to depart with an even more enthusiastic Mahou for Gryffindor Tower, the Headmaster was aware that he had unfinished business in the Great Hall. 

Luis Verga, the boy who had not returned to his Fourth Year and whom had turned up now without announcement. Thinking of Luis also reminded him of the matter of Andy Warden, whose own sudden disappearance had been resolved to some degree by the discovery of the pendant. 

However, there were so many questions there about the nature of the link between Asriel and Andy. Asriel had claimed Andy was not real; Andy believed he was real. 

Dumbledore was determined however that Andy Warden, a gentle and good boy that he had known for three years, would remain free and not be pounced upon by the WiBs from the Ministry. 

He turned to the Amberstones, "If you will excuse me, there is a young man currently wandering the Halls in urgent need of speaking with me.

I may be a while but I believe Professor McGonagall is still in the Great Hall and can finalise any arrangements while you are here. Mahou may remain over night as we discussed and you collect her tomorrow afternoon, if that is convenient."

Paula and Weatherlite nodded, smiling. Mahou, however, looked downtrodden.. she didn't want to leave. But, she would be back come September, so that cheered her a little. 

*********

Thus, having left the Amberstones the Headmaster went looking for Luis Verga. He had apparently elected to leave the Great Hall which indicated to the Headmaster that he was no doubt engaged upon a 

fruitless search for the Tower in which the Headmaster had his private office and quarters. 

It had been noted that the magical architecture of Hogwarts did cause things to move about a little, but nothing was more perplexing that the whereabouts of that tower except of course where the staff slept.  

Luis, of course, had some notion of where the Headmaster's office might be but would not have been aware that in recent years he had taken to concealing its direct entrance or rather 'moving' it. It saved the bother of inquisitive students seeking illegal access. Other Professors had requested a similar charm to be placed upon their offices but had to be content with their personal quarters remaining thus concealed as had been traditional at the school.

Locating Luis was not difficult and the Headmaster bade Luis follow him to his 'outer office' which did have a fixed location but nothing in it of particular interest.  

Having sat behind the desk and indicated to Luis that he might take a seat across from him, the Headmaster looked at him with a level gaze.

Few students ever saw Dumbledore's power, his persona as the kindly, slightly daft Headmaster tended to lull their perceptions and appear quite at odds with his reputation. Still there were always those with

keener sight. Thus, without ceremony Dumbledore went to the heart of the matter.

"Now, Mr. Verga it seems there is a problem you need to discuss..."

The look on Dumbledore's face told Luis that the older man knew something more important than just returning after three years of absence was up with Luis. 

The Headmaster always knew when something was wrong. 

Luis nodded, allowing his face to show the weariness that he really felt. "Thank you, Headmaster," he replied, taking a seat, "Yes, there is a problem." 

***********

With the Headmaster left, Nimue said goodbye to the Amberstones and promised she would bring Mahou back down to see them before they departed for the evening. 

Mahou nodded and followed Nimue, listening to her, hanging on her every word so she wouldn't forget. 

She thus led Mahou back through the Great Hall, into the entranceway and up the seven flights of stairs to the portrait, which concealed the entrance to Gryffindor Common Room pointing out a few things along the way. The portrait of the Fat Lady duly challenged them and Nimue said <classified> and the portrait obligingly swung open. 

"Each of the Common Rooms are password protected to ensure that only students of that House have access." she explained, "It's changed regularly for security reasons but there is usually quite a lot of students coming and going so if you forget someone is sure to let you in." 

Waving to a few of the other students who were studying individually and in little groups throughout the well-lit comfortable Common Room, some at tables and others curled up in the comfy over-stuffed chairs. "It's a very busy time for us with exam week. Usually there is quite a lot of work that is done outside the classroom - homework if you will and so we are kept pretty busy in term time." 

She pointed out the large shield on the wall, which bore the crest of the House. "That's the House Crest - the Lion was the symbol chosen by Godfric Gryffindor for the House and our colours are red and gold which also indicate the solar and martial nature of this House. We each wear a small House crest on our robes to distinguish our Houses." 

She pointed to the one on her own school robe. It was obvious that Nimue was very proud of being a Gryffindor.

"Shall we go up and see the Girl's Dorm now?" 

Once inside the Common Room, Mahou turned to Nim.... 

"This be very nice," she said, her thick Irish accent echoing in her ears. On her back was a pack, and out of her pack leapt a small rust-coloured furball.  "Blackfoot!" she cried, giggling.  Picking up the small bundle, Mahou revealed it to be a small red fox.

"Nimue," Mahou said, "this be Blackfoot, me pet tha' I was allowed ta bring ta Hogwarts."  She held up the little thing and it barked once.

"D'ye think we could sneak inta th' forest?" Mahou whispered to Nimue, leaning in.  "I really wanna talk ta th' spirits.. really badly."  She smiled.

"Hello Blackfoot, very pleased to meet you." Nimue gave a little laugh at Mahou's suggestion, "You don't mean now do you? Despite what Professor Dumbledore said there are some of us that are quite comfortable slipping into the Forest but it can also be a pretty dangerous place. 

Twice now this year, it has provided refuge for Dark Wizards and although it is filled with many spirits that are benign and friendly there are also those with dark hearts."

She smiled, "However, we could get up early in the morning and go out to it if you want. I often do.  Before you have the 'Grand Tour' after breakfast while the rest of us sweat through Potions exam!

At least I have my Alchemy examination out of the way now so I should have some free time after lunch. We can even watch them practice Quidditch in the afternoon if you like."

She looked up the room towards the doors behind which were spiral stairs- "that one leads to the Boy's Dorm and the other to the Girl's Dorms. Come on. Let's go up - maybe some of the other girls are up there and you can meet them!"

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

Branwen had wandered out to the Forbidden Forest, still feeling a little miserable at the loss of her pretty trinket and more miserable that Randal hadn't bothered to find her to cheer her up. Besides, she had Ravens to see and questions to ask. 

Her time proved usefully spent, discovering a great deal had been going on in her absence and she made a mental note to pay more attention to the important things...her birds. 

Before she realised it, she had missed dinner and ambled back to the Castle rather hungry and hoping she could find an amenable House Elf...but then they were all quite keen on her since she had been given Arcadia's potion, they loved a child that could eat... 

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

In the Three Broomsticks time marched on.  Food was consumed and more wine was opened.  By the time the desserts were on the table, Anders was more drunk than he'd ever been in his life and was giggling insanely at every little thing Marcus said.

"D'you think we should be goin' back up to the *hic* school when we've eaten this?"  He giggled again and ate a mouthful of the extraordinarily rich chocolate mousse that he'd picked for his dessert.  "Chocolate," he said, in awed reverence.  "Food of the gods and somewhat drunken wizards."

Marcus wasn't actually sure if he was more drunk than he'd ever been in his life but he was quite drunk.

"I quite agree. This has to be the best chocolate mouse I've ever had." then he dissolved in giggles himself at the idea of mice in general. Luckily the subject of bunnies didn't come up again or more chocolate may have ended up on the table than in their stomachs.

"Anders, you know we can't fly back to the school, be good if we could then we could just go zoom - back to our rooms. No, we have to walk and get sober. Maybe swim the lake that would do it! Mustn't be seen or heard - we must approach with stealth and vigilance like, like.. "  

He just couldn't think of anything at the moment that was stealthy. Certainly he and Anders were not likely to be!

"Like something that's stigilant and vealthy..." agreed Anders, then went quiet, trying to figure out what he'd said wrong.

He shook his head, polished off his last drink and picked up the broomstick, holding it aloft.  "Lay on, MacDuff," he declared, grandly, then paused. "Is he half-Russian half-Scottish, d'you think?  Leon MacDuff?"

He began to giggle again.

"Let's get back...I have papers to mark and more 'zams to prepare, an' I guess I should try to get a li'l sleep in...an'...an'..."

He belched quietly, and began to giggle again.  "Oh dear," he said, softly. "I do believe m'drunk."

"McDuff!" said Marcus, "That reminds me for a joke but the punch line alludes me so I wont...even begin."

He seemed slightly more sober than Anders. Seemed being the operative word. Marcus began looking around where they'd been sitting, "Oh no, someone must have taken my  broomstick. What dastardly knave would remove the stick of a gentle knight..."

Very slowly and very carefully, Anders waggled his finger in front of Marcus.  "Y'flew y'rself," he said, slowly, his words punctuated by the odd hiccup.  "Bird.  Wings.  Foosh!"

He flapped his arms.

"Oh yeah." said Marcus rather sheepishly when reminded of his mode of transport.

"L's'go."

The two men finally manage to extract themselves from the warmth of the Three Broomsticks and began walking back in the direction that Anders loudly and extremely vociferously announced that Hogwarts was.

Only it wasn't.

Marcus was not certain, his sense of direction was totally askew. 

However, after some time walking by which time they *should* have been nearing the gates, they were by a lake (that area of the country dotted with lakes) but no gates and no castle except at some distance a genuine ruin. And in their condition..

"It's..gone..Hogwarts..where is it - should be there..." Marcus waved at lake. Eaten maybe squid do'ya think. Wizards..taken spells.."

Somehow it made sense to him.

Anders nodded solemnly, awe-struck by the sheer magnitude of the heinous crime they were witness to.

"Hogwarts," he said, soberly.  "Foosh.  Gone.  Ping!  All gone."  He shook his head sadly.  "RIP."

There was a long pause during which the young Professor's face screwed up with the sheer effort of thought.  Finally, one eye cracked open and he spoke.  And it was profound.  Oh, yes.  When you're THAT drunk, 'burble' is profound.

"D'you think...an' this is jus' a guess, isn't it...we might've gon' th' wrong *hic* way?"

After his own few seconds of being struck by the fiendishness of the plot that had snatched Hogwarts and its hundreds of students from the face of the planet while they were in the pub, Marcus allowed

Anders words to sink in.

"Wrong way?" he gazed around the topography of the hills and tried - tired very hard to look as though he knew what he was doing, he said. "Yeah, I emmm think we umm *hic* have."

They had a long walk ahead of them.

Some while later, the fresh air had rendered the drunken Anders almost paralytic.  He was slouching along, the grin on his face almost splitting his face in two.  He had lead a rousing sing-song, which only he had participated in as he'd been singing in Welsh.  Marcus had conducted, though.

Now he was through to the near-sobriety stage of drunkenness when everything seemed to be totally intense.

"I r'lly love Nimue," he said, softly.  "When I thought Da...when I thought that man'd killed her an' there was nothin' I c'd do 'bout it...I thought...boom!  M'life was over with hers...the trees helped, though. Thank you, trees..."  He dipped a low bow to an innocent bystanding ash.

"Love her.  Lots 'n' lots," he finished, lamely.  "Will be good t'her, Marcus, y'know that, right?  But still dunno what to do with m'life...I know Dumbleumbleumbedore won't want me t'teach 'nymore..."  His expression became one of infinite sadness.  "Gonna miss Hogwarts.  Like Hogwarts.  S'my home now..."

He went introvert and silent as the huge castle finally loomed on the edge of his vision.  He looked up at it. "Home."

After the joyful walk home, with Marcus in charge of the imaginary band to Anders' strong Welsh voice, Anders' remarks cut through Marcus bringing him semi-back to the here and now.

He was deeply fond of the other young man. They hadn't been friends while they were at school and yet they were now. He would hate to lose that connection even if long-term they'd remain close.

Marcus gazed up at the school.

"It makes me feel that way as well. Jus' lookin' a' it 'mebering all those years..." he shook his head slightly trying to clear it. "Glad wasn't spirited away 'gain."

The question of Anders' leaving and the loss he felt was something though that Marcus had no solution for - he wished he had but he hadn't.

"I know you love 'er 'y'll be good for 'er and she you as well. Perfect t'gether. To' obvious ya know for people not see. Sure that Dumblbbbledore" he was having a very hard time with the Headmasters' name "would have yo' stay if he coul' but he can't." 

That seemed to make sense, still presented no solution. "Ho' we gonna get back in withou' ya kno' makin' a fus'"

"Through th' kitchen," asserted Anders, confidently.  "Noone there this time o' day but th' House Elves, an' they don' care."

So saying, he marched boldly around the castle, tripping over several blades of grass on the way.  They reached the huge door that served as the entrance to the kitchens, and Anders raised his hand to knock politely.

Almost before he'd completed the action, the door opened, and a long, quivering nose poked out.

"Masters must use front entrance," said the House Elf firmly.

"We jus' wanna..." began Anders, putting his foot in the door.

"FRONT Entrance, Master," repeated the Elf, slamming the door shut with an astonishing display of strength, leaving Anders hopping about on one foot, uttering most un-Anders like expletives that turned the air around him an interesting shade of blue.

He turned to Marcus.

"Any ideas?"

"Ideas?" Marcus shook his head which wasn't a wise thing to do as it make him slightly giddy, "Not able to transform or could fly in and then 'et you in a side door."

He tried to think of alternatives, "Wha' 'bout the Owlery Tower or shall we jus' be bold an' go thru front entrance? Couldn't be that man' 'bout now." 

The cool of the night and the long walk was starting to sober him up though more than anything he wanted to find his bed and sleep for hours.

"is tha' or bike shed or we cou' ask Hagrid to put us up." He didn't relish the thought of encountering Professor McGonagall or worse in their current condition and Hagrid, bless him, would not turn them away. 

Anders nodded firmly.  "Front door," he said.  "We got nothin' to hide, have we?  We jus' been out enjoyin' ourselves."

Without waiting for a response, the young DADA Professor marched boldly up to the main entrance of the castle and pushed open the door, which was still unlocked at this time of night.

"Piece o' cake," he beamed back at his friend before sliding ungracefully down the door to end up sitting on the floor looking decidedly unwell. "Think...I might've y'know.  Too much.  To drink..."

Marcus beamed - that was right. After all they weren't schoolboys anymore sneaking back into the Hogwarts after a covert trip to Hogsmeade! They were staff coming back into the school after an evening off campus for a meal and rather a lot to drink. 

After Anders had slumped to the floor, Marcus extended a hand to help him up and the dizziness that came over him suggested he was also in a somewhat precarious state. 

"Da' think 'nders? I thought I'd might 'ave hours ago. Come on. I'll 'elp you to your rooms and then you ca' help me to mine."

This appeared to make some sense to the befuddled mind of Marcus Falconer. 

There was no hope of Anders helping Marcus do anything. The young man was virtually comatose by the time Marcus had returned him to the small suite of rooms that the Professor had called 'home' for the past few months. He collapsed gratefully onto the bed, snoring softly, a faint smile of drunken contentment on his face. 

He would sleep well that night, that was for sure. Let tomorrow bring what it may. He would deal with it then. 

After depositing Anders back in his rooms, Marcus very slowly made his way to his own, happy that students and teachers alike must by now in their Common Rooms and own rooms! He too headed straight for bed and a peaceful night's sleep. 

