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Convergence at Flourish and Blotts

Kat was happily looking in the window of the bookshop. There was a whole range of new books that she had not seen before. And as books were a passion of hers she was trying to work out which to buy. 

She looked up at her brother who had accompanied her to Diagon Alley before getting the train. "What do you reckon. I think the one about dream magic looks fascinating, but the idea that someone has actually gone about putting the theories down about the borrowing I do is just so exciting I have to read it. Then there are all the new books for the new year." 

She happily smiled at him. She had been so glad to discover she had an older brother. She had seen him quite a bit during the summer as well as Marvo of course. She was going to miss him popping in occasionally when she was back at school. She still wished that Dumbledore had not decided to release him from the DADA post, but what else could he have done. 

She went back to staring at the books. 

Anders grinned fondly at Kat.  He, too, had enjoyed the time he'd been able to spare over the summer getting to know his father and his new family. He'd been desperately concerned about meeting Kat's mother, but she had welcomed Anders into the 'Black fold' with all the love and affection he'd yearned for since his mother's death.

He'd spent a couple of weeks over in Tuscany visiting with Nimue and her family, of course, and the final week or two of the summer had been spent 'house hunting'.  He'd got a deposit together (with Sirius' aid) on a small house in Hogsmeade, which would enable him to remain close to his sister and

Nimue - and his studies - whilst travelling to London via the Floo network to his apprenticeship with Dmitri Georgious.

Life for Anders Grimalkin was good.  He looked stronger, fitter and healthier than he'd ever done since Kat had known him, and there was a vibrant glow of happiness almost emanating from him.

The two of them went inside so that Kat could have a closer look at the book on dream magic. 

*********

Piotr couldn't believe his luck.  Double luck.

He'd got his father to agree to his attending Hogwarts.  It had been an uphill struggle and had necessitated quite a lot of tantrum throwing and sulking and generally being the brat that he was, but he'd finally got Ivan to agree, if only for the sake of peace.

And better still he'd successfully managed to get to London without either of his parents 'dragging him down' and was currently enjoying the luxury of being by himself.  He wandered down Diagon Alley, staring into the windows of the shops, occasionally with a faintly amused smirk on his face.  He strolled into Flourish and Blotts, purchasing his required books and leaving again without treating the other students there to as much as a nod of greeting.

He was looking, as ever, pale and vaguely unwell, and his feet now carried him to the herbalists where he intended to stock up on the various dried herbs that were required for his potion.  

His potion. Just one of many worries.  Over the summer, the dosage had needed changing yet again as his sixteenth birthday grew ever closer.  His father had sneered, saying he should just stop fighting it and go with the flow, but Piotr would not - COULD not do that.  It was bad enough that he would be probably the oldest in the fourth year at Hogwarts, but his academic level was below standard.  His father had berated the private tutor of course, but in truth it was Piotr who did not have the desire to learn, who felt he had nothing to prove.  

The Almighty Andrei, home from his world travels for a brief period had lectured him, of course, but then the Almighty Andrei lectured about everything.

Piotr stood in the herbalists, looking over the stock critically.  He had, without consciously realising it, been keeping an eye out for Sarah Taverner, but as of yet, he had not seen her.

*********

Niki had put off her shopping until the last minute, and was now hurrying back to her room at the Leaky Cauldron laden with bags from Flourish and Blotts, Madam Malkin's, Quality Quidditch Supplies, the apothecary, and several other stores.

 She had grown over the summer, quite substantially--from 4'8" to 4'11"--and as a result had needed an entire new wardrobe. She was, at the moment, wearing Muggle clothes: a white t-shirt with something in Greek across the chest and a pair of shorts. She looked much happier than she had been at the end of term. 

Niki noticed Marvo heading towards Flourish and Blotts and waved as best she could without dropping anything--a rather difficult task! 

*******

If Dylan felt any trepidation about having his mother and younger brother Dafydd along for school shopping, it didn't show on his face as he walked along the bustling wizarding street. Perhaps it was a show, perhaps it was genuine, but he looked happy, and spent much of the time bantering with his brother. Back and forth, the younger boy wide-eyed and gaping, Dylan chuckling and indulgent with his mother practically beaming with pride. 

There was a striking resemblance between the Rhydderch boys, though Dylan outstripped his brother by more than a few inches, pushing 5'10 now and needing, much to his chagrin, new robes. 

As they walked towards Madame Malkins, though slowly for Dylan hated the process of buying clothes, he kept an eye out for his school mates and saw more than a few by Flourish and Blotts. His face lit up, and he waved as he saw Nimue, his favourite seeing-eye prefect. 

Nimue had smiled and waved to him in return though was obviously headed into the bookshop.

Niki caught sight of the three Rhydderchs and registered a slight double take. She was, apparently, not the only one who had grown over the summer.

 She hadn't seen anyone from school since June, but had written to Dylan almost every day. Of course, she had to use the Muggle post, and letters took quite a while to get from Greece to Wales. Still, he was the only person she was certain knew about her father's death, and that, among other things, impelled her to hurry over and give him a grin and an embarrassed sort of one-armed hug. 

Dylan grinned and turned an interesting shade of pink as he returned the hug. 

Dafydd, however, took a second to digest the sudden appearance and hug, then began to howl with laughter. Dylan's colour deepened, and he shot a derisive look and unpleasant comment over his shoulder. "Can we pack him off t' Greece? Tha's Dafydd. An' m' Mum." 

Niki waved shyly at Dylan's mother, then glanced at Dafydd. "It would take several owls to carry him," she said thoughtfully, "but I think it would be worth it to see the expression on Yaya's face." She giggled, imagining the look of horror a Muggle boy would elicit from her grandmother. 

Dylan's mother waved back, and ushered her younger son away from the pair with a knowing smile that made Dylan roll his eyes a little. "An' Dafydd's. Been drivin' me absolutely mad all summer. School seems like a relief, Transfiguration an' all," he pronounced earnestly. He smiled then. "Mum's been good about it all, though, keepin' him off m' back." 

Niki nodded. "Yaya sent me along a few days ago--I suppose you haven't gotten my letter yet. Muggle post is so slow! I've been staying at the Leaky Cauldron, and doing all my school shopping." 

She nodded at all the bags. "Plus some extra things. I can't believe how quickly summer went!" 

Dylan grinned sheepishly. "I need robes. Mine are way too short." Even his tan trousers seemed a little too short on him, and he shrugged. "Hate buyin' robes. Drives me up a wall." 

"Buying Muggle clothes in Greece was...interesting," Niki said with a grimace. "Just point and go 'little! little!'. I'd rather buy robes any day. Madam Malkin didn't recognise me," she added proudly. 

Dylan laughed. "Y' have grown a bit. Reckon we all have." Awkwardly, he tugged at the sleeve of his white shirt, feeling a little self-conscious of his height, especially when compared to Niki. "Robes are jus' a pain." 

"Well, that's what most wizards say about trousers," Niki said with a grin. She glanced around. "Your brother really seems to like Diagon Alley, doesn't he?" 

Dylan watched Dafydd with his nose pressed to the glass of the Owl Emporium with an indulgent smile. "Well, e'er since he found out 'bout th' wizard thin', he's been right enthralled with th' idea. Tryin' t' explain t' him tha' he'll ne'er be a wizard or anythin' is dead hard, though." 

"Well, anyone, Muggle or no, can do some wizarding things. Floo powder and Potions don't require magic. Nor does using owls. But magic isn't the answer to everything..." She smiled. "But it does make it easier for me to carry several hundred pounds of bags!" 

********

David and Jacob walked out of the Ollivander wandshop. They had been staying near Diagon Alley for about a week or so, and the two were having what appeared to be a heated discussion about the use of Muggle ice skating rinks. 

"Really, I have no idea why you find them so interesting. All they are is ice on the ground, and you glide on the ice with shoes that have sharpened blades attached to them." Jacob had been heard insisting. To the others who knew him at Hogwarts, it was probably the longest thing they had ever heard him say. 

The two had spent the summer at David's home. Aside from getting to know each other better, the two that looked so alike yet that were so different had become even closer friends. 

They were heading off to Florean Fortescue, the wizarding ice cream parlour. Though Jacob had little enough money as it was, he had managed to finish his shopping (mainly through second-hand stores) and come out with a little extra. 

**********

Inside Flourish and Blotts, Kat picked up the dream magic book and inspected it. 

"Why not let me get you that one?" Anders said, taking the book on dream magic out of her hand.  "A 'congratulations for doing so well last term present'." He didn't have a lot of money to his name, but he had enough to treat his little sister.

Occasionally he would cast shy glances around Flourish & Blotts, as though hoping a certain someone would walk in any second.  It had only been just over a week since he had returned from Tuscany, but he was still looking forward to seeing Nimue again.  It was his plan to see the girls safely onto the Hogwarts Express and then go off to Hogsmeade and meet them again at the other end.  For some reason, the entire concept of that amused him.

He'd already seen several unfamiliar faces wandering around the streets; students that he hadn't got a chance to get to know last term and was almost miserable about not returning to the DADA job.

Still...  He shook himself visibly to clear the dark thoughts away.  Life was good, remember.

Kat smiled up at Anders. "I can't let you but me a book. You should be saving for that house of yours." 

"I can run to a book for my sister," he said, planting a loud kiss on the top of her head and giving her an one-armed hug. 

Marvo came into the shop and saw Anders talking to Kat. He had spent a lot of time with Kat and her family over the summer, eventually being able to talk to her after without stuttering or making a fool of himself.

Not easy as Kat's ability to tease him seems to have been inherited from her father! But he had a great time there, so much better than being home. He did go home, just for a few days though it was meant to be two weeks. He could not stand it. The rest of the time he spent at the Ministry of Magic, with Mad Eye, training hard, reading and keeping fit.

Now he was back and pleased that he was allowed to return to Hogwarts. However, this time he would have to take lessons! Plus, he was under orders to 'learn' not to show off  and to observe how others learnt so that he didn't have to rely on his eye so much.

"Hiya!" he said with a smile.

********

Nimue's summer had not been quite the idyll that she had expected. Not the first half at least, though the second part made up for it considerably! 

Lady Hawkwood had been shocked at Nimue's grades and being very academically minded had insisted that rather than Nimue spending time relaxing that she use her summer productively. That meant study! 

Her former tutor was re-engaged to give her 'remedial' work in History of Magic, DADA, Charms and Divination. Divination was dropped after a week as it became obvious that her poor grade in that subject was due to her personality clashes with Professor Trelawney. 

Her Mother relented by the beginning of August with the tutorials dropping from three to one a day which allowed Nimue more time to relax and do the kind of things one did on holiday including having one's boyfriend over to visit for two weeks. 

It was obvious by the end of Anders' stay that Lady Hawkwood had put aside any hurt she was nurturing over Nimue's perceived slighting of her best friend's son and had become deeply fond of Anders. She expressed the hope that next year he would come for a longer visit and that they would also see him in the holidays. 

After he had left, Nimue had been counting the days until their return to England but due to one thing and another it had been delayed until just the day before leaving very little time at all for shopping and for the purchase of essential books and supplies.

She entered Flourish and Blotts with her list of required books and was delighted to see that Kat and Anders were there and that Marvo had just joined them. She came up to the group with a smile on her face. She seemed much more at ease with herself, brighter and more cheerful. 

"Kat, Marvo, it's brilliant to see you! I trust you both had a great summer. Sorry I didn't write more." she came up to stand beside them and then turned to Anders feeling a little shy. 

When Marvo and Nimue had entered, Anders smile broadened. "Hey, you two," he said, cheerfully, letting go of Kat to shake Marvo's hand and to lean over and give Nimue a chaste - but lingering - kiss on the cheek. 

As Kat had spoken to her brother Marvo approached. She smiled at him. Just behind him came Nimue. She looked at them both. "Hi ya. Come to buy your books? Worked out what subjects you are going to take yet? I'm still trying to decide." 

Marvo just has time for a "Hi Lizzy" before her attention was taken by Anders. 

Marvo smiles and looks to Kat, giving her a peck on the cheek, not to be outdone by Anders. " I've got all my books and supplies" He says patting his robe pocket. "So. What are you taking this year? You know I'm doing classes with you? Oh and I Passed my exam by the way" he gives a big smile. 

"Well I have a bit of dilemma." said Nimue brandishing her list of options. "I am definitely dropping Divination - Trelawney and I will never see eye to eye and really would prefer Hidden Talents. Sounds right up our street doesn't it." she said with a smile to Kat. 

"Myth, Folklore and Magic is a must I think and I want to continue Alchemy and Care of Magical Creatures which makes four options. I need a Fifth and Arithmancy just isn't my thing unless it's a whole lot more interesting in the Fourth Year than in the Third. I'd like to learn more about Ancient Languages but it seems to take that I need to so the Runes option as well which I passed over last year in favour of Astronomy." 

She looked slightly anguished, "What do you think I should do Kat?" 

"Just give me a moment." Said Anders to the group. Before Kat could change her mind or say anything, he'd darted up to the counter and paid for the book, which he then shoved into his sister's pile. "No arguments, alright?" 

Kat smiled at her brother as he gave her the book. Giving him a half scolding look for running off and buying the book even after she had told him not to.

He grinned at her and turned his attention back to the others. "All set for another year?" His tone was faintly wistful, and as he spoke, his fingers automatically wrapped around Nimue's as he held her hand. 

"I think so" Nimue said allowing the gentle handholding that felt very natural between them now. "when I get this option problem solved. Kat what are you taking?" 

"I haven't decided what subjects to do.... I mean there are so many good choices and it is all interesting." Said Kat.

Nimue sighed, this whole choice thing wasn't getting any easier. "Well I guess one solution would be to take Ancient Runes this year but get the textbook for Magical Languages anyway."

 Andy Warden arrived shortly after Nimue.

His summer certainly had been an exciting one. He stayed at the residence of Albus Dumbledore who renewed his "body" form every once in a while. Andy was thrilled to be staying with the Professor. He was such a nice person and treated Andy with much love and care. Andy looked up to him very much and was upset to hear that school would be starting up again soon. 

Dumbledore's house was very beautiful. It was a quiet cottage with many strange rooms. Andy had his own little room that was perfectly furnished with many antiques and collectibles. He had his own cosy fireplace where he would often sit in front of to read or write to his friends. 

During his stay, the Professor held a dinner party for the teachers of Hogwarts. Andy was very happy to attend the get-together. They had a lot of fun playing rounds of Quidditch. Andy was allowed to be Seeker! Although Snape refused to play because he said that sort of foolishness was only for children. 

And now Andy was in Diagon Alley buying books for next year's term. He approached Kat, Marvo, Anders, and Nimue. 

"Hi!" he said desperately trying to ignore Marvo. 

"Hi Andy," Kat greeted him as he arrived. She smiled at Andy wishing that the two of them would talk. Marvo had told her about the situation after she had found them ignoring each other just before the end of term. Still boys would be boys and there was no talking to them. She had tried.

"Hello Andy - you are looking well." Said Nimue, "I see the Headmaster has managed to strengthen the spell again." 

In the beginning Andy's temporary body had been confined to the castle but Dumbledore had found ways to enhance the spell even before they had left on holidays.  Nimue hoped that Marvo would at least try to be civil! 

"Yes," Andy said to Nimue, "he's been very kind to me since I am in a rather difficult predicament. But I feel fine. And hopefully everything will be straightened out." 

He made sure Marvo heard the last thing he said. 

"I am sure it will." Nimue avoided looking at Marvo. His feelings on the matter were quite clear.

Marvo said nothing to Andy as he arrived. For a second he had seemed pleased to see him, then his eye went red and a look of disappointment crossed his face.

Sarah Taverner had passed what she considered a brilliant summer back in Canada. Her family was impressed with her grades having expected her to do poorly and suggested it was fortuitous that she'd been placed in Ravenclaw after all. 

Her hair had continued to grow out from its razor cut though was still quite short in comparison to most of her peers. The black jeans and crop top she was wearing was combined with a decorated black denim jacket and dress black cowboy boots. This gave her a much more sophisticated air than the dressed down look she'd effected the previous year. 

"Hey people! Marvo!" she winked at him. "Talking options? Runes is a brilliant subject Nimue - anyone seen Branwen about?" 

He saw Sarah and smiled. "Oh Hi Sarah. Had a nice holiday"

"Oh....emmm...yeah. Lots of flying - lots of muggle TV. A bit strange coming back to Britain though expect that in a day or so I'll get back into the swing of things." she smiled at Marvo trying to look enigmatic though not actually carrying it off. 

"Now, I must make a trip before leave for the station to either Eeylops Owl Emporium or the Magical Menagerie." said Nimue to Anders. She could happily have spent hours in the bookshop herself,  "Since Calliope fell in love with that big ginger tom and decided to remain in Italy and Marcus is remaining here in London I am officially 'petless'. I could ask Father for a real falcon but maybe an owl would be preferable so that it could have company and I wouldn't be reminded of how much I am going to miss Bedivere."

She didn't need to say how much she would also be missing Anders.

Kat grinned at Marvo. "I have to say I am looking forward to you attending classes with the rest of us. Maybe I can get better marks than you too..." There was a cheeky grin about her.

She grinned at Kat's remarks over Marvo, "You forget he has that eye! Still you're right it will be great fun to have him back in the Tower."

She wondered how he'd cope with Andy being in the dorm but then there were others - Dylan and Magnus which should help and maybe he'd be a little more comfortable given time with Andy.     

"I'm definitely taking up hidden talents," Andy said joining in the ongoing conversation about option classes . "It sounds really fun and interesting. I'm not sure about the rest though. I guess I should decide quickly before it's too late."

Andy smiled back at Kat realising what she had intended. Until Marvo had proof that Andy wasn't a construct there was no hope in a friendship.

*But how can I make Marvo see that I'm not a construct?* he thought. *I'll ask Dumbledore.*

Marvo smiled at Kat, grateful she wasn't trying to get him to speak to the Andy Construct.

"Ah! A challenge! Well we will have to see! Can't have me letting the Ministry down! Who knows what Mad Eye would say if I was beaten by a 'girl'" He gave a wink

Anders grinned back at Kat.  Despite his sadness at not returning to his teaching post, he felt good being part of the 'crowd'.  He gave Nimue's hand an affectionate squeeze.  "I have to disappear for a while - some work that needs finishing up.  But I'll be at Kings Cross to see you off, I promise. I'll leave you to it.  You guys don't want an old-timer like me cramping your style."

Despite the joviality, there was a pang of loneliness in his words, but before anyone could react, he leaned over and kissed Nimue on the cheek again, nodded to Marvo and Andy and gave Kat a squeezer-hug that took the breath out of her.

Then he was gone, his tall, slender frame winding easily through the throngs of people walking up and down Diagon Alley.  Anybody who'd known him before would barely recognise him as the faintly apologetic teacher of a year ago.

*********

Alpha Rich had done all her shopping for school and now she was in a little corner at Flourish and Blotts reading about Celtic symbols in wizardry, fascinating stuff, so she was completely absorbed in reading. The world around her didn't exist..

Sarah spotted Alpha in a corner, "Excuse me, I'm just gonna say hi to Alpha. Good luck with your 'pet quest' Nimue."

*******

Branwen wandered rather aimlessly through Diagon Alley, she'd done most of her shopping already and just had books uncrossed on her shopping list. 

She had blossomed during the long summer holidays, starting to fulfil the promise she had shown as a 3rd year and she now turned a few heads without bothering to flirt. 

Her parents had been thrilled with her exam results but made her promise not to rest on her laurels this term or get too distracted. That probably wouldn't be too difficult, she hadn't seen Randal since school had broken up and she was looking for a few answers... 

She gradually made her way to Flourish and Blotts, gazing in the window for a few moments before pushing the door. She was confident that her Grandmother hadn't released a new book but it never hurt to check first. Satisfied, she entered and began to look for the books she wanted. 

**********

Arcadia walks out of Knockturn Alley, a house elf at her side, weighed down with many heavy black bags. "And don't drop any! You know what happened to your predecessor!"

She gives a 'disdainful' look at the shops in Diagon Ally. "Huff. Riffraff shops. Won't catch ME buying anything from THEM!"

She gives the House elf a swift kick and it struggles not to fall or drop anything. "Come on Thing, we have a train to catch, and I have to do my make-up first"

She gives Pantalaimon a stroke. "Don't worry Pan. Things will be different this year. I have Plans"

Convergence at the Leaky Cauldron

Living with Muggles for the entire summer had not left Madison Avalon and Yvette Monclere unchanged. The California sun had been rather harsh, and the two of them were so tanned they seemed brown. As it always seems with girls, they both appeared to have magically sprouted several  inches during the summer. 

Madison had reverted back her old California ways during the summer, going back to the slang and casual clothes.  She was wearing jeans and a dark blue tank top under an open jacket.  She was becoming a lovely young woman, and seemed to have acquired more confidence over the summer...

Aside from the tan, Yvette now also sported more freckles than before (as if that was possible) and had lost nearly all of her French accent. Instead, she had picked up quickly on the California lingo. Now, when she and her best friend spoke to each other, it was with a vocabulary that was barely 

comprehensible to anyone other than their fellow teenagers. 

Madison brushed her dark ponytail over her shoulder and turned to Yvette.  "I think we have everything we need for school..."  She grinned.

"So...there's Leaky Cauldron or Florean Fortescue for some ice cream...where do you wanna kick it?" 

"Leaky Cauldron!" Yvette replied brightly with a lazy smile. She looked down at the flip-flops she was wearing, and the jeans she had cut raggedly with Muggle scissors to make capris. 

"Leaky Cauldron it is!"  Madison led the way, slinging her bag over her shoulder.  Entering the tavern, she looked around, trying to see if any of her fellow classmates had decided to stop for a butterbeer.

Peesey was as white as a sheet. He hadn't done anything over the holidays and it seemed that he hadn't done much whilst at school either (staring at the wallpaper).  He, at this time, was just starting his day with a butterbeer before going shopping for books etc with his mother. 

He sat in the corner of the Leaky Cauldron, and watched as Yvette and Madison entered. He looked up at them hopefully as his mother was going on about how nice he might look in his new black robes.

Madison waved, spotting him, and headed over to say hi. "Hey, Peesey! What's up? You looking forward to fourth year starting?

Oh, is this your mom?"  She smiled.  "Hello! My name is Madison and this is Yvette.  We go to Hogwarts with Peesey..."

*Peesey's mother eyed her suspiciously* "Er, hello dear," she said nastily

"Hi," said Peesey quickly "yeah, I suppose - are you?" ignoring his mother completely. He got up and went to the bar....

"We are, I..." Yvette said to his back and didn't bother to finish as he turned to get some drinks. She blinked twice and then smiled at Peesey's mother.

"Hello, Mrs. Grunfu...uh...uttock. How are you?" After a bit of difficulty in remembering the last name, she gave her a brilliant smile.

********

Winifred held her letter up and read it over once more. "I think I have everything then," she said to no one in particular. She hadn't changed much over the summer, though her dark brown hair had grown out considerably. She was sporting a knee length khaki skirt, a three-quarter length black shirt, maryjane style shoes, and a black  headband. 

The tall stack of books she had just purchased at Flourish and Blotts seemed ominous as she carefully made her way back to the Leaky Cauldron. Along with the required courses, Winifred decided to take 

Mythology, Folklore and Magic, Astronomy, Arithmancy, CoMC, and Ancient Languages. 

Before entering the Leaky Cauldron, her eyes glanced in the direction of a darker alley down the road. Could it really have been a whole year since last time she had been in Diagon Alley? Her thoughts drifted to the multitude of things that happened over the school year until the door almost opened in her face. "Sorry," she mumbled to the customer walking out as she shuffled in. 

Spying Madison, Yvette, and Peesey, she waved and walked over to their table and set her books down. "Hello! How have all your summers been?"

"Hey!" Madison greeted.  "Summer was great!  Yvette went with me to visit my uncle's family in California..."  She grinned.  "I think the Cali sun turned her into a beach chick...What about you guys?"

"Hmm, nothing exciting happened to me, went to visit Windsor castle - I dunno why the muggles make such a fuss about that place" he said drearily. "What about you Wini?"

"I went with my parents to the United States to visit my grandparents. We go there every year, so it was nothing too exciting." She shrugged and then sat down. "Can you believe all the books we have to get? It seems like I'm taking so many classes, but I'm really excited about some of the new options." 

**********

Shinrei Hikari stepped out of the Leaky Cauldron and into the area with the brick wall that would lead into Diagon Alley.

Melanie Stewart, the sister of Jonathan Sinclair, had advised her to meet Jon here that morning.  Shinrei

herself had just arrived at such a meeting place through the Floo Network--she had exited through a previously arranged fireplace destination at the Leaky Cauldron.

She looked around.  Jon was still not there.  Maybe she had arrived early.  She was rather excited about going back to school.  Her summer spent at an entirely different setting compared to Kossawa had given her a sense of enthusiasm about her newfound "freedom" from such tiring rigidity.

She set her big black backpack and boxed Rakurai down onto the ground.  She looked up at her black owl Makura fluttering above her head.  "You may have a look around, if you wish, old friend," she told the owl. "You always know where to find me, anyhow." 

Makura understood and flew off. Shinrei paced about, waiting.

Jon had himself arrived the day before and taken care of most of his shopping - for books and the like on the Friday. However, he was waiting for Shinrei to arrive before visiting the Quidditch shop. There was no guarantee either of them would be selected for the team but a new broom was still a must! 

His sister had advised him that Shinrei would be coming that morning and therefore he was keeping an eye out for her - popping back to the Leaky Cauldron very 15 minutes or so. This time he was rewarded, there she was! 

"Shinrei! Welcome. This is quite mad isn't it having to travel all the way down to London from Scotland in order to travel back to Scotland!" 

Shinrei grabbed her things and rushed up to meet him. "Ohayo, Jon-kun," she greeted him, smiling. "As you put it, there may be an extent of novelty in the idea, although it does seem quite irrational." 

"Do you know of a place where I can store my belongings for the time being?" She waved her backpack and Rakurai box for emphasis. "And have you found a broom you like? Or have you already bought one?" 

"Yes, a few of us are leaving our belongings and purchases in one of the Leaky Cauldron's parlours. I've passed the shop two dozen times since yesterday but I've resisted looking inside at brooms until you came along. I didn't just want to buy on a whim." 

Jon looked towards the pub, "I need to pop in there any way - the Headmaster wants the Prefects to watch out for a new student. From China apparently." 

"All right. I shall go with you, then," Shinrei said. "I really need to leave my things behind. Melanie-chan has given me plenty of very beautiful clothes that used to belong to her and my backpack is ready to break its straps from being so full. I do not think it can withstand a lengthy expedition such as one through Diagon Alley." 

Jon smiled, "I can imagine."

"We can look at the brooms together, then. I was planning to buy a broomcare kit for my Rakurai as well."  Said Shinrei.

Jon's last statement was what really piqued Shinrei's interest. "From China, you say? Do you know who this new student is?" 

As he led the way back into the Leaky Cauldron he consulted the letter that the Headmaster had sent to him. "Right - his name is Hupi Jian and he is part of the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order of China. Apparently should be very easy to spot as he will be wearing the saffron robes of the Order." 

He noted that Yvette, Madison, Peesemould with a woman he assumed was his Mother as well as Winifred Fanel had gathered at one table. 

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

The Qiao-yuan, the Mian-Ju-Tao equivalent of what Westerners called a Portkey, was a bo staff.  Hupi

Jian's great-uncle Xian deemed that the very weapon he brought to Hogwarts as a boy almost fifty years ago would likewise be bequeathed to his great-nephew.

Jian's parents Kourin and Hikou died when the boy was only a very small child.  He was then sent to live with his sole surviving relative, his great-uncle Xian, a monk of the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order.

Jian grew up with the monks of the Order, trained with them, ate what they ate, believed in what they believed in.  He would not be considered as a brother until he had reached 18 cycles, but his lifestyle more or less assured that he was going to be one of them.

Hupi Xian was now pushing seventy years.  His eyes, however, we like slits. The eyes of the fox.  The Hupi family always had eyes like that.

Xian turned to face his great-nephew as they reached the outer boundaries of the temple grounds.  He spoke in a rough voice.

"You have everything there, boy? Your list of Western books?"

Jian was almost fifteen, with narrow black eyes and sun-browned skin, a face that was obviously not into smiling much.  His hands were callused.  His body was lean and well-muscled; it belonged to that of a full-fledged Mian-Ju-Tao-trained fighter.

"Yes, uncle."

Xian's rough hands caught his nephew's shoulders. "You take care of yourself, boy. No one there to give you a beating when you feel like forgetting your prayers or meditation."

"I have never forgotten them, uncle."

"You sure you do not want we to go with you to London?"

"There is no need, uncle. I can manage, as I always have." The corner of Jian's mouth quirked as he looked at his great-uncle.

"Very well, boy.  The only mistake I have ever done by you is to have made you so strong as you are now."

"Thank you, uncle. I owe everything to you."  Jian stepped back and picked up his homespun luggage sack. He dropped his uncle a very low bow as the old man handed him the bo staff.

"You give my regards to Albus Dumbledore, boy," Xian said. "Tell him he would always be welcome at the temple if he wishes to visit."

"I will do that, uncle." Jian took the bo staff and shifted his grip on it.  "Fare you well, uncle. I shall see you next year."  He looked at the point of his grip and began to count softly. "One. Two. Three."

The world slowly began to whirl. "Goodbye, Uncle."

"Goodbye." Xian watched as the boy disappeared from view, then walked back to the temple.

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

The Qiao-yuan led him straight to the yard of the Leaky Cauldron.  It was night when he left the mountains, but here in London it was morning.  Time zones, Jian thought.

They had oriented him that some students of Hogwarts would be meeting him inside the eating-place, one called the Leaky Cauldron.

He stood for a moment on the yard and watched the place that loomed before him.  There was only one

visible doorway and it seemed to lead straight into this Leaky Cauldron.

He brought his luggage-sack closer to his body, protectively, and walked through the door, feeling a little strange in his saffron robes.  His bare head felt cold.

Hupi Jian walked straight into the Leaky Cauldron and was a little put off by the dimness of the place. It smelled strange, foreign. People dressed in Western clothes were seated around it, with a few other people standing about and talking. 

His attention was caught by a tall fair-haired boy and a smaller girl with black hair. He wondered if they were from Hogwarts. Headmaster Dumbledore had written that students from the school would be looking out for him, hence he had to wear his saffron Mian-Ju-Tao robes for identification. 

Jon spotted Hupi Jian almost immediately as he came through the door. 

He quickly walked over and extended his hand in greeting. "You must be Hupi Jian. Welcome to Great Britain. Professor Dumbledore said to keep a watch for you. I'm Jonathan Sinclair, the Sixth Year Prefect for Gryffindor House and this," he turned towards Shinrei "is Shinrei Hikari, who joined us from Japan late last term. She is also a Gryffindor."

Like many Westerners he was unsure of the differences between the various Far Eastern cultures and felt somewhat out of his depth as a result. 

"I wasn't sure – have you been already assigned to Gryffindor House?" He knew that for older and transfer students these things were handled differently in some cases where in others the Sorting Hat was used. 

"Yes. I am Hupi Jian," he replied, staring at the outstretched hand before remembering that it was the handshake offer done by Westerners. He shook Jonathan Sinclair's hand. "Thank you. I am glad to arrive here." 

He shot the girl, Shinrei Hikari, a glance. He did not offer his own hand in greeting to her. They were not supposed to touch females. 

He looked away from her. "I do not a have House yet, no. I will ask Headmaster Dumbledore about my House." 

"Welcome, Hupi-san," Shinrei said, wisely stepping backwards so as not to make the Chinese boy more uncomfortable than he already was. "I am pleased to meet you." She bowed her head in greeting. 

Hupi Jian had glanced at her as if she was Lord Voldemort or someone extremely fearful. Monks were always rather unsettled around women. Her stay at Kossawa had raised issues regarding that, but few could refuse the will of Kanjou Hashimoto. Then again, she wasn't much of a woman to speak of. 

She gave the newcomer a once-over and decided he looked very well-trained for someone so young. Perhaps he would make a good sparring opponent; she had not encountered Shaolin-style fighting techniques in practice. She had only come across Sohei for the most part, and they bordered on ninjutsu. Shaolin was mostly kung-fu and vastly different. 

"Yes, of course. I imagine that he will see you and any other newcomers upon arrival." Jon noted that Hupi Jian was uncomfortable with Shinrei. He knew that women had different status in different cultures he just wasn't sure what this indicated with Hupi Jian 

"Anyway would you like to accompany us to the Robe shop where you will be fitted with your official robes for school? Have you a wand?" 

"No Hogwarts uniform," said Jian, "but I have a wand, yes. You will accompany me to buy books and uniform?" 

"And what will I call you?" he asked, looking from Jon to Shinrei and back again, afraid of being disrespectful. "You call me Jian, my birth name, yes?" 

He had been advised by his great-uncle to offer his given name. In Mian-Ju-Tao they did not put much into names; they were used to addressing each other as "brother." Jian was called "little brother" by all. 

His eyes once again strayed to Shinrei. He was painfully aware she was looking at him. What was it with females? he wondered nervously. This one was much smaller than he was but she made him feel unsettled. 

Jon smiled. "You may call me Jonathan which is my birth name. At school the wizards often just call each other by our surnames - so I'd be addressed as 'Sinclair' by some of my classmates. Teachers will be more formal and call you Mr. or just use your surname depending on how they feel - they rarely use forenames." 

He paused, "Yes, I will accompany both you and Miss Hikari to buy books and uniform." This was his way of suggesting to Jian that girls were treated with more formality out of respect unless you were invited to call them by their birth names, " Do you have your lists and have you selected your optional subjects. If you haven't the bookshop in Hogsmeade our local village near Hogwarts will be able to get textbooks." 

He turned to Shinrei, "While Jian is being fitted for his robes, we can visit the Quidditch shop. Will you be needing any school robes?" He knew girls often liked to buy new robes whether they needed to or not. 

********

Luis Enrique Verga stood at the Muggle London street and shifted his grip on the brown duffel bag that contained all his possessions in the world. As he had when he returned to Hogwarts, he was wearing his jeans and leather jacket. He had saved all his money to buy wizard clothes, not Muggle ones. 

It was a crazy idea, travelling from Hogsmeade to London and going back again in a few hours. He had not travelled to London via any magical means--he had hitchhiked and ridden trains and buses. Muggle means were safer, as far as he was concerned. 

He reached into his pocket. His fingers found the parchment with the list of books for incoming Fourth Years. 

Fourth Year. He was seventeen, but he would only be in the fourth year. It was very funny. 

He sighed resignedly, then walked down the narrow gap between two Muggle stores to arrive at the front entrance of the Leaky Cauldron. He wondered who among his schoolmates would he see first. 

Just moments before Luis entered, Jon Sinclair was about to suggest that Jian's luggage-sack and Shinrei's backpack be left in the parlour with the other luggage while they shopped. 

He remained a little concerned that two Gryffindors Yvette Monclere and Madison Avalon were conversing with Slytherins but he wouldn't embarrass them here. He had no friends outside of Gryffindor except for a couple of Ravenclaws and thought that sort of distance was preferable especially concerning Slytherins. He thought it highly unlikely that Jian would end up in Slytherin. 

A sudden movement by the front door caught Shinrei's attention.  She turned to face in that direction. A tall figure stood framed by the dim light.  The self-assured stance and the black leather jacket was unmistakable

*Gods. It was him.  Luis Verga.* Without thinking, she whipped her head back and grabbed Jon's arm, very tightly.  She also edged closer to him

"Jon-kun," she said urgently, "where is this parlour where we could leave our things? I believe Hupi-san and I need to park our luggage before we can go shopping any further, ne? I may not need new robes but books can surely be a burden." 

Jon had not seen Luis and was slightly caught quite off-guard by Shinrei's grabbing his arm and had turned to answer her, "It's just next do." Then movement by the front door caused him to look up and he saw Luis. Bad boy Slytherin from head to foot. Still Shinrei obviously didn't welcome his attentions from the way she was acting. So why didn't he just stick to girls like Katia and Sarah?

Luis would have been very struck by how beautiful she looked in person.  He had sketched her face from memory so many times that he had lost count.  The countenance with its exotic contours and eyes filled with secrets.

Luis would have been very struck, indeed, if he did not see Shinrei holding on to Jonathan Sinclair's arm as if for dear life. But he saw her doing so.  It was not a very nice thing to see.

Luis Verga was a Slytherin.  He was not easily dissuaded, even if the way Shinrei stood close to Sinclair pretty much indicated that they might as well have gotten married over the summer. He quickly stomped on the thought.

The slow, confident sneer he had learned to imitate from Snape spread deliberately through his face as he began to make his way across the room to where they stood.  He noticed a strange-looking bald boy dressed in orangey robes with them--this one looked quite out of place.</P>

"Buenos dias," he greeted as he approached, gray eyes blazing. "I take it your summer was well?"

 "Yes - it was brilliant! Thanks." Jon gave an encouraging look at Shinrei. He wouldn't embarrass her by mentioning that they'd spent time together though he'd like Luis to know.

He suddenly remembered his manners, "Excuse me I should introduce you to our new student - Hupi Jian, who is just joining Hogwarts this term. You've already met Shinrei Hikari."

He turned to Jian, "Jian, this is Luis Verga a former student of Hogwarts whom we visited the school at the end of last term."

He addressed Luis again, "So, Dumbledore accepted you back or are you here on some other business?" 

Shinrei still had not let go of Jon's arm, nor had she loosened her grip one little bit. At the back of her mind, she was aware that she was pressing close to Jon like a frightened child.  But it was the least of her worries.

Yes, we have met," she bit out, disconcerted under Luis's gray stare. "Ohayo, Mr. Verga."

At the mention of Hupi Jian, she had a sudden flash of inspiration and immediately released Jon. She went over to the Chinese boy instead and said, "We will leave Jon-kun and Mr. Verga to discuss the previous holidays, Hupi-san. Kindly accompany me to the parlour, so we could leave our things." She squarely met Jian's eyes and silently told him to agree to her suggestion.

Shinrei's sudden movement over to Jian had surprised Jon. From the frying pan into the fire as Jian seemed the last person to agree to go off to a side parlour with a member of the female persuasion!

"We do have a lot of shopping to do before we leave for Kings' Cross Station. I am sure there will be plenty of other times for Luis and myself to discuss the holidays especially if he's here to get supplies for Hogwarts."

He wasn't sure but it was a way of drawing the other young man out!

***********

Shopping for the Perfect Pet

"So, any more shopping to do?" Marvo asked. He just hoped that Nimue didn't say 'robes'

Nimue had looked a little sad as Anders walked away.  Although they have maintained a respectful distance during the last few weeks of his tenure at Hogwarts, she had been used to seeing him on a daily basis around and about the school. Coupled with no Marcus Falconer to accompany her on her morning walks in the grounds she felt her life at school was going to be very different this year.  

Her aim to become the top Fourth Year student for Gryffindor, even given Marvo's magical eye, was the sort of goal she could happily throw herself into. Her intention was to speak with McGonagall about taking the sixth option. She silently fretted about her studies while Marvo was talking to Kat, glancing at the bookshelves and wondering whether she should buy extra books on this or that subject.

"I'm OK for robes." Said Nimue uncharacteristically, "Marvo, come help me with choose an owl will you? It's an important decision and I'm worried about an impulse buy. Be nice if it was one that Pippin would get on with." 

Marvo groans but smiles. "Okay okay Lizzy! I know there is no arguing with you!"

He wanted to go along anyway, he knew Nimue was a bit sad about Anders. He turned to Kat, completely ignoring Andy's presence.

"Like to come along Kat? At least to save me from the horrors of the robe shop?"

With Marvo turned towards Kat, Nimue pulled a face at him and mouthed  'An owl not robes!'

She also thought he was being very impolite towards Andy!

Kat looked at Andy. She had no idea what to do to make things ok. On impulse she gave him a quick hug and whispered, "It will be ok eventually, I promise."

Then she wandered in the direction that Nimue had been heading. "Ok then... I guess 'robes' it is." She treated Marvo to her normal cheeky grin.

Nimue smiled warmly at Andy. They had talked a few times before the end of term about his predicament and Marvo's attitude.  Things weren't getting any better. 

"I'll see you soon." she said to him before leaving Flourish and Blotts.

*Robes?* Nimue wondered. Somehow Marvo had got it into his head that the only thing she ever thought about was clothing and Kat had followed his lead. It was true that Nimue tended to be somewhat interested in fashion though this year she'd obtained her new robes and casual wear while in Italy.  

Therefore, exiting Flourish and Blotts, rather than heading next door to Madam Malkin's Robes for All Occasions, she went across the street to Eeylops Owl Emporium.

The shop was dark just as the owls liked it and there was an amazing assortment of owls - small and large. There was an amazing choice to be had. No wonder she needed assistance!

She smiled at the proprietor and waited for Marvo and Kat to come in. 

Marvo follows Nimue into the owl Emporium, smiling that it was not a Robes Shop.

"So? You're looking for an Owl? or something more Exotic Lizzy? Is this because Marcus is staying in London? I heard at the Ministry he was"

"More exotic? No, the reason I came to the Owl Emporium is because I want an owl. You know for messages - one of my own - not one of Daddy's birds."

There was a fair amount of soft hooting noises in the shop and many yellow and dark eyes watching them. The range of owls was amazing. 

"Oh, you heard about Marcus? At the Ministry? I guess he had pretty much made up his mind about it but I didn't hear until yesterday. I can't blame him it is more exciting to work alongside Daddy than to 'baby-sit' a teenager." That Nimue felt slightly abandoned by the dashing young chevalier was quite obvious as well as a slight annoyance that she was almost the last to know of his decision.

"Yes, also Calliope grew up and decided she wasn't a witches' cat after all. Not like your cats, Kat. So I thought an owl would be best."

She looked around, there were barn owls, snowy owls, screech owls, long eared and short-eared owls, grey owls, little owls, medium owls, large owls. If it were not for the need for the owls to move discreetly through the muggle world carrying owl post - then undoubtedly there would have also been owls of many colours - but for the most part they were owls of normal owl colours.

"Where to begin though?"

"Well, I know, with 'you know what' happening at School this year, he probably felt you don't what to have him hanging around. Any anyway" He Smiled "You have me to look after you"</P>

He looked around the Emporium. "Ohh how about that one?" Marvo pointed at a rather sleek looking Grey Owl.

*You know what happening?!?! What did that mean?* Nimue hated to say to Marvo that she hadn't a clue what he was on about.

She looked at Kat and tried to catch her eye to ascertain whether this was just Marvo being Marvo or was there something happening that she should know about. She didn't pass comment on his remark about looking after her. That was definitely Marvo being Marvo! The owl he had pointed out was beautiful but then they all were.

Kat looked back at Nimue. She had no idea what Marvo was talking about either. He was probably trying to impress them or something. She shrugged her shoulders at Nimue in an 'I don't know' kind of way, and looked around the shop at the different owls. However, she liked cats far more.

Reaching out to a small tabby cat that was also in the shop she suddenly found a hissing furball confronting her. She gently patted his head trying to soothe his temper. "You are a brave little tiger aren't you?" She asked the small kitten.

"Nimue are you sure you want an owl. I mean cats are so much more friendly."

Nimue smiled at Kat and the kitten. Yet there was a world of difference between cats like Mulder and Scully, Kat's familiars and Calliope, who as she had grown had just wanted to be a normal moggy. 

"It's tempting but I need a bird that will be reliable to carry messages and don't really want to use a school owl. Though it would be nice to have a pet that could curl up on the bed and say hello to me in the morning." 

Nimue hated these sort of decisions! In this she was very much in tune with her birth sign: Libra - who were notorious for not being able to decide even the simplest things.

The proprietor perked up. "Well Miss our owls do make excellent pets. They may not be cuddly like a cat but generations of witches and wizards have not been disappointed in them as a choice of familiar."

He moved towards some of the perches in the rear of the shop. "This is one of my imported owls. A highly intelligent bird with a distinguished pedigree." 

He indicated a large grey-brown owl with white markings on its chest and belly, a yellow beak and dark brown eyes. It looked very alert bobbing its head in curiosity at the visitors and making 'Hoo-hoohoo-hoo; hoo-hoo-hoo-hoowah' noises. 

Marvo looks closely at the Owl Nimue was looking at.

"Ah yes. The Barred Owl, Strix varia. One of the largest owls, 16 to 23 inches tall with a 38 to 45 inch wingspan. See its large rounded head, lack of feather tufts, and dark brown eyes? That's how to recognise it. It's predominantly nocturnal and likes to live in deep woods and swamps. Its a very vocal owl, heard more often than seen. It has a wide variety of calls, many impossible to describe. The most often heard call is the "eight-hooter," given in two groups of four, which I think we have just heard."

Marvo looks up and smiles, his eye very briefly gleams red.

The proprietor smiled, "Ah your young friend must be an ornithologist. Yes, indeed he is a Barred Owl. This one is not quite mature yet is at a perfect age for bonding to a young witch or wizard."

He gestured for Nimue to move closer and she tentatively reached out her hand to touch the featured head. Her experience 'flying' Marcus when he was in falcon form gave her confidence in handling a bird of prey. The wizard, who looked more than a little owlish himself, encouraged her to move the owl onto her arm and gave Nimue a few owl treats to feed him. 

"He's beautiful." she said. It seemed fairly obvious there was some serious bonding going on. After a couple of minutes, she turned back to her friends with a huge smile on her face. "Oh, he's the one definitely!"

The proprietor smiled and started the paperwork bringing out a selection of travelling cages for Nimue to choose from. 

Kat smiled up at Nimue with the new owl. She had never seen the fascination with owls. Now the little tabby kitten in front of her was a different matter. She was torn about leaving it there. He was now 

happily rubbing up against her hand and butting it, purring as if there was no tomorrow. 

She couldn't leave it there... but she knew she couldn't take it to Hogwarts. She had already had to get special dispensation for having the twins. Dumbledore wouldn't be the only one to not approve 

of an extra cat either. She wondered if there was anyone she knew that needed a familiar... She thought of her brother... </P>

"Nimue, you don't know if Anders was planning to get a familiar do you? I just can't leave this little thing here. Or maybe you know someone else?" 

The kitten meanwhile had jumped onto Kat's leg where she had knelt down and curled up to sleep, still happily purring. Kat looked pitifully down at it unsure what to do. Perhaps she could use one of her dad's tricks...

Marvo looked over to Kat, seeing 'that look' in her eyes, "What are you planning now Kitten?"

Nimue also watched Kat play with the little kitten an adoring look on her face. Her heart was melting. She had already started wondering if she could get special dispensation to keep a cat as well as the owl as she had the previous year. She couldn't stand the idea of leaving it behind. 

When Kat mentioned Anders her face lit up. "I'm not sure if he was planning to but what a wonderful idea Kat! I am sure he'd adore it. Maybe we could look after it sometimes when he's away as cats tend to like their territory rather than flooing about. Oh yes, yes. You must!"

Kat looked up at Nimue. If she was happy with the idea then Kat needed no persuading. "Oh, I'm not planning anything..." 

She gently lifted the little, now sleeping tabby kitten. She headed for the desk and handed over the money. When the shopkeeper asked her if she needed a box to put him in she shook her head and gently put the kitten in a pocket in her robes. As she did so the pocket glowed a white colour slightly. 

"I've been learning a few tricks from dad over the summer. This one is not quite as polished as when he does it... but still very useful." Once she took her hand out of her pocket there was no sign that the kitten was even in there. "Shall we go then?"

Nimue arranged with the shopkeeper to pick up the owl with its cage just before leaving for Kings Cross. She was delighted that Kat was getting the kitten. She couldn't wait to see Anders' face!

Marvo watched as Kat made the small kitten disappear. "I'm very impressed Kat. you did that ever so well"

"Where to now then? Leaky cauldron - back to Flourish and Blotts or shall we go to ..... the robe shop?" Nimue said this with a straight face yet winked at Kat and waited for Marvo to comment.

Marvo smiled... Until Nimue mentioned 'Robe Shop' "Leaky cauldron! Leaky cauldron!"

He regained his composure. "That is, If you two young Ladies would give me the honour of

Escorting you to the Leaky cauldron, then I would be honoured to but you both a Butterbeer"

He hoped that would work

New Students Meet Old at Flourish and Blotts

Sarah approached Alpha. "Hi Alpha. You look as though you've got everything bought and ready to go. Did you have a nice summer?" 

Startled, Alpha looked up. "Oh hi, Sarah! How was your summer? I had a great summer, but of course the weather in the Netherlands sucks, rain and thunderstorms, but otherwise I enjoyed being free. You must see this book, by the way, it's quite fascinating!" 

Miss Eezy, as always, was very friendly, seeing Sarah again said: "Mreauuuuw". Alpha smiled and said: "She wants you to pick her up. she must like you, she doesn't do that with a lot of people." 

Sarah knew that despite Alpha's sorting to Slytherin that she adored books and often assisted Madame Pince in the library in her spare time. 

"Our weather was brilliant. High up in the Rocky mountains - well it's its own little world. Then you can come down to the other sorts of terrain. Thick forests - wide open plans. Miles and miles and miles without any people. Great for flying practice." 

Sarah picked up Miss Eezy - animals usually liked Sarah and she liked animals very much. Hence her high marks in CoMC. It was her best subject. 

"That does look interesting!" she said looking at the Alpha's book, "Celtic huh? I don't know that much about Celtic stuff but I wanted to get a Celtic tattoo and it might be a good idea to know what I'm getting before I get it." 

She gazed around the bookshop, "Hey you see that Luis guy about? The one we met on the steps during exam week? He was hoping to come back into Slytherin. Slytherin does have the best blokes doesn't it?"

Alpha grinned. "You know our House-song, don't you?" She said with a wink. "But I didn't see Luis, but I was a bit occupied in this book. I think I buy it, it can be very useful, maybe for the new classes?" 

"Are you taking these new classes? I am allowed to, but I'll have to study harder because I have to take my O.W.L.s this year" 

"Oh, yes I did. Sang it last term on a dare to much acclaim." she grinned but then shuddered at the idea of OWLs. Not that Sarah had to worry about academics that much. She knew what she would be when she grew up. 

"That's cool that you get to take some. Will that be with us then?" Alpha had become quite close to the Third Years (now Fourths) even if she was a couple of years older than they were. 

"Yes, I'm thinking about taking them, and it's  allowed, so why not?" Alpha said. "Maybe I can't work as much in the library this year, but I think Madam Pince wouldn't mind. I really don't know if I'm taking the classes with your classmates, but I will hear that in school".

She mumbled another bit: "Maybe I'll have to take some English lessons again in Hogsmeade" and she blushed. 

"Well, it would be nice if you did take some classes with us." said  Sarah, "Your English is pretty good to my ear."

********

Now laden down with herbs, and a couple of pre-mixed potions that had taken his fancy, Piotr wandered almost idly down Diagon Alley.  He had arrived in London yesterday and had been measured for robes in Madam Malkin's, where he now headed to pick the up.  He surveyed them critically.  They were standard robes, but he'd paid the extra to get the more luxurious materials.

His father had, grudgingly, opened his son a private account at Gringotts and, between constant pressuring from Piotr and his wife, had made sure the boy was well cared for financially, something that Piotr had always naturally taken for granted.  But then...he felt his father owed him *something*.

He took the parcel from Madam Malkin's and tucked it under his arm.  All that was left for him to do now was to buy the books necessary for his first year at a school.

His nose wrinkled in distaste.  Socialising.  Other People.  Neither were things that Piotr took to very kindly.

As he walked, he passed the Owl Emporium and had to stop himself from taking a detour.  He did not want a familiar.  He loathed animals.  And birds. Especially birds, yes.  They were so...stupid.

Piotr didn't *like* stupidity.

He pushed open the door of Flourish and Blotts and strolled in.

Sarah noted that Nimue, Kat and Marvo had left leaving Andy standing  on his own. At the same time spotted Piotr enter. *Interesting*

"Alpha, have you met Piotr Rachinov or Andy Warden? I guess we could try to get their attention as they are on their own. See how their shopping is going."

******

The boy stepped out of Madam Malkin's Robes for All Occasions with a vaguely dazed expression on 

his face, a carrycase in his hand, a cat padding at his heels and an uncomfortable wand tucked into an 

inside pocket of the dark indigo robes he had newly acquired.

The robes were the puzzling part - or at least, the latest puzzling part in a life that had suddenly turned 

into a gigantic logic puzzle with several of the major clues conspicuous by their absence.  Why, 

Nathaniel thought idly, did wizards have to wear something that so closely resembled (to his mind 

anyhow) a dress?  His young mind had come up with several rather odd reasons - helped along their 

reasoning process by watching too much of the daily news, especially in London - and none of them 

had reassured him one little bit.

Eventually he'd chosen robes that more resembled a long swirling overcoat type thing, and some 

suitably black trousers and shirt to wear underneath. It had taken him some time to convince the 

suspiciously smiling woman (his mind refused to supply the word 'witch') in mauve robes that he didn't 

want them with silver spangles around the cuffs, but eventually he was more or less content.   The rest 

of his wardrobe had been found in the second-hand robe shop, since there wasn't much point (in his 

mind) in spending vast amounts of money buying everything new when second-hand did just as well for the majority of the time.

Nathaniel was, however, quite happy with his boots.  They were black leather and to the knee, like 

rider's boots, but with a good tread on the sole. They were smooth and fitted the contours of his legs 

like they'd been made for him.  Nathaniel approved of the boots, though his mother would have had a 

fit.  She'd have had a fit at the way he'd let his black hair grow almost to collar length, as well, but he 

didn't care about that any longer.

The cat was a sore point.  His mother had (as well as fits) many cats.  Each and every one of them 

hated Nathaniel.  Not for any real reason, as far as Nathaniel could tell, since he'd never indulged in 

tormenting any of them in even the slightest way.  But just in general.  They were mean creatures, that 

spat and hissed and scratched and jumped down on him from shelves and piddled on his bedcovers and 

coughed up hairballs in his slippers.  Only his mother loved the cats, and they in turn adored her.  That 

feline adoration extended no further than the small plump woman, though.

He'd have preferred a raven.  Or an owl.  Hells, he'd have preferred a toad to a cat.  But like a great 

many other things in this very strange alley, Nathaniel didn't always get to do all the choosing.  

Sometimes the things he wanted to choose actually chose him instead.  Hence the cat traipsing at his 

heels with dainty paws.  The cat wasn't even a proper black one, he considered, once he moved past the 

initial consideration of its basic 'catness'.  It was Mostly black, in so far as it was a decent hue and not 

an odd tabby thing.  But it had a smudge of white on its chest, and a few white hairs on one ear.

And the wand.  The wand in his inside pocket (currently digging into his ribs) was made of black 

cherry wood, and it gleamed with a subtle dark hue. He liked that part of it.  If he had to have one, at 

least a decent looking one had chosen him.  But it was precisely nine inches and an eighth in length.  

'And an eighth' bothered him.

Actually, now that he stopped to consider it in detail, everything about this whole place bothered him.  

The thing that bothered him most was his presence here.

Nathaniel was - or had been up until recently - an average teenager. Somewhere between fifteen and 

sixteen in age, somewhere between five and six feet in height.  Now suddenly he knew things that he 

didn't really want to. Like his parents were 'Muggles'.  What an odd word, he thought unhappily,

'Muggles'.  And 'Muggles' weren't alone in the world because there were the kind of people that made 

Diagon Alley real and not just a weird offshoot of Carnaby Street a little way away in Soho.  Magical 

people.

The letter from Hogwarts had turned his average world upside down and round about and topsy-turvy 

with never so much as a by-your-leave to Nathaniel. He was still smarting from that sting, and from the 

fact that his parents suddenly wanted so little to do with him.  Not that they'd ever been effusive in their 

parental love anyhow.

Nathaniel knew deep down inside that the letter from Hogwarts was just an administrative error.   He 

wasn't quite sure what he was expected to do with the wand in his pocket, but he knew he'd fail at it.

He was fifteen and hadn't known a world like this existed until now.  And he knew he was being dumped into a Fourth Year (whatever that was) and a Ravenclaw House (which sounded a bit like something out of Tom Browns Schooldays) but none of that really bothered him.  What he knew would happen was this: he would be the newbie.  The Noob.  The one on whom all the really interesting tricks were played on first.  The one to get blamed for stuff. The one not told rules and then laughed at when he broke that which he didn't know existed.  Nathaniel knew all about being the New Boy at school,

and not even the comfy boots or the dark gleam of the wand could lift the sullen expression from his face.

Nathaniel had returned to the Leaky Cauldron where his shopping trip had started. He looked about for a minute, the kitten at his heels sitting down and regarding the world with a typical smug cat look.

There were other people who looked like they too had been shopping to start the year off, and some of them looked his age.  His eye was caught by a girl who seemed suddenly impatient to get away from the group she was in.

He didn't want to do it, but if he didn't, he was going to end up in far more confusion.  He was going to have to try and introduce himself. He walked towards the group with quick, long strides, shaking his long black hair away from his face.

"Uh... excuse me...?"  he hazarded.  "I don't suppose anyone here is Fourth year Ravenclaw?  Or could tell me who is?"

Jon turned his attention to Nathaniel. "Yes certainly." he said with his usual confidence. "I'm Jonathan Sinclair - A Prefect in Gryffindor Sixth Year. I am afraid there are no Ravenclaws here - well we don't yet know how Mr. Hupi will be 'sorted' as he is just new to Hogwarts himself." It was obvious he was referring to the boy in saffron robes.  

"There are a number of Ravenclaw students in Diagon Alley - mostly around Flourish and Blotts where you'd expect." He had also noted on his way in here that Nimue Hawkwood, Kat Black and Ward were exiting the bookshop and heading across the street. "Oh and Kathryn Black, the Fourth Year Prefect I think is with a couple of Gryffindors Fourth Years looking at owls."

He turned to his companions; this was a perfect way to ditch Luis, as he'd hardly want to trail around with newbies! Wasn't the cool Slytherin thing to so!

"We are heading into the Alley in a couple of minutes ourselves. You are very welcome to join us and I can point out a couple of Ravenclaws to you and you can take it from there." He then realised he didn't know the other boy's name.

"Uh.. .great.  Thanks, Jonathan."  Nathaniel managed a brief smile at the group, before the usual sullen lines of his standard expression reasserted themselves.  "Um... yeah."

Silence fell for a few seconds.  Nathaniel realised that something was expected of him, but it took a few seconds to realise just what. "Oh.  Yeah.  I'm Nathaniel Greenleigh.  Nice to meet you all."  he nodded

politely around the group.  At least he wasn't the only Newbie this year. Please God, this might not be as bad as he thought on a social level.

On the scholastic level, he knew he was going to fail.  And badly. The kitten at his feet looked off into the distance as though it was ashamed to be seen with him.

"Actually, I need to go to Flourish and Blotts."  Nathaniel might not be the worlds greatest socialist but he was aware on an instinctual level that he had interrupted something.  "I'll .. uh.. .meet you in the alley then. Thanks, Jonathan."

A quick turn on his heel and went back the way he came. A minute or so later he was striding into the bookshop, hoping that his departure wouldn't be construed as rude.  The last thing he wanted was

to get involved in inter-house difficulties, especially before it was even his first day at school...

Behind him the black kitten with the white smudge of fur on its chest lifted its eyes to the heavens as if in mute appeal, and hurried after the young man in the swirling indigo overrobe.

Inside the bookstore, it was... pleasant.  Nathaniel relaxed a little, and the wand in his pocket jabbed him in the ribs again.  The cat dodged inside the swinging door and sat down near his boot.  Nathaniel liked bookstores, and started to browse with an eye out for those listed for educational means.

*********

Sarah had continued looking at the book that Alpha was contemplating buying though paying more attention to petting the vocal Miss Eezy.

"Must be nice to have a pet that can talk to you even if just in meows. I wish I could speak 'snake' and know what the Baz was thinking. I guess it's an inherited thing though but I mean someone must have taught old Salazar Slytherin how to do it in the first place."  

She fussed the cat a little more. 

"You know." she said certainly loud enough for Nathaniel to hear, "I do like the idea of separate Houses at school because its an identity thing - the lions, badgers (*giggle*), serpents and eagles. I guess it is a prejudice thing that even though Ravenclaw House was founded by someone with that name that our House symbol is an eagle." 

"I don't," said Alpha. "It maybe good to get your identity, but I think it can bring you to prejudices. I mean, I'm in Slytherin and you're in Ravenclaw, so technically we are not allowed to see, let alone talk to each other." 

She looked a bit troubled as she said this. She did not like being in Slytherin, but the hat must have seen something of Slytherin in her.

"That's true." said Sarah, "though everyone knows that I was sorted to Slytherin so I have kind of honorary status with some of you."

She shrugged, "Plus, there are quite a few Slytherins, even ones from 'full blood' backgrounds, who do talk to Ravenclaws and Gryffs. So it has lightened up a bit since the days when relations were very hostile between the Houses. I think Dumbledrawers likes the whole co-operative thing, which is typical of a Gryffindor. That big speech he gave at the award ceremony in January about how the school couldn't have been saved from the Briar Rose spell without all the Houses working together."

Sarah had slept through 'the great adventure' like most of the school. She had heard that the Four Founders themselves had been called into manifestation to protect the school and break the spell which had held the castle and its inhabitants in a sleep that could have lasted a 100 years. 

She turned her attention back to the subject of options. "My Potions grade was not good enough to do Alchemy and I am definitely dumping Arithmancy and keeping CoMC, Ancient Runes and Muggle Studies. How in the world do they expect us to lug all these books to the station!"

**********

Mahou strolled through the streets of Diagon Alley, her arms laden with parcels.  She had already gotten her robes, making sure to get the Gryffindor Lion on there, too, and was carrying her wand in the inside pocket of the robes she was wearing.

The half-elfin girl had spent her summer in Ireland, catching up on some things she would have to know in Hogwarts, catching up on her step dancing, and various other things.  She celebrated the Solstices and the other various holidays of the Wheel of the Year, and was happy to be shopping for 

Hogwarts things.

But there was one problem.. she didn't know how many optional classes she needed, nor which ones to take.  She definitely wanted Care of Magical Creatures, and had already bought the book over the summer, having read the thing from cover to cover in about a week.  But she needed advice about all 

the other classes.. having taken Ritual Design at Cerrydwin's..

As of now, Mahou was wearing her old pine-green Cerrydwin's robes, with the crest on the left side, over the heart, and a cute hat pulled low over her ears.  Her mother had made her wear the hat, but Mahou knew that it could fly off with the slightest breeze.  She was afraid it would happen...

Standing in the middle of the street, Mahou was at a loss as to where to go next.  She looked around with her vivid, lime-green eyes trying to find someone she knew.. someone who could help her.

Walking into Flourish and Blotts, Mahou decided that there would definitely be some Hogwarts students here.  And lo and behold.. she was right.

Walking up to Sarah and Alpha, Mahou cleared her throat, her very pale face reddening a little bit, her strange, lime-green eyes glittering.  She tugged the hat down lower over her ears and shuffled her feet, the red fox at her ankles yipped a little and skittered out of the way.

"Pardon me," she said timidly, "but I was wond'rin' if ye were students at Hogwarts?"  Her Irish accent flared as she spoke, her slanted eyes moving from one person to the other, her hands clenching around her bags.  She knew she must look strange in her Cerrydwin's School for Gifted Girls uniform.  "I donnae ken wha' classes ta choose, not wha' books ta buy, nor how many optional classes I need ta take.."  She felt very stupid as she rambled, hoping the other students didn't think so.

"Oh," she said, blushing a little more, "I be Mahou Amberstone.. I be knew ta Hogwarts, though I tested inta th' fourth year."  She smiled awkwardly.

Sarah looked at the girl in her green robes and hat. She then recalled seeing Mahou at the school when her parents had brought her to visit but she hadn't actually talked to her. 

"Hi. I'm Sarah Taverner and I am also a Fourth Year. This is Alpha Rich who is in the Fifth Year. There is a bunch of other students in here - sometimes hard to spot as they look so different in ordinary 

clothes and robes instead of school uniforms." she smiled, "I saw you last term when you visited the school. You've been sorted to Gryffindor haven't you? Oh, I like those robes I wonder why we have to 

be so boring and wear black robes as uniforms!"

Sarah was dressed head to foot in black mind you but that was different to her mind.  What she was wearing was 'cool', school uniforms were drab and horrid.   

Mahou blinked and looked at the raven robes in her arms.  She had been sure to get them well-made by Madam Malkin, and she hoped that they would last for a while.  "I donnae think tha' th' robes be all tha' bad," she said turning them over.  She kind of liked the black fabric, though green was her colour.

"Aye, I ha'e been sorted inta Gryffindor.  Me Ma was in tha' House when she came here.  She was happy when I had been sorted inta Gryffindor."

Mahou looked from Sarah to Alpha, then down to her own green robes, the crest over her heart seeming like a brand to her.  "These robes be from Cerrydwin's School for Gifted Girls in Blackwater, Ireland," Mahou rattled off.  

She grabbed the badge and held it up away from her, to show it to the two.  "This be th' cauldron tha' Cerrydwin Herself stirs," she explained. "She be a Goddess in Celtic legend, thus they named th' school after her. But in Hogwarts they donnae teach Ritual Design or Wand Making.  I made me own wand."  

She dug into her inside pocket and produced her willow wand. It was 10 inches long, rather thin, and almost perfectly straight.  It seemed to be formed rather than cut.  "This took me two weeks ta do," Mahou said frowning a little.  "It shouldna ha'e taken more than one week..."

Sarah smiled at Mahou, "I think we are all in the same position re options. I think it best to take stuff you really enjoy. You have to take five out of eleven possible but there are some exclusions due to scheduling conflicts."

Sarah then screwed up her face in concentration then rambled them off  counting off on her fingers:

"Alchemy, Ancient Runes, Arithmancy, Astronomy, Care of Magical Creatures, Divination, Duelling, Hidden Talents - which is a new class, Magical Languages and Myth, Folklore and Magic - ditto new 

classes; and finally Muggle Studies. Alchemy you need good grades in Potions for - thus I am not taking it; Astronomy and it clash, Divination and Hidden Talents clash and Myth and Folklore and Muggle Studies clash. Plus Magical Languages has to be taken in conjunction with Ancient Runes."

"Ah," Mahou breathed, scratching her head under her hat, then quickly pulling it back down. "Tha' be a lot o' choices.." She frowned, placing her left index finger to her lips. "I love potions, but I havena taken potions here b'fore, so I donnae think I can take th' class of Alchemy yet, though I really really want ta... Care o' Magical Creatures is a must, so there be one. Divination be a definite, I excelled in tha' at Cerrydwin's." She counted off two. 

"Do ye think tha' Dumbledore might let me take Alchemy if he saw me scores in potions at Cerrydwin's?" She asked. She really hoped so. "So I guess Magical Languages an' Ancient Runes.. an' then one more class.. I need ta write ta Master Dumbledore t'nigh' an' ask him abou' Alchemy.." 

She pulled out a notebook and mini-quill and jotted down the classes she wanted as well as the note to write to Dumbledore. "Do ye think tha' it would be alrigh' if I bought th' book fer Alchemy even if I didna take it?" she asked. "In Cerrydwin's we were only allowed ta buy books fer classes we were takin', so I wanted ta make sure.." She stuffed the notebook away. 

"I like to take some new subjects, but it's a bit more than is allowed" Alpha said. I'll have to ask Professor McGonagall is it's possible that I take Magical languages and Myth, Folklore and Magic and to drop Muggle studies, I really would like to take Hidden Talents as well, but I don't know if that's

possible. Otherwise I have to drop Astronomy and I'm not that good at that subject but my parents insist that I have to take that." 

She sighed. "They make such a big deal about it when I said that I wanted to drop that, I really must

keep that now." She shuddered. "I really hate staring into the sky at night!"

Alpha gave a friendly nod to the girl in green. "Nice hat, she said. "I really like hats, sometimes I just have to try on some. Too bad green isn't my colour, otherwise I would have asked if I could have tried yours." She smiled. 

Mahou immediately started to panic. She didn't show it outwardly, but inside she was shivering like a unicorn in a hailstorm. "Um.. well.." she stammered, her hands tightening about her wand and her bags, "I like hats, too, an' I be sure tha' green looks wonderful on ye." 

She hoped that she wouldn't ask for her hat.. but if she did.. Mahou would have to relent and allow her to try it on.. regardless of the consequences. One rule at Cerrydwin's.. no matter what, always try to be as nice as you can. Mahou wanted to ignore the rule, but having it bashed into her for so long.. she couldn't.. Blackfoot, the red fox, sniffed at the cat, her black ear flattening on her head, curious about the fluffball called a Siamese cat. 

"Cerridywn's sounds very interesting which is probably why they do things like ritual design and wand making. Hogwarts is all spells and formulas and academics." Sarah sighed. "I think some of these new 

classes sound pretty 'innovating' like Hidden Talents. I'd like to find out what my hidden talents are - I am sure I have some in here somewhere." She crossed her eyes in a silly way to indicate she was 

trying to have a look inside herself.  

Mahou smiled, her eerie eyes glittering as she did so.  "Cerrydwin's be.. well.. alright.." she said slowly, raising a brow in contemplation.  "It be VERY strict, though.  An' it be all girls, so I guess there be no 

distractions, either."  

She smiled.  "Hidden Talents does sound wonderful, but I want ta take Divination.  That be one o' me best subjects.  Potions was me best, though.. I got top ranking marks in Cerrydwin's.  A perfect score, too.  Me teacher had been very pleased wi' me."  

Mahou beamed, showing the small potions bottle underneath the Cerrydwin's crest.  "Tha' shows wha' classes ye got a top mark in.  Potions be th' only one tha' I e'er did perfect in, though.  I would star after class day after day learnin' th' potions an' perfectin' them.  I could make a cheering potion so potent, tha' ye could be happy fer a week and a half before it wore off."  She smiled.

Sarah smiled. "Well I know from Nimue that Alchemy has a lot of library work on the history and symbolism of the Art and all. I don't think there is a practical aspect to it. Not right away. Anyway, it will probably be Professor Snape who decides if your Potions grades are good enough as he teaches the option even though Professor Dumbledore is an alchemist."

"Luckily," Mahou began, "I love libraries.  So I guess I should write letters ta Master Dumbledore an' Master Snape?"  She furrowed her brows. "I guess I could ask Ma if she could make a duplicate fer me.  Since yer nae allowed ta use magic outside o' school here in England.  Ye could in Ireland, though."  She smiled a little.

Sarah had peered at the potions bottle on Mahou's crest. "Neat. I doubt you'll do quite as well here. Snape is too mean to give full marks. He will *always* find fault." 

"Then I guess I'll hafta try me hardest ta make him see tha' sometimes, there be nothin' wrong wi' a potion," the girl proclaimed.  She hoped at least once she could get a perfect score on something.  "Wha' House is he the head o'?  And who be Gryffindor's?"

Sarah suddenly realised that Mahou seemed to be talking about writing Snape and Dumbledore from home. "Emmm, you do realise that the Hogwarts Express will be leaving later this morning don't you? I mean you'll be there in person by tonight!"

"Oh.. well.. I guess I should buy th' books fer Alchemy an' another class," she mused.  "I guess..."  She looked around, thinking...

Sarah was quite pleased that Miss Eezy was taking an interest in Mahou and the fox cub. She glanced at Alpha to see if she should hand Miss Eezy back to her. 

**********

At this point Nathaniel who had been hovering on the edge of the group spoke up.

Nathaniel looked at the fox, and at the mostly-black kitten, and back to the fox; and sighed a  little.

Anything but a cat would have been a blessing. The kitten looked at him and then seemed to almost shrug at him as if to say 'tough, mate, we're stuck with each other'.

"Um... excuse me?"  Nathaniel said, rearranging the heap of books in his arms and trying to shake his long black hair out of his green eyes.  More introductions.  "Er...  sorry to interrupt. I'm Nathaniel Greenleigh and .. yeah...  I'm supposed to be Fourth Year Ravenclaw.  Is.. uh... alchemy like...  you know .. .chemistry?  And if this isn't a stupid question... what are Muggle Studies?"

Emerging Rivalries

Luis rolled his eyes at the Ravenclaw boy left their little gathering.  Nathaniel, that was his name.

Awkwardness didn't get anyone anywhere. Poor guy.

Shinrei was now standing beside the bald Chinese boy. He immediately felt a hot twinge of jealousy.  This "Hupi-san" seemed like someone not to cross.  Luis had watched more than enough Muggle movies of Shaolin monks--and those movies said the very least they could about the extent of these monks' powers. Hupi's outfit was more than enough indication of his origins.

"Well," he said to the group, "why don't you let me go with you into Diagon Alley? I'm Fourth Year as well, you know."

Jon had been a little surprised at the way Nathaniel had walked off. 

Jon was also feeling a little jealous of 'Hupi-San' - not over Shinrei as a girlfriend because he didn't think it likely that the Chinese boy was interested in girls and Jon didn't think in such terms about 

Shinrei. No, it was because he was so obviously closer to her in terms of upbringing and culture. Jon had longed for that same kind of formality and structure and found some of it in the Sinclair clan 

traditions but not to the extent he wished. 

Then Luis hit him with his news dropped so casually into the conversation: 'I'm Fourth Year as well' *Oh, Terrific!* 

Jonathan covered his surprise as best he could, he couldn't think of a single excuse not to include Luis Verga in their little expedition and so with good grace said, "Oh...umm well yea sure I have no objections. More the merrier eh? As long as you don't mind being seen with Gryffindors."

It might be a strong or weak 'card' depending on how much Luis cared about such things. Snape, he knew, disapproved of fraternisation between Slytherin and Gryffindor Houses but then Severus Snape wasn't here to take offence. 

Shinrei sighed. What was fine with Jon was fine with her. If Luis Verga wanted to go with them, she had no power to object. There wasn't any plausible reason to do so. Besides, she didn't want to appear like a spoiled brat in front of Jon and the new student from China. 

"Very well," she said stiffly. "I will leave my things at the parlour first. Where is this parlour, Jon-kun?" 

"Miss Hikari is correct." Jian's eyes widened in shock as his brain registered the words he had just spoken. Something about Shinrei Hikari had definitely struck a chord of affinity within him. Perhaps it was the way she had looked at him when she asked him to go with her; it had been a silent plea, not an order like the kind that he always got back at the temple. 

And it struck him to know that he did have the ability to read the eyes of females. Much more the eyes of this small girl, who was not unpleasant to look at. In fact, she was...very pleasant to look at. Unlike those girls with the high-pitched laughter and the revealing clothes that he saw whenever he and the brothers went to the cities. 

Feeling suddenly very warm, he added: "I need to leave my luggage, like Miss Hikari. I need to buy plenty of things for Hogwarts, yes." 

Good god. Luis would bet all his Hogsmeade earnings that "Hupi-san" definitely had been won over by Shinrei's "damsel-in-distress" bit. Luis wasn't blind as not to see the way she had silently tried to convince him to leave their little group. 

He wondered why Shinrei always wanted to get away from him as fast as she could. Was Sinclair right, that he was being too "forward"? The Gryff had told him so in the past term, at the very steps of Hogwarts. 

He was very tempted to go into this "parlour" with them, but he had no excuse. He always had to keep his bag close by, especially in a public place like Diagon Alley. 

"I'd like to go with you people anyway," he drawled. "You better tell the kids where they could leave their precious luggage in, Sinclair, so we could get a move on." He narrowed his eyes at Hupi Jian, as if in warning, then looked away. 

It seemed obvious to Jon that the two younger students were starting to feel some common bond whether it was because of their common culture, being both strangers in a strange land or their ages/years. 

He had been hoping that Shinrei would start to feel more at ease with her classmates. He knew it had been hard for her to arrive right at the end of the school term as she had and in the midst of a crises just before exam week. Hopefully, the start of a new year would make a difference 

"The parlour is just over there." Jon  indicated a door that had panels of frosted decorated glass in its top section. Tom the Landlord had made this room available to the Hogwarts students for storage, though some students were staying at the Leaky Cauldron so would use their own rooms until checkout time. Of course, not all had left their shopping so late and would be heading directly to Kings Cross later that morning. 

"Luis and I will wait here for you."  Jon had smiled at Luis reference to the Fourth Years as 'kids'. After all at their ages, 3 years could seem like a generation gap. 

After Shinrei and Jian had moved off, he turned to Luis, "I hope you don't mind me saying but aren't you going to feel a little odd being in with a bunch of 'kids' in the Fourth Year? OK, they are a good bunch and obviously some of them know their stuff saving the school like they did at Yule but fourteen year olds? How much fun is that going to be for you?" 

Luis watched, almost with bated breath, Shinrei and the new Chinese boy walk away from where he and Jon stood. He was so very sure that the bald monk had caught his warning look. In his mind, he chuckled with satisfaction.  The monk would not dare pick a fight--he was new at Hogwarts and was seemingly trying to make a good impression.

He shifted his attention back towards Jon. "Oh, lots of fun, amigo," he drawled, casting his eyes around

the room. "I really don't mind being a little behind, if that's your concern." He rolled his eyes for good

measure. "I'm sure the rewards for my little sacrifice of pride would be more than enough, no?"

********

Shinrei walked towards the door that Jon had indicated. On her way, she spotted a group of Hogwarts students seated around a table. Her roommates Madison Avalon and Yvette Monclere, with a boy she did not know by name. She smiled and waved at them before moving on. 

She reached the parlour and deposited her bag onto a chair. Unburdened, her back felt so much lighter. She turned to Jian. 

"Perhaps you have noticed what a diverse sort we all are at Hogwarts, Hupi-san," Shinrei said, attempting to make conversation with the rather quiet Chinese boy, "Have you been sent to study in other magic schools before you came to Hogwarts?" 

Before he and Shinrei left Jon and Luis at the main area of the Leaky Cauldron, Jian did not miss Luis's sharp warning look. What was that all about? he thought. What was the older boy's problem? 

Jian followed Shinrei, taking care of not being so close to her. He kept a respectable distance. He trailed behind her as she walked into the parlour and placed his luggage sack on the floor beside a soft-looking chair. He looked around the room, marvelling at the comfortable setting, very different from that of the temple, with rough wooden furniture everywhere. 

He jumped when she asked him her casual question. It took several long, deep swallows of breath before he turned to answer. "No. I am always at Mian-Ju-Tao, Miss. The brothers decided I go to Hogwarts same as my uncle." 

He dared to meet her eyes and turned quickly away. His head was spinning, but his well-trained body moved slowly out of the room, in a sulky manner. 

Shinrei was about to ask about the extent of his training in magical (and perhaps martial) arts when she noticed that Jian had already cleared quickly out of the parlour. 

*It would seem he does not like to make conversation* she decided. *Or he is not supposed to talk to females.* Some ex-monks who took refuge at Kossawa were also like that, but they always made Shinrei an exception. 

Kossawa as a whole treated Shinrei without much concern about her being female. Then again, she was not much of an ordinary female. 

Shinrei took the flask of Chishio draught from within her robes and quickly drank. She replaced the flask and checked her small pouch of money. It was four times as much as she had expected to make from tending Melanie-chan's garden...plus she had also been given some very beautiful Western clothes. 

She straightened her robes and walked out of the parlour, following Jian back towards Luis and Jon. 

***********

A few moments later, Luis watched Jian emerge from the parlour, looking confused. Too quickly. His eyes narrowed once more.  Shinrei got out of the same room seconds later.

"Well, well, well," he said softly to Jon, as the two others made their way back towards them, Shinrei

bringing up the rear, "looks like you have little competition with the chiquita. And he--" Luis looked

pointedly at Jian "--seems to be gaining ground so much faster."

Jonathan also noted that Jian and Shinrei were heading back so he had little time to say anything much to Luis on the subject. His little twinge of concern that Jian and Shinrei might become good close had 

obviously been picked up on and Jon, true to his own martial nature, refused to show any weakness in front of the Slytherin.

"I think it's you who have the competition, Luis." he said with a smile. "Shinrei and I are friends. That's it! I think it is good that she is making other friends especially as I have every confidence that Jian will be placed in Gryffindor. He is a trained fighter like Shinrei with strong convictions."

**********

Twice. Luis Verga had given him the same warning look twice.  The Hispanic boy was still glaring at him with narrowed eyes as he made his way back from the parlour.

There was something very wrong, thought Jian, for Luis Verga to look at him this way.  He could very well be angry about something...Jian did not know what.

Jian reached the two older boys.  Not looking at Luis, he addressed Jonathan Sinclair. "Where is this Diagon Alley, Jonathan? Where are the students now?"

"Right - well the entrance to Diagon Alley is right out the back and that's where we most of the students are."

With a smile at Luis, he then led the way out to the back of the pub into the small enclosed courtyard with a high wall. He tapped the brick in the far wall that allowed entrance to Diagon Alley and the 

brick quivered and wavered and suddenly a hole appeared in the wall. It expanded very quickly to form an archway - through which could be seen a cobbled street that wound away from them. It was filled with shops and with people doing their shopping. 

"Diagon Alley!" he said for Shinrei's and Jian's benefit.  

"Sugoi," Shinrei whispered in amazement. She was glad she had decided to walk faster and ended up beside Jon-she was able to witness the door open and reveal the breathtaking hustle and bustle of Diagon Alley.

"So this is Diagon Alley.  I am most impressed, Jon-kun." She grinned up at him, enthusiasm lighting

up her entire face. "Where do you suggest we go first?"

Luis walked up beside Jian and gave him a very Snape-like sneer, gesturing to Shinrei and Jon who

stood before the Diagon Alley archway like newlyweds preparing to walk down the aisle.

"Be very nice as not to get in the way of the Couple of the Year, 'Hupi-san,'" he said in a very Snape-like silky voice. "What a bunch of guides you have opted to go with to Diagon Alley."

Jon could not help but overhear Luis but chose to ignore him.

He had smiled warmly at Shinrei but then turned to include Jian and Luis in his remarks. "Well I suggest the robe shop first for Jian to be fitted and then to Flourish and Blotts for schoolbooks."

He then moved forward into the cobbled street itself. Looking back at Luis he said, "Are you picking up school robes as well Luis?"

"Yes. I need new robes, too," Luis answered, striding into Diagon Alley and looking around with interest. "Been a long time since I've been here..." he murmured, thinking about his promise to Dumbledore about not going into Knockturn Alley.

It was true that he had no intention of going to that part of the place. He had more than enough Dark Arts experience to impress even Voldemort himself.

"Madame Malkin's it is then." said Jon and leading the way down the Alley they came quickly to the impressive shop. 'Robes for Any Occasions' -some very sumptuous robes were on display in the window along with a sign - 'Hogwarts School Robes available here'. 

Black standard robes were required for students and Madam Malkin had a selection of these already made up just needing slight alternations for each student. Those students who had 'special requirements' in terms of fabric often had them ordered and made up in advance.

He said to Shinrei, "While Luis and Jian are getting fitted, we can pop down to the Quidditch shop."

He then smiled broadly at Luis. 

"Very good, Jon-kun," Shinrei replied in almost the same beat as Jon had made the suggestion. "We will see you later, gentlemen."

She nodded at Jian, ignored Luis, and turned away, hooking her arm through Jon's and effectively steering him in the opposite direction. She did so even if she had no idea where the Quidditch shop was.

"Let us go look for the perfect broom for you, shall we, Jon-kun?" she said to her escort brightly.

Jian watched as Jon and Shinrei walked off, then turned to Luis.

"We go inside?" Jian asked, moving towards the shop door. "I need Hogwarts robes, yes" he added, reading the sign at the shop window.

Luis made a face at the ridiculous declaration. It was just terrific of Head Boy Sinclair to leave him at a

robes shop with a *monk* Good god.

"Yeah, me too, man," he replied resignedly. "Gotta have 'em or we won't fit in."

He walked ahead of Jian and pushed the door to Madam Malkin's shop. He turned to address the Chinese boy, still standing on the street in his bald, saffron-swathed glory.

"I've been here before, Hupi," he said a little impatiently, "and I do know a few things that Prefects

like Sinclair do. One of them is not to stand there looking like you're lost." 

It took several seconds for Luis's words to make sense to Jian.  Expressions, he thought.

He had caught himself staring at Jonathan and Shinrei as they walked away, and was still trying to come to terms with himself at the experience of wanting to be in Jonathan's place.  With the black-haired girl holding on to his arm.

Blessed Buddha. He felt like running straight back to the mountains and to kneel on hot, pointed rocks as self-punishment for his unforgivable thoughts. He had wanted to touch a female.

What have you sent me to, great-uncle? He wondered. My damnation?

He turned to look at Luis Verga. "Yes, of course. I do not want to be lost. Forgive me."

Jian hurried up the steps of Madam Malkin's and followed the Hispanic boy inside.

Luis led the way into Madam Malkin's and indicated to the waiting tailors and seamstresses that they were both from Hogwarts.

They were both made to stand on separate circular platforms. Luis found it extremely funny that most of the robes they initially tried to fit him with barely reached down to his knees.

"He is from China," he explained to those who were moving around fitting them with robes, sneering in his Snape imitation at Jian, "hence the colour sense."

"By the by, how much have you got on you, Hupi? You know, if you have any money or...?" he allowed his voice to trail off, raising an eyebrow at the Chinese boy.

Jian's thoughts were not with Luis, or in the robe shop for that matter. He had lost count of the many black robes that people in the shop made him wear. They pinned and they muttered and looked Jian up and down, but he seemed oblivious to these.

"I have brought enough Galleons," he replied almost carelessly, "if that is what you ask." Jian had a hundred Galleons, a sort of scholarship allowance allotted by the temple, but he did not want to say this.

His mind was still outside the shop, on the street, with a certain girl who had possessed that plea in her

eyes... 

*********

Jon was a little surprised that she'd taken his arm and steered him away from Madame Malkin's - back the way they had come which was the correct direction. He expected that she had noticed the sign for the 

shop as they had come up the street.

"Steady on Shinrei" he said as they approached the shop, "do you think Jian will be alright with Luis? He spoke good English but he is very new to our culture. I thought we would have least seen him into the shop."

Still it was too late now. Jon caught a glimpse of Nimue, Kat and Marvo coming out of the Owl Emporium. Perhaps they were headed in the direction of the robe shop anyway. Nimue and Kat were both prefects they would provide assistance to the newcomer.

"Right here we are - Quality Quidditch Supplies. What do you think? I guess a Firebolt is too extravagant if I'm try out for Keeper. Something reliable that is good at hovering and short bursts of speed."

"Mr. Verga can answer for Hupi-san," Shinrei replied lightly, turning away so Jon would not notice her face reddening.  She had behaved so impulsively and childishly, it was very embarrassing.  "They are both newcomers, in a way. Besides, if something does happen, I will know.  We are close enough to Madam Malkin's.  Do not worry, Jon-kun."

Shinrei looked up at the sign of Quality Quidditch Supplies and down at the display on the window.

Cleansweeps, Comets, Nimbus. The Firebolt. "I am not certain, Jon-kun, but I have always been a little partial to Cleansweeps--they are always steady and are easily navigated for the most part. Most of the men at Kossawa have Cleansweeps, as they want strong brooms."

Jon knew Shinrei was right about Jian and Luis though he still felt he had neglected his duty as a prefect in leaving the Chinese boy on his own.

He looked at the brooms, "I was thinking pretty much along the same lines myself. Strength and reliability in a broom over the speed associated with the more flashier models."

Of course, Jon was well aware that he could not compete with the likes of Luis and his kind and this situation was about summed up in his recognition of what broom was best suited for him. He knew he wasn't flashy or the type to set anyone's pulses racing just like the Cleansweep broom. Dependable but a little dull.

"Let's go in and buy one shall we and see what other things they have this year?" he said.

"Of course, Jon-kun," Shinrei agreed, following Jon into the shop. "I would like to get a broomcare kit for my Rakurai. I hope I have saved enough money for it. The rest I have allocated to my books--and perhaps future trips to this Hogsmeade that everyone is always so excited about."

"Reliability is one of the best virtues that a human--Muggle or wizard--could ever have, Jon-kun,"

Shinrei assured.  "It is no different with a broom that you plan to place much of your trust on." 

She gave him a smile, then turned away and began to inspect the brooms up close in their display cases.

Interruptions and Meetings 

Sarah looked at the new arrival. Long black hair, green eyes, Ravenclaw! Nice one.

"Pleased to meet you Nathaniel Greenleigh." said the blond, blue eyed Sarah, "I am Sarah Taverner also a Fourth Year Ravenclaw; this is Alpha Rich, a Fifth Year Slytherin and Mahou Amberstone of Gryffindor who is new and a Fourth Year also."

She immediately turned her attention to his questions; "Well alchemy was the foundation of what became chemistry around the 17th century in Europe. Potions class which is a required subject is something like muggle chemistry - you mix things together to make something else. As for muggle studies - many witches and wizards don't interact much with the non-magical community and so it is a way of coming to understand the relationship between the two worlds - muggles - or non-wizarding 

folk and magical folk to promote more understanding and tolerance."

She looked at him, "I take it you are rather new to this if you've never heard of muggles before?"

Nathaniel laughed a bitter laugh. "Oh, I forgot to say.  I AM a Muggle.  Or should I say, I should be a Muggle.  I'm not entirely certain... no, let me rephrase that... I have Utterly NO idea what I'm supposed to be doing here.  Apart from, obviously, buying books."

The kitten sat at his feet and looked smug.  Nathaniel fought off the urge to kick it.

"Oh," Mahou interjected, "I be only half witch."  She muttered VERY softly,  "Sorta.."

"Half-muggle?" said Sarah bright as a button as usual. "Don't worry Mahou there are lots and lots of kids who have one parent who is a muggle. I mean it's nothing to be ashamed of. I know there are a few fanatical types that go on and on about 'pure blood' but human is human and it's just silly to think otherwise. It's just different cultures - muggle and wizarding - that's all."

She hoped this helped to put both Mahou and Nathaniel more at ease.

*********

Sarah was quite fascinated by what Nathaniel had said. "You think there is some mistake? Still you seem to be adapting pretty well in the circumstances so maybe down deep you might be muggle born but there is a part of you that kind of 'gets this'."

She smiled, "There certainly are quite a few of us who are very comfortable in the muggle world. Like me for example and can be guides to getting used to what must seem like an alternative universe. Do you like books?"

"Adapting?"  Nathaniel shook his head and snorted a laugh.  "Sarah, right now I'm on automatic pilot.  My feet are walking, my mouth is talking, but my sense of reality is on extended vacation.  It's either be here or at home... not that I have one of those anymore."

His long fingers adjusted their hold on the books.  "Books are... books. I like them.  They're a faithful companion and don't ever tell you what they think of you.  Or bite."  He glowered briefly at the kitten at his feet, which tried to look innocent.

He looked up at her.  "A Guide?  Jeez, could I ever do with one of those. I've gotten this far on sheer not-thinking-about-it, but I'm damned if I know what to do once we get to the school.  It's going to take very little time at all for them to realise the mistake, but .. ."  he shrugged. "Like I said, there's not really much choice for me now."

"Well automatic pilot or not I think you are doing excellently! Don't worry Kat Black who is the Ravenclaw Prefect in the Fourth Year is *brilliant*."

She gazed about, "I think she went with Nimue pet shopping, so I can't introduce you at the moment. We already had a girl last year that hadn't known she was a witch until she was about 14. . She was 

catching up with the stuff slowly as soon as we were able to convince her magic worked which was in transfiguration class! She kept thinking it was like stage magicians until *really* amazing things happened. She was from Ireland too."

She smiled at Mahou as she said this last bit. Then she looked quite concerned as what Nathaniel had said about his home had registered.

"What has happened to your home then? I mean if it's not too hard to talk about." Sarah's natural curiosity about people often came to the fore at a point like this. 

Nathaniel looked at the books in his arms, at the cat at his feet, the floor, the shelving, anywhere in fact rather than at Sarah.

"I heard my parents talking." he said quietly.   "Either I stay at Hogwarts or I go to a boarding school that would make Her Majesty's Prison Brixton look like a pleasure cruise.  They want as little contact with me as possible, from several weeks ago until seven days past the end of eternity. The word 'freak' was mentioned."

He shrugged and strode off towards the counter to pay for the books, his hunched shoulders indicating that he wasn't really up to talking about it more just yet.  The kitten trailed after him quickly, and sat down practically on his boot until Nathaniel noticed it.

The handful of fluff was scooped up and deposited perfunctorily in an inside pocket of his long indigo robe; but gently.  Nathaniel had never mistreated a cat in his life - despite their hatred and constant abuse of him - and he wasn't about to start now.

"Wow, that's harsh." said Sarah turning to look at the others as Nathaniel strode off to pay for his books. 

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

Piotr, who had been idly browsing a dark and dusty corner of Flourish & Blott's, suddenly looked up, his nostrils flaring slightly.  He had heard, with his disconcertingly acute hearing, two separate things at the same time.

The first - the voice of what was undoubtedly another new student, who he glanced across at and assessed quickly.  Tall, faintly bemused expression - obvious Muggle heritage - hence the dumb questions.

The second - a familiar voice passing outside.  The voice of the little Japanese girl who had smelled so deliciously of blood when he'd visited Hogwarts at the end of the last term.

His tongue ran over his lips briefly, but he checked himself and, instead, decided to focus his efforts on the lesser of two evils.  He straightened himself up from his customary slouch and marched across to where the small gathering of students were.

"Hello," he said, in his broadly-accented voice, adjusting his dark glasses and straightening the collar of his coat.  And that was it.  Just 'hello'. Not much of a talker, Piotr.

Occasionally, his head would turn slightly as though his attention was elsewhere, which was, in fact, the case.

Sarah's eyes lit up with the arrival of Piotr. "Well, hello yourself, Mr. Rachinov." said Sarah. "So very nice to see  you again." She paused waiting for some acknowledgement before introducing the 

pale boy to the others.

********

With Piotr remaining silent, and with Nathaniel off in the queue paying for his books, Sarah turned to ask Mahou a question that had occurred to her before. "So what kind of rituals did you design at Cerridywn's?"

Blackfoot stepped closer to the cat, lifting her head and her ears.  She grinned, her tongue lolling joyfully out of her mouth.

"Rituals?" the half-elf girl asked.  "Lots o' kinds!  Rituals fer th' full moon, new moon, waxing moon, waning moon, Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasadh, Yule, Ostara, Litha, and Mabon.  Samhain be your Hallowe'en, an' me own new year."  She smiled.  "There be rituals fer all kinds o' things.. 

like th' God an' Goddess tha' I chose ta work wi' in Cerrydwin's."

"Oh? Was Cerridwyn's a religious school then?" asked Sarah, "Hogwarts is completely ...oh what's the word." she screwed up her face trying to access the memory, "oh yeah secular. If students have religious beliefs and observances then I think provision is made for them to fit that into their schedule. Not really sure as never had cause to ask."

"Aye, it be very religious," Mahou confirmed.  She smiled.  "Do ye think tha' I could get outta classes fer religious reasons?"  She chuckled.

"Well, I expect not," said Sarah with a grin. "I am sure that it has been tried many times."

Sarah grinned, "I guess that's why we don't do ritual design then. Underage magic is allowed in Ireland? Cool. Maybe witches weren't as persecuted there. I mean it's to prevent accidental betrayal to the muggles isn't it?" she glanced at Nathaniel saying to him. "No offence but there were sound reasons for separating away from the non-magical world."

"Nah," Mahou said, waving her hand.  "There be witches, wizards, elves," she rattled, "me Da is---"  She caught herself.  That was too close.  "A..er.. native from Ireland.  Ma met him there."  She squirmed a bit.

Sarah smiled at Mahou's mention of elves. "Oh is that like House Elves or are they different? I know Nimue told me something about that being just a convenient term that they are actually...." she couldn't 

remember. Her brain was a blank. 

"I guess there are plenty of leprechauns as well. I know it gets very complicated as to what non-human species 'counts' as a magical creature and what counts as a magical being. I know that some magical 

beings prefer to 'opt out' of these human definitions anyway. They consider humans well...." 

She shut up at this point on the subject and addressed Mahou's other earlier question about Snape and the Heads of Houses. 

"Snape is head of Slytherin House and he is just mean even to members of his own House. I don't think he likes students at all really and probably teaches for the same reason that Filch is caretaker - to make 

our lives miserable." 

"Gryffindor has Professor McGonagall as its Head of House. She is Scottish and quite strict and correct but not in a mean way. Ravenclaw has Professor Flitwick who teaches Charms. Very old and tiny with a squeaky voice but he's very kind. Hufflepuff has Professor Sprout who is charge of Herbology. Again she is quite nice. Rather 'plant mad' so when she's not teaching she is usually doing things in the other 

greenhouses. Like raising giant South American walking plants - but they are all gone now."

She winked at Alpha.

Alpha smiled at the wink. She remembered it well. 

***********

The bundle of books under his arm, Nathaniel returned to the group. "Uh, Sarah... do you mind if I tag along with you for a bit? I've run out of imagination as to what happens next... you know, if I'm getting in your way just tell me where we're supposed to meet later, ok?"  He let his hair slide a little into his face.  He'd been here before too... the New Boy needing information and being a general hindrance on a social level.

When he came back and asked about tagging along, her face lit up. "That would be fine. I mean we'll probably all gather in the Leaky Cauldron and travel en masse to Kings Cross station at about 10:30. 

They'll probably have ordered a fleet of taxis or something useful. Maybe a coach even though its' only a short distance. I mean you can take the Underground. The Piccadilly Line from Leicester Square or 

Covent Garden goes straight to Kings Cross but with it being a Saturday they'll be packed to the brim with shoppers."

Sarah was proud of her knowledge of the London underground acquired only the evening before as this was her first time in the city. 

She smiled at Piotr who was remaining very quiet. "I take it you've shaken off the parental units for the duration?"

"Sarah, you can set Miss Eezy down, she won't run away and she will not put up a fight with the fox or the kitten." Alpha smiled reassuringly.

Sarah did as asked and set Miss Eezy down on the floor stroking her as she did so.

"Mahou, if you don't manage to get all your books here, you can always go to Hogsmeade or order books in Hogsmeade by owl, so don't worry."

"Nathaniel..?, you can get your kitten out of your robes and Miss Eezy, my cat will take her under her "wings", so to speak." She grinned. 

Nathaniel listened to Sarah talk about the Underground and made a face. He hated the Underground system, even when it worked properly which was rare, and would rather have taken a bus than the tube.

He listened quietly as Sarah and Mahou spoke, liking the sound of Herbology. Growing things was ... pleasant.  Like the books, the plants never told you what they thought of you, which humans were distressingly fond of doing. Pity it hadn't been on the list of options that Sarah had listed out earlier, unless he'd missed it.

Then another girl spoke up, they hadn't been introduced but he thought her name was Alpha or something like that.

"Um... yeah..." His left hand patted the pocket and found a snoozing kitty there.  "Oh.. it's sleeping.  Better leave it be.. . It's had a busy day so far.  But.. yeah.. Thanks for the offer."

"I think I got all my books for now" Alpha said, bent down, picked up a big pile and stumbled to the counter. "Lucky that I know some magic!" She said behind her pile of book, she could hardly see where the counter was.

After paying she came back, her pile of books reduced to a small package that went down in her rucksack. "I'm ready" She proclaimed. .Miss Eezy, her cat sniffed at the fox.

Sarah suddenly realised when Alpha said that she was ready to go now that she still hadn't bought her books or decided on her options! 

With a sheepish smile she said, "I still have to choose my books if you all want to go on. I can catch up. Alpha what do you suggest after this?  Dumping things back at the Leaky C and going off for a 

wander and maybe ice creams or butterbeers?"

"I would suggest that you buy your books, " Alpha grinned, "then we can go and find Nathaniel a wand, or do you have one already? As that's always an event on its own, we should go for icecream, are you all ok with that?"

Nathaniel nodded. "I have a wand." he confirmed softly. 

She looked at Mahou, Nathaniel, Sarah and Piotr. "Piotr, I did not hear a sound from you, will you come and join us or are you too much into the books?"

Piotr didn't answer and Alpha didn't pursue the matter.

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

Three figures make their way into Diagon Alley, all of them busily chewing sweets and two of them avidly chattering and laughing in French. One of them is a tall blond boy about 16 or 17 years of age (extremely handsome), another is a not so tall but pretty girl about 14 with shoulder-length black hair and the last one is an extremely nervous little girl of 11 with blonde pigtails and freckles.  She walks between the older two and seems to wish herself far, far away from them... 

Morticia and Nathan spot some of their friends and rush towards them, and their little sister is happy to be left alone and rushes off to buy herself some ice-cream. 

Niki caught sight of Morticia and almost darted off before remembering Dylan. "I need to run and say hi--I'll see you later, on the train?" and with that, she was off. 

Although she had spent a few weeks with the Lagrands over the summer, she hadn't seen either of them for some time, and was eager to say hello again.

Morticia beamed at her. "Hey, how are you doing? We thought we'd see whether any of you guys are here today, we did our shopping last week already, though..."

Before she could continue, Nathan came along, having surprisingly fast separated from his 6th year friends. "Hi, Niki!" He smiled down at her. 

"So, everything okay with you? I hope so. I had to endure my little sister's nervosity during the holidays..." he mocked the voice of a 11-year-old scared girl. "'But what if they hate me, and what if they put me into a house I don't wanna be in, and what if I'm not good enough, and what if I get homesick...'"

Morticia punched his ribs. "Shut up or leave!" she hissed. "Ninny's scared, no wonder considering she'll be in the same school as her brother!"

Nathan stuck his tongue out and then grinned at Niki. "So, any special plans for the new year?"

"Trying to keep my marks up so my grandmother doesn't pull me out of school," Niki said, frowning. "But I *do* want to try for the Quidditch team. I've been practising all summer! And how's Edryd, Tish?" 

For some reason she wasn't quite sure of herself, she hadn't shared *everything* that had happened this summer with Morticia or Nathan. It didn't seem quite right... Tish didn't know about a lot of things, and Nathan knew...well, it was almost too much. Uncomfortably much, anyway. Although the same could be said for her.

"Edryd, uh..." Morticia blushes. "I guess he's fine, yes, I'm sure he is." Nathan rolls his eyes. "Okay, ladies, keep on your girl's talk and I'll have a look around SOMEWHERE else..." He smiles and strolls away.

Morticia frowns. "Knockturn Alley, I suppose, Papa wouldn't like that. Anyway, Niki, Quidditch? Would be great, I hope I'll stay on the team although Mom told me to drop it and to study more..." She sneers. "As if!" 

"Well, you do have a reputation to uphold as a Prefect... I'd really like to play Keeper, although a Chaser would be all right too. I'm not so good at teamwork..." 

She smiled sadly. "And I'm going to have loads to work on anyway, so I think it's all right."

"As long as I can stay Beater to live out my aggressions..." Morticia grinned. "And you'll do fine, I know you're good. As for my reputation, I don't care as long as I can play and don't flunk everything. How about heading for a drink or so, by the way? I bet the others are already killing off the  butterbeers..."

Niki nodded happily. "We don't get Butterbeer in Greece...just add that to...ooh! I forgot to tell you!"

Another figure limps into Diagon Alley, obviously emerging from Knockturn Alley - Drake Brixton, last year a visitor at Slytherin and a good friend of Nat Lagrand. He had nod as Nathan who is heading to where he comes from and then has a look around. 

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

A while earlier Oriana had entered Diagon Alley. She has grown a little bit taller since the end of last term so she is now 5'6". She has blackish brown hair that slightly passes her shoulders and green eyes. 

As soon as she entered Diagon Alley she saw Morticia and Niki talking to a rather handsome guy whom she hadn't met before. She walked over to them.

"Hi Niki. Hi Tish," she said. "Wish I could stay and chat, but I still have books to buy and the train should be leaving soon. I'll talk to you later." She smiled.

Brushing the hair away from her eyes, Oriana entered Flourish and Blotts. She saw two familiar faces, Sarah and Alpha, talking with a few unfamiliar faces including the boy she had flirted with that night in the Great Hall .

"Hi Sarah," said Oriana. She hoped Sarah would introduce her to the new students.

"Hi ya Oriana." said Sarah. She knew that Oriana knew Alpha Rich as they were in the same House. "We've just been talking about options and things and wondering where to go until its time to leave for the station."

She realised she was expected to do the introduction thing, "Right this is Mahou Amberstone, from Ireland, whom you might have seen at Hogwarts. She's a Gryffindor Fourth Year and this." she turned to Nathaniel, "is Nathaniel Greenleigh who is joining us in Ravenclaw as a Fourth Year and that.." she indicated Piotr who was off to one side looking very cool and collected, " is Piotr Rachinov, who hasn't 

favoured us with his House allocation. Everyone this is Oriana Nort, Fourth Year Slytherin transfer student from Durmstrang."

She flashed Piotr a little smile and then turned back to Oriana. "Hey, I heard Arcadia Fudge was looking for you a few minutes ago. Said something about wanting to do girlfriend stuff like shopping. I am sure I saw her come here in a few minutes ago." 

Sarah looked about as if trying to spot Arcadia for Oriana.

Oriana smiled at all of them, especially Piotr. "Welcome to Hogwarts. I hope you will all like it there."

When Sarah mentioned Arcadia, Oriana stopped smiling. "Oh really?" she asked. "I'll have to catch up with her later." Oriana felt around her pocket to see that the phial that contained the potion was still in tact. Where was Magnus anyway?

Sarah was a little disappointed that Oriana hadn't fallen for the Arcadia ruse. Maybe she and Arcadia were pals after all.  "So, did you have a good summer Oriana?"

"I had a great summer. How about you?" Oriana asked. She looked over at Nathaniel. *Easy on the eyes!* she thought to herself.

Mahou looked at the girl.  So far, her idea of Slytherins was being shot down.  She had always thought of them as evil and things like that.  But she was glad that her idea was being killed off by the friendly girl.  "I be a transfer student from Cerrydwin's," she told the ex-Durmstrang girl. "Ha'e ye e'er heard o' it?"

"Yes, I have heard of Cerrydwins. It is a very good school. I actually have some relatives who attend there," she said sweetly.

Oriana noted how Nathaniel was a little uninterested in her. But he seemed like a nice guy so hopefully they would be friends.

"If you'll excuse me," she said, "I have some books to buy."

She walked to a bookshelf that was relatively close to Piotr, and looked through some of the different books she would need for school. Hopefully he would notice her and introduce himself. 

More Encounters in F&Bs and Diagon Alley

Nathaniel nodded politely as he was introduced to Oriana, managing another brief smile in between his standard sullen look; and managing to completely miss Oriana's second look in his direction by simple dint of setting his packages on the floor at his feet.

"Sarah... you look package-less," he said quietly.  "Are we distracting you from your vital shopping?  I've got all mine, so ... uh.. if you need a hand just... you know.. um... shout."

Sarah had allowed herself to get somewhat distracted by the arrival of Oriana and she was grateful for Nathaniel's reminder of her bookless state.

"Crumbs - I'll end up being the only student without textbooks if I don't watch it - though I wish I was practised enough to do the reduction spell like Alpha."

She looked at his pile of books, "Eleven subjects!" she groaned thinking how many books that meant finding on the shelf, "Right well if you don't mind, I'd love some help."

Nathaniel shrugged.  "You choose, I'll carry.  Unless you want to part with half your list."

He shut up then, letting his hair swing a little into his face again.  He didn't give much of damn what the others thought of his offer to help her; it wasn't offered out of social 'crawling'; just a genuine wish to help her in return for...  for not laughing in his face when he told her he was a Muggle.

"Deeply appreciated. If you could carry while I select." said Sarah.

Mahou, too, loved the sound of Herbology.  She smiled at Nathaniel, holding out her hand in a simple handshake gesture.  "Ye seem like a very nice person, Nathaniel Greenleigh," she said with a friendly smile. 

Nathaniel stared at her hand for a moment.  Everyone seemed so friendly.... where was the catch....?  He caught himself staring and gave Mahou an apologetic grin before shaking her hand with a firm grip.

"Wha' be th' subject ye be lookin' forward ta?  We hafta take Potions, Defence Against the Dark Arts, Transfiguration, Charms, and Herbology.  I think tha's it.. An' I be especially lookin' forward ta Potions an' Herbology!  If ye listen, ye can hear th' plants talkin'.  They always ha'e lots ta say."  She shifted her bags in her arms.

"Potions sounds like chemistry, and chemistry is something I like... used to like." he corrected himself.  "Herbology... if it's growing stuff, then I'm pretty sure I'll like that.  Defence against the Dark Arts sounds rather worrying from an uneducated point of view."

"Defence Against the Dark Arts sounds interestin' ta me," Mahou admitted, "though I am no' really lookin' forward ta Transfiguration.  I was nae terrible good at it."  She scrunched up her face and pulls out her 10-inch willow wand with unicorn tail hair.  "This be th' wand I made at Cerrydwin's," she explained.  "It took me a while ta make it.  It works well, really, but Trans was nae me best."

He nudged the parcel of books at his feet with one booted foot.  "I have a lot of learning to catch up on.  I don't know what I'll have any talent at yet, if anything."

"Oh pish," Mahou said with a smile, "ye'll be grand at everythin' ye try, Nathaniel!"  She giggled, squeezing her bags of purchases.  "An' I bet ye'll almost match me in potions."  She nudged him jokingly in the arm with a finger.

"Thanks for the encouragement." he managed a small smile.  "You made your own wand... that's ... yeah... impressive."

He looked at it thoughtfully, uncertain of wizarding etiquette.  Was it polite to ask to see other people's wands, or was it an intensely private part of a witch or wizards life...?

"Ceridwyn was the goddess with the cauldron, right, they put dead people in and got Cauldronborn out?"  He made an odd face. "Unless Muggle mythology is different to what really is, of course."

Sarah had moved off slightly to one side consulting her list as Mahou started speaking with Nathaniel. She noted Oriana's was looking to engage Piotr in conversation or whatever. Good luck!  

Happily Flourish and Blotts did tend to cater for the returning Hogwarts students in terms of displaying textbooks prominently in a close by section. This made Sarah's task much easier. She thought she 

might wait to see the schedule before deciding on all her options and get those books in Hogsmeade. She enjoyed her daily alone time, and it was a vital requirement in her case.

So she popped back and forth between the shelves and Mahou and Nathaniel giving him the books to hold as she selected them. 

At this point Sarah had popped over with a book and caught Nathaniel's question about the Goddess Ceridwen. 

"The Cauldron of Rebirth?" said Sarah adding the book to her small pile. "A symbol of regeneration associated with the Great Goddess of the Celtic peoples. Though The Dagda - the good god of the Tuatha De Dannan  - also had a cauldron of plenty." she smiled. "With so many centuries of interpretation and reinterpretation by poets and bards as well as scholars of magical as well as non-magical persuasion it all gets *so* very complicated after a while so there isn't really a really. 

Which is probably why I am going to stick with Muggle Studies again this year instead of charting the stormy seas of Myth, Folklore and Magic!" she said brightly.

Mahou knew she had started to sweat a little on her brow. How could they know that she might be..? No.. They couldn't know.  The Tuatha were an ancient race of Faery-like folk.. Very tall and strong. Mahou was a descendant of those, as were all elves of Ireland.  She could only hope they wouldn't guess....

Pulling her hat down lower over her ears, she smiled.  "Cerrydwin be th' main goddess in me own beliefs," Mahou explained.  "But Airmed be th' goddess I chose ta worship as me own.  She be th' Goddess of Herblore and Herbcraft.  An' even though he be Greek. Pan interests me also.  I thought 

he was a good companion fer Airmed as she be very strict, while Pan be th' silly goat-man he be."  She smiled, her auburn hair catching some light from the windows.  "There be a monument in Cerrydwin's.  It's th' cauldron tha' Cerrydwin stirs fer us all.  O' course, I ken tha' no' everyone believes in her, so I willna go on abou' tha'." 

She shifted her weight as Blackfoot sniffed the Siamese cat.  "But once every ten years, th' cauldron be 

stirred, an' gifts come out fer those who were most loyal ta Cerrydwin an' her goddesses an' gods.  It's supposed ta be stirred Samhain eve this year. I hope I can go back.. th' Headmistress over there said I ha'e permission."

"It sounds complicated." Sarah smiled not quite understanding Mahou's enthusiasm. "Though are you saying that you'd miss a Hogwarts' Halloween to go back to Ireland for this memorial Cauldron stirring? I mean the ghosts put on a show for the students and there is a splendid feast and other treats. I was hoping we might do some music. Your pipes and my voice and Branwen who is also in Ravenclaw is also musical."    She looked very hopeful. 

Mahou appeared VERY surprised.. she didn't think anyone would miss her, considering she hadn't been there long.  "Donnae worry, lass," Mahou said with a smile, "th' stirrin' be in th' mornin'.  I was actually wonderin' if ye an' Nathaniel, and prob'ly Nimue, would like ta come?  I be sure tha' Master Dumbledore would give ye permission."  She, too, looked very hopeful.

"You mean skip classes?!" said Sarah with a grin as she had already worked out that Halloween fell mid-week this year. "I don't know about Dumbledore though I guess we could try to sell him on the whole cross-culture angle. Would Nathaniel be allowed if it's an all girl school?"

Sarah would not miss a party for a 'ceremony' of any kind but classes were a different matter. 

"Male visitors are allowed," Mahou told them, smiling, "jus' no' able ta attend th' school."  She thought for a moment.  "I suppose tha' we could ask Master Dumbledore t'night..."

"Hhuummmm?" said Sarah, "He'll have a lot on with all the new students, and there is quite a few weeks until the end of October so there is plenty of time."

*********

Piotr had, indeed, been very quiet.  This was partly because his was the sort of personality that preferred to absorb than to contribute.  People let things slip in normal conversation that he could store up and potentially use against them at a later date.

He was, truth to tell, bored with the constant discussion about school. He had hated his tutor, he hated learning - he hated the whole necessity of education.  All he wanted to do was his own thing.  The fact that he had no idea just what that 'thing' was was neither here nor there.

He'd retreated into the shadows a little as a particularly bold sunbeam had burst through the dusty windows of Flourish & Blotts and now stood, half-masked by the dancing shadows that played across his pale face and made him look particularly mysterious.

"I must return to the Leaky Cauldron," he announced eventually, the faint tone of boredom evident in his voice.  "Ladies - and...Nathaniel...if you would excuse me?"

He gave the assorted group a slightly mocking bow and, putting his package of books under his arm, left the shop, his head bowed, his eyes almost narrowed to slits behind the dark glasses.

The Leaky Cauldron afforded some protection from the unpleasantness of the day, anyway.

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

Nathaniel nodded a farewell to Piotr.  He would have waved vaguely but his hands were full with Sarah's books.

He stepped briefly over to Sarah so that she could add the three books she'd just pulled off a shelf to the growing pile in his arms without having to walk all the way back to them; and then stepped back to listen to Mahou's answer.  She seemed nervous about something as she spoke.

Nathaniel nodded as she finished speaking. "Sounds like Myth and Folklore might be a good option for me to take up then, for I had an interest in it in the Muggle world."  He managed another smile, which had previously been a rare thing but was now looking like it was going to rapidly become a habit.

"Mahou, don't look so worried.  Fair enough, you're half witch and you've been going to a different school; but at least you've got a head start on me who's all Muggle and has all of this stuff to catch up on.  Whatever else happens at Hogwarts, you can rest assured that you know far far more than I do."

********

Piotr hadn't even noticed her and that made Oriana a little upset. After she found and bought all of her books, she walked back over to Nathaniel and Sarah. She magically lifted the books with her wand so that they hovered behind her and followed her.

"Okay," she said, "I'm off to the Leaky Cauldron to buy myself a butterbeer. Maybe I'll see you all later?"

The floating books caught Nathaniel by surprise and he stared at them for a moment with his mouth open before he caught himself and stopped it.

"Later, Oriana."  He freed a few fingers from books to give her a half wave.

"Leaky Cauldron eh?" said Sarah with a wink. "I guess all roads lead to the Leaky C this morning."

It hadn't escaped her attention that this was exactly where Piotr had said he was heading. 

"I have every confidence that both of you will do just fine." Sarah said to Mahou and Nathaniel  placing her last book on the pile that Nathaniel was holding for her and extracting a small pouch of money to pay for them. 

"Nathaniel, I think you are wise to take an option that links to something you were interested in before you stepped from the world you knew into this one. I mean it isn't all that much difference. There are food and shops and trains and banks and things but there are also goblins, unicorns and other stuff. All those beings and creatures that the muggles would prefer to think never could have been can be with us.  

"There isn't electricity though - that might take some getting used to. Not so much like stepping back in time than stepping to one side." 

"I feel a bit like I'm walking into a Jim Hensen movie... Labyrinth, maybe." A small shrug as he carefully deposited the armful of books on the counter, careful not to disturb the sleeping kitty in one pocket and instead getting the wand in his other pocket shoved into his ribs again.

"Folklore and Myth sounds familiar.  Potions and Alchemy remind me already of chemistry, which is ok, the same with Herbology.  I'll make do as best I can in the subjects that don't need magic, because I'm worried about how badly I'm going to do in the ones that do."

He fell silent as she paid for her books and they were wrapped, and he twined his fingers into the strap provided, carrying the books for her automatically and pausing to pick up his own luggage/baggage in the other hand.

"I miss my music already." he said suddenly, and looked away, embarrassed.

Mahou smiled a little at the response from Nathaniel, her strange, lime-green eyes glittering.  "If ye need any help a'tall, Nathaniel," she began, "ye need just ask.  I will be more than happy ta assist someone in anythin' tha' they need help in."  She gestured to the crest of Cerrydwin over her heart.  "Tha' be th' main rule they teach ye in Cerrydwin's:  always help those who need it."  

She took a few books from the boy, about 2 or so, and held them in one arm, her own bags in the other.  "There nae be any need fer ye ta carry all these on yer own, lad," she said with a grin.

Sarah had been flattered that Nathaniel seemed to want to carry her books but she couldn't let Mahou carry them. She wasn't a spoilt rich kid like Arcadia. 

Nathaniel tried to keep up with the conversation and parcels as both seemed to go from Sarah to Mahou and back again.

"It's OK. I'm stronger than I look." she smiled taking her books from Nathaniel, "right do you have any other shopping to do? We can see who is at the Leaky Cauldron and stop for a butterbeer or dump these 

things there and go off for a wander. Whatever you like really."

"Uh... yeah... sure." He rearranged the distribution of the packages. "Um.. I've got everything except a ... broomstick? Am I supposed to have one of those?" 

"Not strictly necessary." said Sarah. "The school has quite a few of its own brooms which can be used by any student. Not everyone likes flying so it's a good idea to try it out before spending money. If you find you like flying then you can arrange to buy a broom of your own from the local wizarding village. We have time if you want to go into the Quidditch supply shop just down the street." 

"If I find I like flying..." he repeated dully. "If I find I like flying..... Pinch me, Sarah, for I'm sure I'm dreaming. What's butterbeer? and Quidd... Quiddley?" 

The kitten stirred in his pocket. "And does the school also supply litter trays and cat food and vets?" 

Mahou smiled big, her ears threatening to pop out of her hat. "I LOVE Quidditch!" she cried, almost dropping her stuff. "I have a Firebolt, too! My parents got it for me for my birthday. They have always supported my obsession with Quidditch." She grinned, turning to Nathaniel. 

"Quidditch is a game played on broomsticks, high in the air!" she began. "There are 2 Beaters, 1 Keeper, 3 Chasers, and 1 Seeker. The Beaters beat the Bludgers, which are 2 big black balls the whiz at all the other players trying to knock them off their broomsticks. The Beaters send the Bludgers at the opposing team, trying to knock them down, while trying to keep the Bludgers from hitting our own team." 

She paused for a breath. "The Chasers use the Quaffle, which is a red ball, to try to score points in big hoops on either end of the field. Each score is worth 10 points." 

She paused again. "The Keeper is sorta like a goalie in American soccer, trying to keep the Chasers from scoring. And the Seeker, which is what I DESPERATELY want to be, tries to catch a walnut-sized gold ball with little white wings, called a Snitch, to end the game. The snitch is worth 150 points, so whoever catches it is usually the winner. The game ends when the snitch is caught." 

She smiled. "And it's oh-so fun to play! Ireland has a branch o' Quidditch, an' I was on me own House team." 

She pulled out a worn book from inside her robes, holding it out to Nathaniel. "This is a book called Quidditch Through the Ages, and it's th' best book in the world! Ye should read it." 

Nathaniel listened in silence as Mahou expounded exuberantly on the technicalities of this very dangerous-sounding game of Quidditch. She ended by pulling out a worn book from inside her robes, holding it out to Nathaniel. 

"Uh... yeah... sure." He juggled packages with long dextrous fingers and found room for Quidditch through the Ages. 

"It sounds...." he paused. "I'll be honest, Mahou. With the concept of flying previously limited to Puff the Magic Dragon and reruns of the X Men, it sounds.... incomprehensible. I think that I'm actually going to have to witness a game before I'll truly understand. But thank you for the loan of the book." 

Sarah had smiled as Mahou had enthusiastically explained what Quidditch was. She was getting the impression that Mahou had a very exuberant personality. 

"That's Quidditch in a nutshell Nathaniel! And yes we do fly on broomsticks just like in the stories - males as well as females. We have to be careful where we fly because muggles can't be allowed to see us. We are allowed to fly at school and aside from House teams we can also play more casual games of Quidditch as part of sports afternoon." 

A wry smile. "I imagine my time will be taken up with learning to fly in the first place." he said softly, barely believing the words that were coming out of his mouth. 

The weeks between the arrival of the letter from Hogwarts and today had been bad ones for Nathaniel, and had involved a great deal of soul searching. And when he was brutally honest with himself, he had never noticed anything special or different about himself. Nothing that warranted a foundation of belief in his own abilities at magic. 

She addressed his other questions, "Hagrid the teacher for Care of Magical Creatures looks after any animals if they feel poorly and yes the cat food and litter trays are dealt with by the House Elves, plus the pets can roam about as they wish while we are in classes. As for butterbeer, there is only one way to explain it and that is to have some!" 

Sarah was finding that she liked Nathaniel very much and was very glad he'd been sorted to Ravenclaw. 

Nathaniel nodded in a vague manner and moved the wand again absently as it tried to poke a hole between two of his ribs again, and pushed the door open, holding it open politely for the girls. He didn't comment on the words 'house elves'. 

He was rather certain he was going to find out. "Lead on, then." he said brightly. 

***********

Branwen was absorbed.  She had quickly bought all the books she strictly needed, anything she required for her as yet undecided options would have to be bought in Hogsmeade.  No, she had wandered over to the section that her Grandmother's books were stocked in and was flicking through something steamy by a rival of Mwynen's....it was......educational.

*********

In Diagon Alley, Nimue, Kat and Marvo had exited the Owl Emporium, "Sorry Marvo but the look on your face was priceless. I'm sure that a butterbeer would go down perfectly about now." Said Nimue.

They exited the shop and were just in time to see Jon Sinclair and Shinrei Hikari arm-in-arm heading for Quidditch Quality Supplies across the street.

"Good grief," Nimue said with a smile, "Looks like Shinrei did settle in during the summer."

Kat giggled at Marvo's response too. "So are you buying them then?" She linked her arm through his as they headed for the Leaky Cauldron. "After all you suggested it..." 

She looked up innocently at Marvo, and turned to wink at Nimue. 

She glanced over to where Nimue had pointed out Shinrei and Jon. "I never thought Jon would ever get anywhere with any female... do you suppose there is anything going on?" 

Nimue gave her warm smile. Dragging Marvo off to the robe shop even as a tease would have been fun though a happy Marvo willing to buy them butterbeers for his narrow escape was much more fun.

Regarding the Shinrei/Jon alliance, Nimue shrugged.

"I know what you mean. He's just not the type to get dreamy over is he? Still Shinrei did spend the summer with his sister so they might have gotten close then or something as they are both Quidditch mad." 

"Of course I'll buy. Anything to keep away from the dreaded Robe shop!" Marvo Smiled. "I never thought Jon had time for girls. Too bust polishing his 'Best Boy' Badge."

Although Marvo said this with a smile, the slightest hint of jealousy was present.

**********

For the umpteenth time that day, Raphael glanced down at the note that his uncle had left him, and muttered swearwords under his breath that he knew he shouldn't have known. He'd got lost in this strange place twice, stumbling onto old men in tables in shadows, men who looked him up and down and muttered under their breath. If he'd watched more television, and hadn't lived on an isolated farmstead all his life, Raphael might have muttered to himself something else, but instead, the curse was: "damned poachers."

Another kid had offered him a sweet, and it had tasted of bean sprouts, oddly, and caused the teenager to cough madly for five minutes. And then, there was the bizarre list of items his uncle had left for him. He looked at the next one: 'A Wand' it said in scrawled handwriting. His uncle had sent him, with only these bizarre instructions, to get on a train to go and "see the world." Raphael would have spit in anger except it'd have got him a cuff around the ear at home, and cuffs around the ear stuck. And hurt, he sighed to himself.

At least he wasn't alone. Standing in the light on the truly wonderful (the sarcastic tone was very loud in his head, he admitted) and strange street he had been sent to with little to no knowledge of why, Raphael looked all on his own. For some reason he didn't seem to care. Muttering under his breath occasionally got him strange looks, Raphael realised, but it was true: he didn't care. Maybe once he got out of London on 'this train' he was meant to catch he'd find some quiet to talk properly. Or maybe not.

He walked into the correct shop (a hastily scrawled map of his uncles needing translation yet again from an odd-looking passer-by), only stopping for a second to raise an eyebrow at the sign: "Ollivanders: Makers of Fine Wands since 382 BC." To himself, Raphael wondered if that was true. Had Ollivanders truly been making fine wands since 382? Now, the fact that Ollivanders probably made bent and gnarly wands in 382BC sounded about right, he thought to himself, but...

Fifteen minutes later, when he was finally shown in and the frankly creepy man called Ollivander (he had looked down on the fact that Raphael, rather one of his older customers, truly didn't know a thing about anything) they had started into the wands. A small pile was getting higher and higher next to the pair, who stood in the dusty shop apparently on their own. As Mr Ollivander went to the shelves for yet another esoteric wand (7 inch Pearwood, catgut innard - apparently tended towards those bordering on

Squib tendencies - whatever that meant) Raphael rolled his eyes in exasperation at a set of icy blue eyes only he could see in the corner. They rolled back.

"Tricky, eh," muttered Mr Ollivander under his breath. "You are a 'mature student', yes? I didn't sell you your last wand. What was it, exactly?"

His last wand... Raphael started reaching down into his pocket, wondering if Ollivander meant this... feeling for the oaken twig with his sisters' hair entwined around it and in it, an object he'd kept secret from his uncle and the wand-man both...

One of the boxes, on one of the high shelves in the corner of the room, was jarred. A single wand was knocked off the shelf and flew into the air. Raphael moved to catch it, without thinking, and was already going too fast to halt when he saw another figure moving towards him, already leaping. Mr

Ollivander was standing behind him, looking curiously into the dusty

air...

Raphael felt a crack as his head hit anothers', and he could have sworn there was a flash of light. When he next looked up, thankfully the room was once again only populated by him and Mr Ollivander. An exclamation died on Raphael's lips, replaced by one on Mr Ollivanders. 

"That seemed to work," commented Ollivander, picking up the errant wand from the floor. "It responded instantly, enough to throw you backwards, actually. Quite surprising. Laurel. 12 inches. Odd centre - foreign import - angel's heart-string, apparently." He quickly wrapped up the wand, and handed it to Raphael. Those odd coins exchanged hands, and Raphael was soon escorted from the shop, much too tall and much too ignorant to have about.

His head ached, but until he was far from the shop, Raphael suppressed a frown and a disapproving word to his invisible companion. That had been far too close. Even when with his uncle during the last six months, he hadn't had a call that close.

Outside, standing in a shadow so his whispering to nothing wouldn't be noticed, Raphael looked at the wand in his hand. It drooped. Raphael sighed. A note that was senseless and fairly inaccurate, an uncle who wouldn't tell him where exactly where he was gearing up to go, and now a wand that had all

the droop of a seventy-year-old man. "What a day, Zephyr," he muttered, apparently to the thin air next to him.

The 'thin air' nodded in agreement, but then it threw one of it's (thankfully invisible) juggling balls at a passer-by, getting Raphael a dirty look, being that 'he was the only one present', thought Raphael to himself.

Being a tall and immediately noticeable teenager was rather annoying, especially when accompanied by a winged and rather unnoticeable nutter. He rolled his eyes at the robed figure, watching as he rubbed his 'juggled' head and stared at him indignantly, and reached into his pocket for the note, once again, and then noted a new and interesting development.

He was lost again, wasn't he?

**********

Kat propelled Marvo towards the Leaky Cauldron. Most of the shoppers would be heading here before catching the train if every other year was anything to go by.

As she looked around Diagon alley however she noticed that there seemed to be a few new faces. As they walked towards their goal she noticed one boy stood apparently on his own frowning over a piece of paper. 

Kat looked up at Marvo and smiled. "I believe as a prefect I should really be helping to sort out some of the newer school members. You coming?" 

She looked over her shoulder at Nimue to see if she was going to take the hint and go help some of the newer people too.

Nimue totally agreed with Kat's sentiment about prefects' roles. She'd been watching for Mahou Amberstone but hadn't seen her about. She watched as Kat had joined the tall, lost looking boy and then turned to Marvo.

"Marvo, do you want to pop into the Cauldron and see if there are any new faces in there looking lost? I'll see if Kat needs me and then maybe drift back up the street." She looked at her watch. "We should still have time for a butterbeer before the car comes for us."

Marvo looked around. "Of course. I don't want to keep you ladies away from your duties"

He thought for a moment. "Yes. I'll head for the Cauldron. And get the drinks in. If any newbies are there I'll let them know you're on your way."

He kissed Kat and bowed to Nimue then went on his way to the Leaky Cauldron.

With that Kat headed over to where Raphael was standing. "Hi! You look a little lost and confused. Can I help at all? I'm Kathryn, by the way."

Nimue also went over to stand by Kat remaining silent. She wasn't sure if she'd be needed, but as she was quite new to this prefect business considered that she was on a learning curve. She did keep an eye out though in case there was anyone else in a similar predicament.

Reunions and Another Newcomer

Drake finally walked over to Niki and Morticia who have been engaged in conversation.

"Hi, N-niki. You okay?" He forces a smile onto his scarred face. "It's confirmed now, I'll b-be a-a-assistant teacher, imagine that!" He positively beams now, a rare sight. "So... r-recovered from visiting Tisha?"

"Congratulations!" Niki said, grinning. "I think Nathan headed down to Knockturn Alley, although you didn't hear that from me." She liked Drake. She wouldn't forget seeing him suddenly turn back into a boy in the Slytherin common room...not for a long time.

"Oh, I'm j-just buying some books f-for my new p-position." Drake rummaged in his bag and drew out a book with sparkling letters on it that read 'Muggle Meanness - On the need of preserving pure wizard blood' by Aariman Crowley.

"Uhm - interesting, but not very charming, really," said Morticia, frowning. "Drake, we're heading for a butterbeer, do you want to join us?"

"S-sure," Drake said, smiling grimly at Niki before putting the book back into his bag. "Easy t-to find r-r-rubbish like that i-in Kn-knockturn," he explained darkly, then looked at Niki, winked and offered her his arm. "C-care to j-join me to the C-cauldron, my lady?"

Niki smiled. "Certainly, Sir Drake. You're teaching Muggle Studies, then? I'm not taking that, I'm afraid."

"Not?" He raised an eyebrow. "N-not interested?"

"Not enough time," Morticia said, "I think. You know, Drake, SOME people have to actually STUDY to get their grades." She grabbed his other arm. "Come on now, noble knight, lead on."

Accompanied by the two girls, Drake headed towards the Leaky Cauldron and had a look around at his future students.

When they were inside, Niki turned to answer Drake's question about his class.

Niki shrugged. "My grandmother wouldn't let me take Muggle Studies. She's a bit bigoted--okay, a lot bigoted. She doesn't like Muggle-borns..." She sighed.

"Just a-ask if you have any questions," Drake said with a crooked smile. "W-wait here."

He pointed to a table and then walked off to get the drinks.

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

Oriana walked out of Flourish and Blotts, and headed to the Leaky Cauldron. Just after she got there, she bumped into a boy whom she hadn't met before. And he looked to be Oriana's age.

"Hi," she said. "I'm Oriana. I'm in Slytherin. 4th year. I don't believe we've met before." So many cute boys attending Hogwarts!

As Marvo entered the Leaky Cauldron he was surprised to see so many familiar faces, and a few unfamiliar ones.

He Turned to Oriana as she bumped into him. "Oh. Hello" he smiled, and for only the briefest second his eye gave a little red glow.

"Oh yes. Oriana Nort. Yes I've seen you about. I'm Marvo Ward. The...." He paused. "Gryffindor. A Pleasure to meet you."

Strange, he thought to himself. She doesn't seem like a Slytherin. Still, nor did Niki or Tish.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Marvo," said Oriana. "Would you like to go inside and talk over a butterbeer?"

**********

Piotr sat at a corner, shadowy table in the Leaky Cauldron, a barely touched glass of butterbeer in

front of him.  For someone so - naturally - pale, he looked even more drawn and wan than usual.

The time between his visit to Hogwarts and now had been fraught with his degenerating condition.  He had been upping his dosage of potion, changing the ingredients subtly, and becoming quite an alchemist in the effort.  But nothing seemed to help.  As the days slipped by, so, seemingly, did his tentative grip on 'health'.

He sipped at the butterbeer thoughtfully.  He was older than most of the other fourth years, his sixteenth birthday on March 29th hanging over him like the Sword of Damocles.  It had been a decision of the school's Headmaster, apparently, to place him down a year, not particularly because of his academic standards, but perhaps because the Headmaster felt he would fair better in the fourth year.

Currently, Piotr felt he would fair better by just being left alone.

An ache at the back of his head began threatening to turn into a migraine, and he reached into the inner pocket of his signature overcoat and pulled out a vial of his 'potion', taking a swift draft.  The persistent throb began to subside and he closed his eyes behind his dark glasses.

For such an arrogant young man, Piotr was, deep down, quite afraid.  He understood every last detail about his condition - hadn't he researched it until he was blue in the face?  - but that didn't mean he had accepted it.

Far from it. Picking up his butterbeer, he sipped at it, lost in his own private thoughts.

********

In the Alley, Raphael fell backwards in surprise at the sudden intrusion, unaware that anybody had been looking at him, staring so intently at the scrap of paper that his eyes were watering. He looked up to see a tall girl standing before him, blue eyes looking at him. Had she talked to him? Why were there so many kids about of his age?

He started to have suspicions about where exactly his uncle was sending him, although for just a second he contemplated the idea that this was a bizarre trip to some kind of kids lock-up prison affair for adolescents with too much time on their hands. Too many kids. He looked up at Kathryn through his dark hair, unintentionally flashing her an intense and not amazingly happy-looking glance with his emerald eyes. 

Looking down at the strangely scrawled note again, Raphael sighed, and mentally gave in. He was actually going to have to ask one of the 'natives' for directions. He just hoped that this girl would go more then point and grunt - she seemed willing to be useful.

Right, start a conversation then, Raphael told himself. He cleared his throat, and then once again, just for luck. "Um," he started. "Er," he said, gulping, and trying to think of the words.

A few words turned into a rush. "I've been told to come here after my dam-ned uncle got a strange letter which he wouldn't let me see, even when it took him a bloody week to read, with a note that hardly makes any sense, and with a bag of gold that could probably be sold to an antique shop for more then it's weight. I've been told to get all sorts of amazing and wonderful things: a stick from a stick shop that's been selling nobbly things since the earth was born, a set of books that look like they've

Been beared as well as dogged, a big pot that I wouldn't eat my soup out of, and a set of robes that moths are already starting on pilgrimages towards."

Raphael continued, unaware of the look on the girls' face. "So now I've probably missed half the stuff coz I can't read my uncles scrawl, the most clear things he's said is: 'talk to people', like that'd help, and now I have to catch a train on a platform I don't think exists. Welcome to my life."

Finally he looked at her face. She seemed a little... er... "I've messed this up, haven't I?" he asked.

"Hi," he started again. "Sorry. Hi. I'm Raphael. Help me. Please."

Kat giggled at the poor boy. 

She waited for him to finish, then smiled at him. "I would be glad to help you Raphael."

She took a deep breath before starting. "So, you are joining Hogwarts this year and you know nothing about wizardry am I right?"

Raphael stared at Kat blankly.

A second of discomfort passed, visible in his eyes, being that for a small time Raphael was wondering to himself just how he would greet his uncle. "Wizardry," he muttered to himself, hardly noticing as a new girl, Nimue, came and stood next to Kat. "Wizardry."

He bit his lip. "Hogwarts?" he asked. "Wizardry?" The frown on Raphael's face turned a shade darker. "I am going to murder my uncle. I really am."

"Let me guess: this Hogwarts business involves getting on a train on... um... let's see..." he said, peering at the shard of paper. "Platform Nine and Three Quarters." he looked up at Kat, and his frown disappeared, replaced with the kind of expression that always follows a heart-felt sigh.

He sighed. "So, what's this all about? You lot don't look that much like - er - 'juvenile offenders'. That's a compliment so I don't think I need to apologise for it. Um."

Kat looked almost pitifully at Raphael. "You have no idea where you are going or why?" There was a little disbelief in her voice, but then this did happen from time to time...

She glanced over her should to see Nimue, and smiled at her. "Ah, this is Nimue Hawkwood, Raphael."

She didn't really wait for introductions though, this boy was obviously unsure of what was going on anyway.

"Well, shall I start from the top? This is Diagon Alley... a shopping street for wizards and witches. I am a student, who like yourself, will be leaving on a train from Kings Cross station from platform 9 and 3/4. The train will take us to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, where we learn how to do magic."

She stopped and looked at Raphael to see if he had understood so far or if he already knew that.

Nimue couldn't imagine what it must be like for this boy who appeared to have been thrown into in a world he couldn't comprehend. She stepped closer. 

She knew from talking to a few muggle born students that occasionally it did happen that they hadn't realised they had magical talent and had managed to discount odd happenings in their childhood (or had them discounted) until their letter arrived. 

Sometimes there was a 'black sheep' in their families. Someone who was a little 'spooky' in some way who might well have some knowledge of the magical community but kept this from the rest of the family or was marginalised. Yet they would manage to keep an eye on various younger relations to see if they were similarly gifted.

"You mentioned an uncle." she said picking up on his comments, "I take it he knew what the letter was about and set you on the path to Diagon Alley somehow."

Like Kat she found it a little hard to believe someone would have wandered into this area without some clue or guide.

Raphael stopped for a second to assimilate a little of what he'd heard. "Yeah," he replied to Nimue woozily, "he must have known. The instructions on how to actually get to this street were the only clear bits." 

He shook his head and thought back a little more. So, he was to be a student. His uncle had sent him to school. Anger bubbled up in him: he'd never been asked to go to school before. It didn't seem right. Damn his uncle. 

This time he was clever enough to keep the thoughts from crossing his face and scaring the two girls. Something caught his attention about what Kathryn had said, something that didn't make sense. "...learn how to do magic?" he asked. "Why would you need to learn how to do magic? You either can or you can't," he said matter-of-factly. 

He was right: that he could remember properly. "You are either born with it or you aren't. Why do people teach it? You don't learn how to do more magic, do you, you just, kinda, it just," he started again, "it just grows itself." 

"Doesn't it? It's decided at birth if you can do it," Raphael said, although something in his head clicked, and a strange expression crossed his face, "and then, it grows up with you. You can't change how it grows." 

He looked at Kat and Nimue curiously. Maybe he'd had the wrong sort of upbringing, sighed Raphael to himself. 

"Well, you are right in one sense." said Nimue with some confidence and relieved that he was apparently to some degree wizard born even if raised in a rather sheltered environment. 

"The ability to do magic is not something you can learn without being born with some innate ability. But raw talent is raw talent and it is the process of refining, training and further developing that talent that happens at a school like Hogwarts. In some cases learning to control abilities before they burn you out."

He raised an eyebrow at that. The words 'raw talent' and the phrase 'burning you out' sounded fun. Was that what he was? Raw talent? The idea was stupid. Dismissing as many odd thoughts from his head as possible, he grabbed the single black robe he'd bought earlier that day, and started pulling it on while Nimue talked, not even considering that it might be rude. Having not lived with people in a long time, Raphael would never have thought, had had its disadvantages. 

"We learn from those who are masters and mistresses of the magical arts. Very similar to learning to read music or play an instrument if you have that sort of ability. We learn the traditions and languages associated with the magical arts and also explore those areas in which we might not be as gifted at birth so that our abilities are more rounded. We also place magic in the context of history, our own as well as that of the non-wizarding world." 

The robe finally made it over his head, and he did hear most of that, he promised himself. 

She smiled, "So you can learn to do more magic." 

Raphael looked at her critically. "Er, okay then." 

His heart stopped pounding in his chest, finally, after a good few minutes at full heart-attack mode. Cautioning himself not to be a fool, Raphael didn't admit to himself that he'd been a bit worried about being officially on his own. he knew it was foolish, this attempt at independence, and he knew that there was at least one person who would have frowned on him, telling him to rely on the people around him, to learn. He tried to shut out the half familiar voice from his mind, absently running his left temple with his left wrist, as always, catching his watch on the skin. 

He winked at the two blue eyes that were looking at him from the shadows - and told himself that not everybody would tell him he needed lots of other kids and people around to talk to. Only then did it become apparent that both Nimue and Kathryn were waiting for him to go on. 

"Er," he mumbled, "so, now what? Tell me about what your world is like - I've never been in a universe where school is a good thing," he quipped, with a laconic smile half on his lips. 

But before she could answer, he slipped his hands into his jean pocket, and grabbed out something. Spinning it three times in his right hand without looking, Raphael pressed a catch and a knife-blade clicked out. With three savage cuts he attacked his own wrists and mutilated his new school uniform, grinning at the result. 

"So," he said as he flipped the knife closed and into his pocket, "what stuff am I missing," he asked, unaware of the two girls expressions at his knife-wielding, "and when do I get on the train to this prison school that my uncle's sent me to?" 

Kat looked shocked at Raphael. "Umm..." she said a little nervously now. 

"Do you not believe us that this is all to do with learning wizardry? It is not a prison. No-one has to go there..." She looked at Raphael's now shabby new school robes. 

"If you want me to look at the list I can lead you to where you can buy what you need." She did feel a need to be a little more cautious, but she was still here to do her job as well as get her things for school. 

Nimue was also shocked, "Kathryn is right. No one is forced to go to Hogwarts or to remain there against their will. However, if you are found carrying a knife like that you could be seeing the inside of muggle juvenile facility. Don't you realise they are illegal in this country?"

Raphael turned around sharply, and looked at Nimue in surprise. "Illegal..." he asked, "wow. I'd better tell my uncle... he gave it to me... well," Raphael said, slightly quieter this time, "it was his at one point, anyway..." Biting his lip to try and not laugh, Raphael buried the memory of the last few days he'd had with his uncle. 

"There is no need to potentially draw such attention to yourself." She concluded.

Again he shrugged. "Why you looking at me so weird, you two? It's just a knife. I used it for chopping wood back... back where I used to live, for when I had to sleep out the house," he said. "Anyway." Grinning at the reaction he'd managed to get, and with a sinking suspicion that it wasn't the last odd look he'd get, he handed Kathryn and Nimue the note. "Can you read it?" 

Nimue listened to the explanation and smiled. "I guess things are likely different in the countryside than in a city like London. The wizarding world does exist in a co-operative relationship with that of the non-wizarding world so we abide by their laws in such matters." 

"The wizarding world?" stammered Raphael, caught off guard. "Non-wizarding world? Don't... wizards... magic users... mix with... non-magic users?" 

Looking down the list, Raphael started listing... "a wand... two set's of books..." he said, and both the girls realised that he also had a set of basic books on the list. Would he be doing catch-up lessons? "Er, school robes, dress robes... second hand," he admitted, "a cauldron, a set of ingredients - I couldn't afford many of those -, um, a winter cloak, already had one of those, and... er... I have to get... a broomstick and a pet. I don't really have any money left though," he added, with a slight frown on his face. "I'll do without those." 

"If there isn't anything else I need," he asked, "what should I do now? I can't really go back. So lead on to Hogwarts. When's this train?" 

Nimue perused the list with Kat and then said to Raphael. "The train leaves at 11:00 am from Kings Cross which isn't far at all. We'll be leaving no later than 10:30 for the station." 

Kat examined the list, carefully keeping an eye on Raphael as she did so. "So you have all these things? The books, clothes," she eye'd his tattered robes. "the cauldron, the herbs and the wand..." 

She thought for a minute about the fact that Marvo was supposed to be buying the butterbeer. "If you are all ready for school then you could join us for a butterbeer in the Leaky Cauldron. We have about half an hour until we need to get to the train." 

At least that way Marvo could keep an eye on him too... 

Raphael grinned at her, suddenly at ease. "Well, then, do we have time to do whatever passes for entertainment for you guys?" Slipping one hand through Nimue's arm, and the other through Kathryn's, he started walking, surrounded by the two girls, towards the pub he'd seen on the way in. Raphael smiled slightly as he started walking the two girls towards the Leaky Cauldron. "If we have time, you'll have to show me what on earth you lot mean by magic. I somehow wonder if this school thing was really meant to be for me..." 

Looking over his right shoulder, straining his neck to see over the large rucksack over his shoulders, Raphael made some odd motion with his head towards a set of shadows that only Nimue could see. 

Turning back, and continuing to walk arm in arm with the two girls like he'd known them all his life, Raphael asked both of them: "so, am I gonna have to catch up on fourteen years work or what?" he asked, as they approached the pub. 

Kat smiled a little at Raphael's response to her suggestion. "I guess how much catching up you will have to do depends on how good you are at magic already." 

Kat let him link his arm through hers and be led in the direction of the leaky cauldron. She wondered who else they would see in there... 

***********

"I didn't have a chance to tell you!" Niki said hurriedly to Morticia. "And didn't really want to in front of Drake...but I got a tattoo!" 

"You got a WHAT???" Morticia exclaimed, not caring about people stopping their conversations to stare at the two girls. "ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND??"

Niki smiled. "It's not a *big* one," she said defensively. "I haven't gotten up the nerve to tell my grandmother yet, though..."

Morticia grabbed her by the sleeve, smiled hastily at Drake and then rushed Niki into the ladies' room. "What is it? Show me, oooh, please, this is so exciting, I mean, you're utterly and totally out of your mind and I don't think that tattoos are something people as young as we should get, but shooow me!"

Niki laughed as her friend tugged her into the bathroom. "Are you *sure* you want to see?" she teased. "Just joking!" She lifted her shirt a few inches to show her belly-button. The tattoo was quite small--a black snake circling her navel, its tail in its mouth.

Morticia stared and giggled. "Cuuute!" She winked. "I bet Nathan would LOVE to see this, for more than one reason..."

"What do you mean?" Niki demanded with a smile.

"Well, a symbol of Slytherin and it's on you..." Morticia let her voice trail of meaningfully. "Anyway, let's get back to Drake, he'll be wondering what's going on. And I'd like to meet some of the others."

Niki nodded. For a moment, she had thought that Tish meant something else--the snake, as she had carefully instructed the man who did it, had green eyes, not blue--and been nervous... She had promised not to tell, and so, of course, she wouldn't. She would keep her promises.

"Yes, let's go...I've seen most of the people, but not really talked to anyone. Did you see a lot of Drake over the summer?" She didn't want to ask about Nathan...it would be a bit obvious, after all...but maybe she could subtly lead into things.

**********

Mahou nodded graciously and stepped out of F&B. She turned around and began to explain the difference between House Elves and other elves. 

"House Elves usually belong ta rich families," she told Nathaniel as she stood there. She had previously bought all sorts of books from F&B, including the Alchemy book, though she wasn't sure about her being able to get into it. "Th' difference b'tween House Elves an' th' type o' elf tha' I a-- ken abou'.." she caught herself, "be tha' House Elves serve their masters, an' are really short." She smiled. "An' th' elves o' Ireland can be as tall as any human. They be descendants o' the Tuatha de Danaan themselves. A race o' Faery Folk o' Ireland. 'Tis a very proud heritage." 

She started to walk with the others, heading toward the Leaky Cauldron for a butterbeer. "Flyin' be th' best thing in th' world fer me," she confided, carrying her bags as she talked. Blackfoot followed behind. "It be th' only time tha' I be able ta let all me feelin's go an' be meself. An' me Firebolt be th' best broom on th' market! After we drop off our things at th'.. what was it? Oh, wherever, I wanna see th' Quality Quidditch Supplies shop!"

 She laughed and crammed her hat down further over her ears, a sharp wind having blown it up a bit. 



`

"That's a bit of a puzzle isn't it? Though Nimue once told me that the reason that house elves tend to attach themselves to rich families is that because they don't mind being looked after or something and that their Houses tend to be very old as well. It's one of those things that you kind of get used to like flying. There is a lot of books about non-human races in the Hogwarts library if you are interested in that kind of thing." Sarah said to Nathaniel with a cheeky grin. 

Nathaniel wasn't sure if she was mocking him or not, so said nothing and just trailed along.

She turned her attention to Mahou, "Drop our shopping at the Leaky Cauldron pub you mean? The Quidditch shop is just here." 

They were indeed walking past the Quality Quidditch Supplies. Sarah noted that there were a few familiar faces on the street. 

The kitten stirred in his pocket, and Nathaniel paused to rearrange the packages so he wouldn't disturb it further, and just followed the two girls; trying not to look totally lost. 

Mahou looked over at the QQS, forcing herself to walk on by. She sooo wanted to take a peek, but knew she would spend hours in that store alone. Walking alongside the others, she felt like she finally belonged somewhere. 

"If I were ye, Nathaniel," she said, "I'd be lookin' up all o' th' magical creatures. 'Tis th' most interestin' thing." She smiled at Sarah. "An' thanks fer tellin' me th' name o' th' tavern." 

More Students Enter the Fray

Breana had never thought that she would ever be able to see this place called Diagon Alley. But, she had arrived, at the consent of her brothers. Thankfully. Now she was here to get her schoolbooks that Mr. White couldn't give her. 

Strolling down the street, Breana couldn't help but have a small, comforting smile on her lips, as she walked in her green, witch clothes. They had been a present from her birthday for her 14th birthday. A late one at that, but it was a present. Unlike her step- fathers. 

Hurriedly she shook that thought away, and looked through the shop windows. Though she had no idea where anything was, she was trying to figure out. Mr. White had not been able to join her, due to a couple of owls he had had a few hours before. So, she had gone alone. Finding a bookstore, she went in almost hesitantly, but quickly hurried to the nearest pile of books as she didn't want to look out of place. And that was exactly what she was feeling. It was not helping that she was alone. 

Picking up a small green one, Breana nearly dropped it when she remembered what Mr. White once had told her. The ones about books transporting the person holding them to other places, there was a rumour about wizards being sent to Alaska. Then there was the one who trapped you forever inside the book. Breana shuddered and checked for anyone around her. 

She couldn't remember half the warnings Mr. White had told her about these shops, so she was hoping that someone might remind her. 

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

Amy walks down Diagon Alley, carrying many heavy books in her hand preparing for her first year at Hogwarts, since she transferred from Durmstrang.  Hoping someone will stop and introduce themselves to her, and hopefully make new friends, she enters The Leaky Cauldron and orders a butterbeer.

Hal was, quite frankly, relieved.  He had managed to avoid the horror of having to shop for the new term with his Mother only at the last minute.  His Father had informed her, with a crafty wink in Hal's direction, that the shop was far too busy and she would have to stay and help him with the customers.  She argued, of course, but despite protestations and much scowling on her part, Mr Ddraiggoch remained firm and Hal was dispatched to Diagon Alley on his own.

He wandered down the busy street, peering in the windows of the curious shops, he never tired of the weird and wonderful things on display here.  His shopping completed and safely stored away, his time was his own now and with his stomach beginning to rumble he started towards the Inn...food with the added bonus of Butterbeer...lovely.

Pushing the door open he spotted a familiar group with the odd new face mixed in, he waved shyly not wanted to disturb their chatter too much, and made his way to the bar to order.

Amy watched, as a boy, about her age, ordered a butterbeer.  Shyly, she approached him, and quietly said, "Hello, my name's Amy, and I'm a fourth year Gryffindor.  I just transferred here from Durmstrang, though I was born in this relative area.  I bought all my books, and supplies already, but I haven't purchased a new owl yet, but I'm looking forward to it."  

She hoped that he would tell her a little about himself, and hopefully introduce her to some other students.

Seeing Hal, Madison waved back, then excused herself from the huddle and made her way to the bar.

"Hi Hal!" she greeted, smiling.  Spotting the new girl, she turned and introduced herself.  "Oh, hi! My name is Madison...are you going to be attending Hogwarts, too?  We've got a lot of new students this year..."  

Hal beamed on seeing Madison, then he remembered himself and gave an embarrassed cough. "Sorry," he said looking at the new girl, "I was in a world of my own there, must be the strain of going back to school" he grinned. 

He stood up straight and smoothed down his hair. "Henry Ddraiggoch, Hal to my friends. Pleased to meet you." 

He smiled across at Madison and began to blush. "Might I buy either or both of you ladies a butterbeer?" 

**********

Coughing little puffs of black dust and trying vainly to brush off his new clothes, Hagrain pushed himself to his feet with difficulty, stepping out of the small fireplace onto the brick mantle and pulling his suitcase behind him. Running a hand through his long black curls one more time, and dislodging several small lumps of coal I might add, he looked around him with saucer-wide eyes and a wide open mouth at the shop he found himself standing in. 

Wizards and witches walked calmly among the rows of shelves, mindless of the small boy who had tumbled out of the chimney. Tables stood in the centre of the room, piled high with a huge assortment of cauldrons, scales, bottles of strange coloured liquid, and even stranger stuffed animals. From the high bookshelves around the sides of the room, heavy leather-bound tomes seemed to strain as though trying to free themselves from their confines. 

From the ceiling hung cages and boxes of every variety, some chirping, others hissing, and one even muttering to itself. A heavy counter squatted at one end of the room, behind which sat an elderly witch, smiling with a gap-toothed grin at all the potential customers that were perusing her wares. It was to her that Hagrain made his way, his battered leather suitcase dragging along the ground behind him. 

"Er, 'scuse me missus." He began hesitantly and shyly, his heavy east London accent drawling out the words. The witch craned forward over the large counter and looked down to where he stood, fidgeting nervously under her yellow-eyed scrutiny. She seemed rather surprised to see him. 

"Yes? What can I do for you young, mmmm, man?" She asked, her voice high and piping. 

"I needs to buy sumfinks fer school." Hagrain told her earnestly, pulling a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and unfolding it. He reached up and over the counter to hand it to her, noting how long and pointed her fingernails seemed to be as she snatched it out of his grasp. She perused the list of Hogwarts' required materials, making an insect-like clicking noise in the back of her throat before handing him the paper back. He took it from her gingerly. 

"Most of that stuff I've got in my, mmmm, stock, mmmm, young man." She told him, nodding sagely to herself as she cast an expert eye of the haphazardly piled wizarding material scattered around "But the wand is another matter you, mmmm, see. You'll have to go next door for that, mmmm, young man. Have a walk around and collect your, mmmm, things and then bring them back okay, mmmm, dearie?" 

Hagrain nodded and reading from the paper made his way between the shelves and tables, occasionally pulling out a book from the stacks or stuffing a bottle into the small copper cauldron he was carrying. 

Some of the items were striking chords in the back of his mind as being somewhat unpleasant; a severed hand, a book of 1001 favourite curses, an automatic hex-o-graph, a pile of oddly shaped knives. He pushed these things from his mind, contenting himself in the knowledge that the powerful wizards must use these objects normally. 

After a half-hour, he staggered back to the counter burdened down with books, bottles, a cauldron, scales, and other assorted wizarding paraphernalia, including his robe that was currently draped unceremoniously over his elbow. 

"That'll be one, mmmm, galleon, and eight, mmmhmm, sickles please dearie." The witch piped shrilly. Hagrain handed over the coins before stumbling and staggering from the shop. 

Outside, the alley was smaller and darker than he had expected it to be; there were no brightly coloured shops as the older boys had mentioned, nor were there many happy-looking wizards. Most of them seemed rather grumpy in fact, as an elderly warlock shoved the boy out of his way. 

Shrugging to himself, and re-arranging his load, he stumbled around and into the wand shop that the witch had directed him to. Inside, everything was muted in shades of purple and black, with a few white trimmings. Hagrain could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as he looked about himself. Boxes shaped like coffins were stacked neatly around the room, and several uncomfortable chairs were placed in strategically uncomfortable positions in the centre. He unburdened himself and sank thankfully into possibly the most uncomfortable one, berating himself for being silly and nervous in a wizards shop

"Ah, a customer." Came a voice from the doorway behind Hagrain. He nearly fell out of his chair in fright as it startled him. "How simply... Munificent?" The dry voice continued. The speaker came into sight, a tall skeleton-thin man with bulging eyes and slicked-back black hair. He was wearing an oily smile as he wrung his hands in front of himself. 

"And what can I do for my most... Interesting? ... visitor today then?" He breathed, causing Hagrain to wish he were anywhere but there. 

"-Wand-" He managed to squeak, waving the piece of Hogwarts paper in front of himself like some sort of talisman against bad spirits. 

The thin mans mouth cracked slightly into a smile that bore no humour as he nodded and began rifling through the boxes. 

"But of course. How.... Amusing? of me. This is, after all, a most... remarkable? wand shop, is it not?" 

He seemed amused by this thought as he pulled forth a box, opened it, and withdrew what looked like a small skull on the end of a twisted stick. 

"Let's try this most... Disturbing? wand first, shall we?" He whispered as he handed it almost reverently to Hagrain. For a few moments Hagrain waved the wand back and forth, feeling his skin crawl at its brittle touch. The man shook his head and took the wand back. Moments later Hagrain was trying another, and another, and yet another. This went on for some time before the man finally frowned and pulled forth a white box. The others had all been black. 

"Are you sure that you are in the.... Correct? place, young man?" He enquired in his horrible voice. Hagrain could only nod dumbly; the witch had, after all, sent him here. With a shrug, the man opened the box and pulled out a long, thin, white wand and passed it to Hagrain. Immediately, Hagrain felt a tingle in his palms and sparks fluttered weakly out of the wand. However pathetic the display was, the thin man seemed satisfied with the result, if perhaps a little disturbed by the choice of wands. 

"Ivory and Unicorn Tendon." He whispered "A Most unusual choice my.... Young? friend. Most of my customers would avoid such a.... Goodly? Wand if at all possible. No matter though." 

Hagrain paid the man quickly, stuffing the glassy-smooth wand into his back pocket and dashing out of the door as quickly as his huge collection of parcels would allow. 

Back in the gloomy alley once more he paused, breathing hard as he gathered his wits and courage. A few minutes later he once more consulted the list he had; one more thing to buy before heading out, and that was a pet. Staggering slightly, he made his way along the alley, finally finding a pet shop that practically screamed with life, and collapsed in a sweating heap inside, his parcels spilling across the floor to the feet of the dwarf who was mopping up. 

"Gerr'o n'n m'fl!" The dwarf roared in fury. Hagrain's mouth opened and closed like a trapdoor as he tried to work out what the dwarf had just said. 

"I-I-I c-came to buy a p-pet s-sir!" Hagrain managed to blurt out as the dwarf stared out at him from behind his huge hairy face. This seemed to calm the diminutive figure slightly as he hurled his mop into the bucket like a spear and stomped around the room snarling at the animals. 

"Wh's 'n'p' fr y' w'pinsy?" He snapped at Hagrain who waved the paper once more in front of his face. The dwarf made another intelligible remark and dragged a screaming monkey from a cage. It fixed a baleful glare on Hagrain that seemed to suggest it considered the boy beneath it in the food chain. 

"I don't think s'." Hagrain said in a faint voice. The dwarf hurled the monkey back into its cage and slammed the door, stomping off again. He pulled out, in order, an alligator, a ferret, a slug, and finally a raven. The first three Hagrain reacted immediately but the raven caught his attention as it fluttered weakly in the dwarfs crushing grip. 

"Yes!" Hagrain shouted, causing the dwarf to jump in surprise "I'll take it!" 

Muttering darkly to itself, the dwarf stomped off to the counter, threw the bird into a paper-bag, took Hagrain's money, and ordered him out. Hagrain picked up his things and fled as quickly as he could, out once more into the street where he sat on the kerb and took the weakly fluttering bird from the screwed up paper bag. It pecked his hand affectionately as he smoothed out its feathers and then crawled up his arm to cling grimly to his shoulder. Occasionally it nibbled on his ear, causing him to break out in fits of tickled giggling. 

The passing warlocks and hags gave the chortling boy dark angry glares, but he didn't notice. At least until one stopped right in front of him and glared at the untidy heap of parcels surrounding the boy. 

"You are a Hogwarts pupil?" The man demanded in a soft voice. Hagrain looked up, almost swallowed his tongue, and nodded mutely. 

"I am Professor Snape. You should not be here, boy. Follow me." The man turned and began walking away, leaving Hagrain to snatch up his belongings and try to catch the taller man who was striding purposefully away. 

After a few short minutes, the alley ended and opened out onto a completely different place, an alley full of brightly dressed wizards and laughing children. Professor Snape turned to look down at Hagrain. 

"Do not ever let me see you in that place again boy." He snapped "Knockturn alley is off-limits to Hogwarts pupils." 

With that, he strode away into the crowd, leaving Hagrain staring around stupidly at the sea of people. In a strange way, he found it much less fascinating than the dark alley he had just come out of. 

Nathan Lagrand had quickly ducked and hidden when Professor Snape suddenly appeared in Knockturn Alley, which he was visiting. Since Snape was a good friend of his father, he could by no means be seen! 

So he decided to be cautious and return to Diagon Alley. Curious about the boy who managed to be stupid enough to land in the wrong street, he walked up to Hagrain and threw him an amiable smile. "Hello, there. You seem to be a bit lost, can I help you?" 

A voice came from in front of Hagrain. He looked up as he scrambled to his feet, disturbing his snoozing raven, which let forth a raucous string of screeches as it fluttered its bent wings madly. 

Hagrain's eyes took in the older boy; his tall height and big build. Hagrain wasn't good at judging people, and would have estimated the boy - man, he corrected himself, to be almost twenty. 

"'Aright there." Hagrain almost burbled out, offering the man his hand to shake. 

"I am a bit lost t' tell th' truth." He gushed out "I'm supposed to be goin' to Hogwarts today aft'r gettin' my school stuff, but I don't know where I'm suppose' to be going next." 

He hoped that the guy could help him out, it didn't seem as though the morning was going his way. 

"Oh?" Nathan raised an eyebrow. "That's a surprise, it's quite difficult to do it all on your own when you don't know where to go. I'm Nathan Lagrand, by the way," 

Nathan shook Hagrain's hand, "I'm a 6th year at Hogwarts. I think that since I don't have anything to do at the moment I might just try to help you along a bit. I take it that this is your first time in Diagon Alley, right? Well, don't worry. What exactly do you need but books - do you have a list or so?" 

"Well," Hagrain began, looking on the ground behind him to where most of his new equipment was packed into the cauldron "I think I've got nearly everything I need. I just don't know where I'm supposed to be going or what I'm supposed to do now." He shrugged helplessly and gave the older boy a weak smile "I don't even know how to get to the train station." He confessed with an embarrassed look on his face. 

"Hmm..." Nathan thought for a moment. The train is no problem, anyone of the students can walk you there. Do you know already which house you're in? I could point you to the Prefect then who'll help you along..." 

Hagrain shrugged yet again, feeling even more stupid by the minute "No," He replied as he turned his eyes away "I haven't arrived there yet. I don't even know what houses there are, all I know is that a few of the other boys mentioned 'their house' was the greatest. I suppose that the sorting ceremony will sort it all out though?" He finished it with a hopeful questioning look in his eyes as he turned his gaze back once more to Nathan.

"Never mind," Nathan assured, "all will be handled once you get there. I'm just a bit surprised that you are running around all on your own without anyone to help you, it's highly unusual, I think. As for now... I guess that since the train won't be leaving yet, you should just try to have some fun around here. Diagon Alley is a great place to have fun in, really - take the Leaky Cauldron for example, best butterbeer there in the whole of London..."

He thought for a moment. He felt obliged to help the boy, but on the other hand he really had important things to do in Knockturn Alley... but he couldn't just leave him alone as it seemed.

"Look," he said finally, "I don't mean to be prying or so, but why are you here all on your own?"

Hagrain reached down and grabbed most of his gear in one hand, reaching for the cauldron's handle with his other. He grinned up at Nathan.

"Butterbeer sounds good. I heard some of the older boys talking about it when they were on holiday from school, I've been wanting to try it for ages. 

Shall we? I'll buy!" He added as he began dragging the cauldron along behind him toward the sign above the door marking the entrance to the Leaky Cauldron.

"No one really had time to tell me," He replied in answer to Nathan's question "most times, the older boys show the new kids where to go and what to get, but there was an away trip to Mount Vesuvius to see the shaggy hippogriffs there so no-one was available." 

He shook his head with a wry smile "I think that they forgot about me to tell the truth. I'm the only one going to Hogwarts this year, and by the time they remembered, it was too late to get anyone to show me around or tell me what to do. Hence the hurried arrival by floo powder and my confusion."

He stopped at the entrance to the Leaky Cauldron and looked questioningly at Nathan. "Are you coming for a drink or do you have other things to do?" He asked.

Two's Company, Four More Complex

Shinrei went over to the display counter of Quality Quidditch Supplies that had an assortment of broomcare kits.  In her mind, she ran over the list of equipment she needed: tail clippers, polish, brush and handbook.

Over the summer, she had really made her mind up about joining the Gryffindor House Quidditch team. It would be a shame if she did not put the Rakurai into good use.

She glanced over her shoulder at Jon. "Have you narrowed down your options in the Cleansweep brooms, Jon-kun?"

"Yes." said Jon joining her and then indicating the broom he had pretty much settled on. After all the Cleansweeps unlike the Firebolts were not individually numbered. It wasn't a status symbol broom. 

"How about you - chosen the kit you want? I would like to get it for you if you'd permit. A welcome to Hogwarts gift and a 'thank you' for the summer and all."

"You can't," Shinrei breathed, blushing, her eyes widening, "Jon-kun, you and your family have shown more kindness to me than I could ever repay. I insist on paying for my own little luxuries."

He consulted his watch. "Then we'd better go back and collect Jian so that the two of you - three of you if Luis intends getting his books as well - can get your textbooks. Have you decided on your optional subjects yet?"

She hugged the case of broomcare equipment close to her. "As for my optional subjects, I have chosen

Duelling, Myth and Folklore, Hidden Talents, and Magical Languages. Alchemy, if possible, as I had a rather high mark in Potions. Professor Snape gave me an 86."

Jon did not insist regarding the broomcare kit. Shinrei knew her own mind. 

"I think they were making Magical Languages dependent upon doing Ancient Runes in conjunction, so you'll have to switch one of your existing ones or see about taking an extra class if you can."

Shinrei silently blessed Jon for not being insistent about the broomcare kit. *Arigatou, Jon-kun* 

She gave him a smile before reaching into her robes for the pouch of money that she had prepared for this shopping trip. "I will ask about taking an extra class as you advise, Jon-kun," she said. "I have no concern with having extra load, anyway. Life at Kossawa has been much; much more demanding compared to Hogwarts-dojo. Sometimes I find myself missing the pressure." 

She looked up and gave him an amused shrug. "Do not mind me. I believe I sound a little mad. So...are you getting anything else or do we pay for our purchases now?" 

"Well I am sure that you have the discipline to take six options." He smiled and looked towards the counter, "I guess we should." 

He was enjoying this time and in a few minutes they would be back with Luis and Jian. He decided to bring up a difficult subject while they were alone. 

"Shinrei. I couldn't help but notice that you seem uncomfortable around Luis Verga. I know you were raised in a strict community and I am not sure - well - I guess that you didn't ...emm - go out with boys." 

If Shinrei Hikari was an ordinary teenaged girl, she would have blushed and stuttered and uttered denials. She was, however, the only female to be recognised in the Innermost Circle of the Order of Izanagi and that was not anything ordinary at all. 

Ice shooting through her every nerve ending, she fixed Jon with an unwavering stare and replied: "I do not understand why Luis Verga acts the way he does, Jon-kun, that is why I do not favour being in his presence. He disturbs me greatly." 

"If you meant having romantic relationships, I have never had any. I myself do not understand how and why such ties exist, Jon-kun. Such things are not to be a warrior's concern and thus I live by such beliefs." 

Shinrei gave Jon a weak smile and sighed. "I really am from a very different world, Jon-kun. Sometimes I wonder why Master Kanjou made his decision about sending me to Hogwarts, so suddenly, last term." 

She began to count out some money for her broomcare kit, putting the Sickles neatly on the counter. "Are we going back to Madam Malkin's after we are through here, Jon-kun?" she asked delicately, hoping he would understand why she was switching topics. 

Jon had been quite embarrassed by Shinrei's declaration of not having had any romantic relationships. Really he wasn't the one who could best talk to her about such matters anyway. More the sort of thing girls sorted out between them. 

Therefore, he was happy when she changed the subject. He paid for his Cleansweep. The shopkeeper tied it up in brown paper so as to be less conspicuous carrying it to Kings Cross. 

"Yes, we can go pick up Jian ... and Luis. They should been finished getting their robes by now." 

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

"That is enough," Jian declared at last. He descended the fitting platform and took off what seemed the hundredth robe they had fitted him with. "I will take four uniforms. No more fitting."

One of Luis's eyebrows shot up at Jian's show of impatience. So the monk had a streak of temper. Good. It was all becoming very interesting.

Luis watched amused as the assistants in the shop scurried to wrap four robes into a package for the

stone-faced Chinese boy.

"I'll take three robes," he said to the tailor standing within earshot. "Make sure they're the ones that reach below the knees." Luis himself stepped down from the platform and picked up his bag and shouldered it again.

He reached into his pockets and counted out the money, waiting for their robes to be wrapped. After doing so, he turned to Jian and asked with a grudging, slightly impressed tone: "What was that all about, man? You not into fashion?"

Jian shook his head but remained immobile in his stony position. "No. I do not like being touched."

He looked at a tailor and asked "How much do I pay, sir?"

With the tailor's reply, Jian gave the amount stated and took the package of his four new Hogwarts robes once they were all wrapped.  Without waiting for a prompting from Luis, he went out of the shop, mumbling his farewell to the people he passed on the way out.

He really did not like being touched.

Inside the shop, Luis paid for his own robes, stuffed the wrapped parcel into this duffel bag and left the

shop. He found Jian outside the robe shop.

"You /could/ make one hell of a scene, man," he told the stony-faced Chinese boy. "I wouldn't be surprised if you get sorted into Slytherin even with your temple monk background and all that Oriental jazz about you."

Luis checked his watch and looked down the street. What was taking Shinrei and Sinclair? It didn't take

that long to shop for a broomstick--or shop for anything for that matter.

"Okay, Hupi-san. We will wait for the Couple of the Year to come pick us up here after they're through

with their broom shopping. I can't whisk you off on my own--you're under Gryffindor protection. Besides, you're not dressed to go skulking in the shadows with Slytherins."

His uncle had explained to Jian about the houses of Hogwarts--Hupi Xian himself was a Ravenclaw, largely mirroring his studious nature and razor-sharp intelligence. 

Jian did not know where he exactly belonged. So far he had met students from Slytherin (Luis) and Gryffindor (Shinrei and Jonathan). Gryffindors seemed more...disciplined. He wasn't sure. Luis acted like a very confident renegade, not very observant of strict self-conduct. 

If Jian had his way, he would choose Gryffindor. 

"We shall know if when I get sorted, yes?" he answered. He faced away from Luis and looked down the main street of Diagon Alley, searching... 

//Oh, but I do know where you want to belong, China-man, // Luis replied silently. //It's not like I'm blind or totally stupid. // 

He sneered at no one in particular, his Snape-like smile landing on a pair of girls who looked like Hogwarts first-years or something of the like. The girls hurried past, looking over their shoulders nervously. 

Luis idly reached for his ponytail and tightened the knot, half-thinking about getting a haircut. He finally decided against it. Capoeira masters mostly had long hair, anyway. 

He crossed his arms over his chest and assumed a lazy stance against the outside wall of the robes shop. Like Jian, he would wait for the Couple of the Year to return. He felt like kicking something. 

***********

Shinrei was very glad that Jon did not press on about the topic of "romantic relationships." For a warrior of her stature, this was ridiculous folly. Kanjou-sama had time and again told her that romantic love was for others, not warriors like themselves. The hearts of warriors of belonged to the fight, to their cause and their masters and their clans. There could be no greater love than a warrior's loyalty and Shinrei believed it. 

Thus her heart belonged to Clan Kossawa. 

She knew that someday she would have to be tied to a marriage--it was necessary to produce heirs in the line of succession in the Order of Izanagi. Shinrei was Kanjou's heir and she had passed the initial tests to qualify for an Ordination. In her case, she would cross the line when she got there. However, she had always assumed that someday she would have to marry a Kossawa warrior or somebody from a similar clan for political reasons. It was part of her duties. 

But to do something for romantic love? It had never occurred to her. She brought herself back to the present. 

She looked at Jon Sinclair with her best blank warrior's face. "Shall we go, Jon-kun? There are books and supplies that we have yet to buy, ne?" 

"Yes, of course." said Jon. "Books certainly. I take you already have a cauldron and that sort of equipment for Potions class. Do you have a cloak for winter wear?" 

He lead the way out the shop and back into the street spying that Luis and Jian were waiting for them outside the robe shop. 

"Right." he said to them. "You'll all need books and then any other equipment needed can be collected from the shop across from Flourish and Blotts." 

"I have everything I need, Jon-kun," said Shinrei, "save for my books and potions supplies. The rest of my equipment I have brought from Kossawa." 

Luis looked at Shinrei for a long, lingering moment and at the silent Jian beside him. 

"Hupi and I have completed our transactions at Madam Malkin's," he explained lazily. "Pity you two lovebirds weren't there to witness our new friend show a bit of that Oriental charm." 

His gaze fell on Hupi again and he sneered at the bald boy. "Well, yes, of course. About books and all that boring stuff...Lead the way, Sinclair."











 

"I need potions ingredients and books," Jian said, ignoring Luis's taunting comments. "My uncle gave me other things needed for Hogwarts. Just ingredients and books, like Miss Hikari."

Jonathan also ignored Luis comments. What was the Slytherin's problem anyway. 

"Right. This way." he led the way to Flourish and Blotts. He decided he wasn't going to 'hover' around Shinrei any more - maybe that would dissuade Luis some.

Once inside, he pointed out the section that contained the Fourth Year books. 

Various Scenes continue in Transcript 36

