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Diagon Alley and Leaving for the Train

Transcript continues the activity in Diagon Alley where left off. It officially starts with Message 493 and ends with Message 688 on Diagon Alley and Hogwarts Express Messages 75 to 110. There has been some tidying up of threads for narrative continuity so some later HE messages than Message 110 are included in this transcript.
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Gathering at the Leaky Cauldron 

"Certainly." said Marvo. He led Oriana into the pub, secured them some butterbeers and had sat quietly talking with her while others entered. 

Sarah led Nathaniel and Mahou back through the magical archway and in through the backdoor of the Leaky Cauldron. The pub was dark after the brightness of the morning. The atmosphere in the pub was building as excitement was growing over the impending journey. Small groups of students were gathering, talking about their summers over butterbeers. 

Sarah spotted a good-sized empty table and made for it, plunking her shopping down beside one seat. She waved the others over. 

She was impressed by Nathaniel; he might be new to all this but he appeared to be taking it pretty much in his stride. 

"Right, Nathaniel are you ready for a taste sensation?" said Sarah and she headed to the bar to order three butterbeers. 

Nathaniel nodded, settling his packages at his feet and settling the long indigo over-robe around him. He could change the deep indigo for school black on the train easily, and for now he was gently getting his mind to accept certain subtle differences in his new world. Indigo was not uniform, but black was; a simple concept that applied to robes. Therefore he wanted to stay out of the black robes as long as possible... 

The kitten was stirring, and he took it out of his pocket with long gentle fingers and settled it on his knee, where it crouched and looked around sleepily with its green eyes. 

Mahou sat, leaning her things between her ankles, waiting to try this butterbeer.  She looked over at the sleepy kitten and about died.  "Oh," she breathed, "what a cute kitten.  I was gonna get a kitten, but me Ma an' Da got me th' fox fer me birthday.  It's got th' most wonderful green eyes.  Oh, so cute.."  Mahou clasped her hands to her chest, smiling at the little tiny kitten.  She loved kitties and couldn't help but watch the little thing stand there, all sleepy.

"Go on."  Nathaniel said to the kitten on his knee good-naturedly.  "You've got the audience you wanted."

The kitten looked back over his shoulder at Nathaniel as though the boy it was currently using as a perch was a lower form of life, and tucked its paws  under its body in classic cat 'meatloaf' position.

The kitten looked back at Mahou and purred gently under its breath, half closing its eyes as though it wasn't paying much attention to anything.

Nathaniel sighed and moved the wand in his pocket as it began to jab into his ribs again.

"My mother had cats." he told Mahou.  "And they hated me.  With a constant, unending vengeance.  I didn't want a cat.  I'd rather have had a ferret than a cat.  But this... thing...."  he made a face as the kitten carefully sunk its needle sharp claws into his knee briefly.  "... chose me.  I'd rather have the foxaaaaaaaaaaaah."

He reached down with careful fingers and gently withdrew all of the kitten's claws from his leg.  "Now... no need for jealousy."  he told it firmly.

Sarah returned with their butterbeers and sat down on the other side of Nathaniel with a smile.

*********

"Plus," said Nimue to Raphael as they walked, "our formal education in the magical arts doesn't start until the age of 11."  She hoped this might help him feel a little less behind in his studies.

As they entered the Leaky Cauldron, it was obvious a fair number of students were already there from their year. Marvo was talking with Oriana Nort, the new Slytherin girl. He didn't look as though he had 

sorted out a table for them or butterbeers! 

Sarah Taverner was at a table with Mahou Amberstone, the new Gryffindor girl whom Nimue had met before the summer as well as a new boy. Madison and Hal were with talking with someone else new  

and Peesemould, Winifred and Yvette were at another table with an older witch.    

Walking through the small courtyard and into the Leaky Cauldron, Raphael finally felt more at home. This kind of pub reminded him of the kind of place that he would have been to - darkened, friendly perhaps, but with the lights down. A social place for people who sometimes wanted to be where nobody cared about your species. Like the street itself, or like the wild, but somehow it was the fact that he was in a dark, enclosed building, without the bright sunlight.

He was at a loss to explain this to anybody, though. He decided that he'd spend a few of the odd coins he had left, and let go of both Kathryn and Nimue. Walking up to the bar, he quickly slapped down a few coins and asked for three of what the person next to him was asking for: Butterbeers. Never having tasted it, Raphael decided that he'd better make sure that both the two girls would drink it first... anything could be served in this kind of pub...

Joining the two girls, Kathryn and Nimue, he gave them each one of the beers, and looked around for a table, letting a frown cross his face. He saw one table, a table that both Kathryn and Nimue were standing close to, although if it was intentional he couldn't tell. At the table was a slightly gawky looking teenager, with collar length black hair, and a girl with vivid green eyes and red hair. There was someone else on the table as well, although Raphael couldn't see that one: Nimue was in the way.

Turning both Kathryn and Nimue around, Raphael dropped his huge bag before the table that sat Mahou Amberstone, Nathaniel Greenleigh and Sarah Taverner. He introduced himself as "Raphael Lathander," without bothering to push back his spiky, mad black hair out of his eyes, and failing to hide his slashed black robes. 

"People tell me I can do magic. I think it's a lie, personally," he said offhand, grinning.

Mahou looked at Raphael, blinking her slanted eyes.  "I be Mahou Amberstone," she said, "from Ireland.  It be nice ta meet ye."  She smiled at him.

Nathaniel looked up, swinging his long hair out of his face as some new people arrived; two girls seemingly bowled along by one boy so full of charisma that it was practically dripping on the floor in his wake.

Actually despite what Nathaniel may have been thinking, Nimue wasn't at all 'bowled over' by Raphael. 

If she seemed slightly distracted by him, it was because she remained peripherally aware that he had some sort of invisible companion hanging about. She smiled and winked at Sarah and Sarah returned the wink. 

Nimue knew from the previous school that Sarah had been interested in Piotr, who had visited the school briefly. Nimue found him 'creepy' even though to be fair she hadn't even been introduced to him. 

To find that Sarah was interacting with other boys who seemed - well more 'normal', if such a term could be applied to young wizards - Nimue felt was a good thing and one to be encouraged.

Nathaniel stared at the boy, and lifted one hand to absently rub at his left cheek, without quite knowing why.  The kitten on his knee promptly retracted its claws and started purring again, as though it had met an old friend.

"Uh... um... yeah." he said eloquently, his self confidence paling in the light of Raphael's.  "Nathaniel Greenleigh.  People haven't tried to tell me I can do magic yet, but I imagine they'll be disappointed when they do."

"Disappointed?" asked Raphael of Nathaniel, absently rubbing his left wrist as it ached dully. "Maybe they got our letters messed up. I dunno," he added, "I didn't even see my letter. These two gorgeous girls," he said, nodding to both Nimue and Kathryn, "had to tell me the name of this place we're off to," he informed Nathaniel, taking a gulp of butterbeer.

The gorgeous stuff going down his throat failed to take his attention of two things. The first was the strange expression on the face of the red-haired girl on the table with Nathaniel, who appeared to be squinting over his shoulder. He turned, and saw a group of people. 

Over the bar, in the  shadows, he saw a familiar pair of blue eyes, and ignored his friend, preferring to talk to the group. "So, is there a whole, like, school of magic, or are these two having me on?" he asked Mahou, making her eyes flit back to him. "I wanna see that," he finished.

Mahou stood abruptly, knocking over her chair.  She stared over at the bar, her slanted eyes wide.  She looked over at Raphael and said, "There be a school, donnae concern yerself abou' tha'."

Righting her chair, Mahou sat back down, her lime-green eyes glittering brightly.

Turning back, Raphael looked around to the rest of the girls on the table, and caught sight of the second thing to surprise him. A girl was sitting, looking at him, and sipping a drink. Intense blue eyes, Raphael said to himself. Who was that?

That would be Sarah, whose short blond hair and blue eyes and manner that suggested a very down-to-earth girl. She'd taken off her black denim jacket and her snake tattoo was very visible circling her upper arm. 

"Hi, I'm Sarah Taverner." she then realised that this new boy was with Nimue and Kat Black. She nodded at Nimue and addressed Kat.

"Hey. Kat, this is Nathaniel Greenleigh and he told us in the bookshop that he's been sorted to Ravenclaw." she turned back to Nathaniel, "That's right isn't it? Kat Black is our Fourth Year 

Prefect for Ravenclaw and Nimue is the same for Gryffindor House." 

********

Drake had gotten tired of waiting for Morticia and Niki returning from whatever they were doing in the bathroom and shyly stepped closer to the students sitting in the Leaky Cauldron. After all, he'd be dealing with most of them during the next school year, so better start to get on with them.

He recognised Nimue and Kat and smiled at them, then, as Raphael spoke about not being sure whether he could do magic, he decided to stay a bit - good opportunity for someone starting to teach Muggle Studies, he thought.

"Hi," he therefore forced himself to say, which was even worse than he expected. He was close to running away again, but managed to stay. "D-drake Brixton. I c-couldn't help hearing y-you, Raphael, would y-you mind explaining? P-people tell you you can d-do magic but y-you don't think so?"

Nimue smiled at Drake and said a quiet hello to him. She was pleased by his coming into the conversation as being completely muggle-born he was the perfect student to explain this 'strange new world' to both Nathaniel and Raphael. 

Sarah had smiled with Raphael's question as to whether the two perfects were having him on. "Hardly but we can't actually demonstrate in here. There is a rule against underage wizards and witches performing magic outside of school and certain areas." she pulled a face and looked towards where Marvo was. 

"Someone like Marvo over there probably can show you." she pointed. At this point Drake joined them. Sarah smiled. *or Drake* she thought.

*********

Alpha came panting into the Leaky Cauldron. "Oh good, you're all still here." She sighed. "I saw some books I really had to have, and I lost track of you all." She explained to Sarah. 

She noticed an unfamiliar face (Raphael), smiling broadly she said: "Hello, I'm Alpha Rich, 5th year Slytherin, and you are...?" She offered him her hand.

Suddenly she felt goosebumps all over her body and shivered. Trying to ignore it she turned to Nimue and Kat. "Nice to see you all again, had a nice holiday?"

Nimue smiled and nodded to Alpha. Conversation around them and interest in the new students was quite overwhelming. She'd catch up with her later.

Turning to Drake, Alpha's smile turned a bit shy: "Hi Drake, looking forward to the job?"

Drake blushed slightly at the direct way Alpha talked to him. "Uhm... y-yeah, I guess, at l-least I have something to do..." 

Raphael spun around in confusion as yet another girl introduced herself, this time a large girl who Raphael would have classed as 'dirty blonde'.

Offering her hand, she said: "Hello, I'm Alpha Rich, 5th year Slytherin, and you are...?"

The next table on, a group of middle aged wizards, started cheering. "I am a what...? What's a Slytherin when it's at home...?" he asked, although he wasn't sure if the girl had heard him over the bustle. 'Raphael', he mouthed to her over the sudden din, 'nice to meet you'.

Alpha turned at the people cheering at the table, she grinned and gave a "thumbs up" sign. The she turned back at the new boy, Raphael as she hardly heard, also his confused stutter about what a Slytherin was. 

She gave him a short explanation: "Slytherin is one of the houses in Hogwarts, there are four:  Slytherin, Gryffindor, Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff. Once you're in Hogwarts you will get sorted."

Nimue moved closer to where Mahou was seated. Mahou's sudden movement a few minutes before  suggested that she too had been aware of something non-physical lurking in the shadows. 

"Mahou, it is wonderful to see you again. I love those robes - I take it they were yours from Cerridwyn's."

She bent close to Mahou to admire the crest of the school and as the others were talking, she said quietly so that only Mahou could hear.  "I 'see' it too. Whatever sort of entity it is, it was close to Raphael when we first met him." She touched her fingers to her lips in a traditional gesture suggesting it might be best to remain silent until its nature was more certain.

Mahou looked at Nimue and nodded at the robe comment.  She listened with half an ear, until the whisper.

Leaning closer to the other girl, the half-elf whispered back, "I see it, Nim.. and I donnae like it at all.  We will be silent abou' this until we've had a chance ta talk."  She tugged on her ear.  "An' I got things ta tell ye later.."  She looked back to the group, her face a mask of joviality now.

Nimue had nodded in acknowledgement of Mahou's remark. She was more curious about their being 'overlooked'. Whatever it was might not have any connection with Raphael at all and it being noticed at the same time as Kat and herself met him be a coincidence. 

She didn't want to make a fuss out of nothing even though she was fairly sure that Alpha was also feeling a little spooked by something.  Time enough to see if the phenomena continued - it might merely be some curious spirit local to the Alley that had been drawn to the new boy because of his lack of awareness of magic. 

Drake looked at the others and then focussed on Nimue, giving her a  questioning glance while nodding in the direction of Raphael.

Nimue noted Drake's glance. There wasn't actually anything that Nimue could do in the circumstances except give a little shrug of her shoulders that she hoped expressed to Drake that something was going

on but she was unsure what. 

Alpha noticed the worried looks Drake and Nimue were exchanging and the look they gave Raphael. 

Again she felt a shiver run over her spine....

*******

As Raphael turned back to the table, a stone hit his stomach. Where was Nimue... she was bending over Mahou... talking to her... something quiet... Raphael glanced around in sudden panic. Had they.... were they talking about... did they... could they... he glanced back at the bar, and was immensely relieved

to see that only the barman stood examining the twisted bottles on display.

Trying to keep his mind off it, he noticed that the nervous looking man who had introduced himself as 'D-drake' was looking at Nimue too. Raphael caught his attention and tried desperately to remember what he'd asked.

"Er..." he ad-libbed, "magic, yeah. Dunno. Can't shoot lightning bolts at people," he laughed, "unless someone wants to teach me?" he said, grabbing the new wand from his right hand pocket. Lifting it up, it drooped suddenly and Raphael had to admit to himself that it looked rather pathetic. He grinned at

the table and at the teacher and shrugged.

Remembering what one of the girls had said earlier, Raphael turned to her, and looked at her properly for the first time. Denim jacket of hers visible. A snake tattoo on her upper arm, and cute short hair. And her eyes...  letting his grin get a little wider, Raphael addressed Sarah Taverner. "I guess I'm

gonna need a catch-up tutor once we're up at the castle. Volunteers?" he asked the entire table, trying not to direct the question at anybody in particular.

There was no doubt that Sarah's manner and appearance was somewhat different from most of her female friends, lacking what she often described as 'dreamy, floaty hair' or indeed a witchy manner. Still she was somewhat softer in dress and hairstyle than she'd been in her first year at Hogwarts.

She winked at Raphael when he suggested that he might need a catch-up tutor, "Well, I am sure there will be plenty of volunteers and you can count on my help."

Raphael did his best to pull himself together. Maybe it was the confined atmosphere in the pub, but he could feel his cheeks burning suddenly. With his tankard empty down on the table, he didn't want to spend any more money on butterbeer, however lovely it was: he had admitted to himself that morning that the small bag that his uncle had given him could potentially be the only money he had for a while. 

Perhaps until Christmas or beyond. And he'd spent so much of it already: the damned 'wand' had cost a bomb, as had all the books, and he hadn't even dared to buy all the weird ingredients he needed, 

noticing that there was nothing much left in the money pouch other then bronze coins.

Nimue noted that a few tankards were looking empty and so she crossed over to the bar and ordered drinks for the group. She then returned to take a seat with the others while Tom the landlord brought over a full tray of butterbeers. 

**********

In Diagon Alley Breana gave up trying to ask for help, as the people who ran the store seemed to be busy with millions of other witches and wizards. 

Not wanting to intrude or interrupt any of the conversations going on around her, Breana, as best as she could, find all the books she needed. She didn't need many as Mr. White had supplied her with most of them. He seemed to have an entire store of his own, and had thankfully giving her some so that she didn't have to buy everything.

All she needed now was to find out when this train that was leaving to Hogwarts went. Mr. White had told her something about eleven o'clock that day but he also had been trying to finish a letter to someone so she wasn't so sure how much attention he was paying to her. He had though, managed to disentangle himself from the mess that was surrounding him of books, bottles of potions, scraps of parchment and quills to arrange a flight from the airport from her home town to London. 

From there it had been a terrifying ride by a taxi to the street nearest Diagon Alley. She had been pulling her trunk behind her since, and was quite annoyed when Tyris, having enough of the entire journey, had scampered off and she had lost her in Diagon Alley. 

Breana had given up trying to find the squirrel, and had tried to find all the supplies she needed. Mr. White had given most of her stuff, except for a few books that she needed. 

Opening her trunk and stuffing the books into it, she began slowly dragging it out of the bookstore, and pulled it into a corner where she nearly dropped from exhaustion. She silently wished that she could perform that spell that would levitate the trunk, but Mr. White had warned her about doing spells in places other than school. 

Glancing up, she saw that it was a place looking quite like a pub. Heaving a sigh, she wondered if she wanted to bother to bring the trunk in. She could do with some water and a bag of crisps, but all 

that weight.

In the end, Breana decided that she had had enough and was simply going to wait in there, and inquire from the pub keeper when the Hogwarts Express left. Gathering up all the strength she had left, Breana began pushing the trunk in the direction of the door, and was pleased when a boy that was going out, held it open for her. 

Managing to get the trunk into the pub, Breana winced when the door closed with a bang behind her and hid her head when she noticed a few people staring. This day just wasn't going well for her.

Glancing around, Breana found one table that wasn't inhabited by anyone and was near the door. With one last push, she forced the trunk underneath the table and sat down with a plop. It was only then that she looked around the room, and noticed students that she recognised.

She was too tired to talk at this moment, what she needed was that water and crisps. Pulling at the small bag that held her coins around her waist, she clenched it into her fists as she moved over to the counter. Resting against it, she asked for a glass of water and when she received a slight look, remembered that Mr. White had told her to get butterbeer. It would be better for her to drink.

Changing her order, she asked for butterbeer instead and when it was placed on the counter, began untying the strings around her purse. Looking inside, she found to her despair that none of her money was left. Mr. White had given her a bit, but most of it was inside her trunk, and Breana didn't feel like unlocking the trunk all over again. With a heavy heart, she glanced around, hoping that someone would notice her and help her out a bit....

"Ah, another of our merry band." said Sarah to anyone at the table who might be listening.

She jumped up and went over to the counter, pulling out her own money purse and paying for Breana's butterbeer. 

"Bree, you must come over and sit with us. No arguments! Not only is there another Irish girl come to study with us but two boys who are even more clueless than you were when you joined Hogwarts in the spring!"

Sarah said this in a very good-natured way and proceeded to gently move Breana back in direction of the rather crowded table. 

This time Raphael made sure he greeted the newcomer himself, getting up and going over to them as Sarah began to lead the other girl back to the table. 

"I'm Raphael," he said to the girl, shaking her hand, "and I'm one of these boys that knows nothing, apparently," he said with a laugh, looking at Sarah and grinning. "And while I've had one offer of tutorship," he said to Breana, "she'll have to show me how good she is, at this magic stuff," he said, smiling and raising a challenging eyebrow at Sarah, the girl in question.

Sarah gave a little laugh at Raphael's remark, "Knowing nothing in comparison to our Bree here who not that long ago was feeling very much as though someone was trying to fool her about magic and us all being witches and wizards but she's adapted well." 

"Plus, I am sure there are *lots* of interesting things you do know about. It will be interesting to see what House you get sorted to."

As to Raphael's remark about Sarah proving how good she was at magic, she winked at him. To be fair Sarah's grades were not spectacularly high as some of her housemates but she had a solid grasp of most forms of magic. Sarah's main skill was her ability to adapt as well as her general helpfulness, which was very much a part of her nature. 

Returning to the table, following the two girls, Raphael produced an old pocketwatch from a pocket underneath the robes. Brushing his hair out of his eyes, he peered at it in confusion for a little while. It 

couldn't be seven in the morning still, could it? Was the bloody thing broken? "What time is it?" he asked the table at large.

*********

Kat had been lost in thought for a few minutes, but realised that someone had pointed out Nathaniel. She smiled at him, but realised that she had been a little slow to say hello.

"Hi, Nathaniel. I am indeed the 4th Year Prefect in Ravenclaw. Could I perhaps get you another butterbeer?" She hoped that he hadn't been too upset by her daydreaming.

"Um... yeah.  Nice to meet you." he muttered with what he hoped turned out  as a polite smile.

She turned to the rest of the increasing gathering and asked, "Anyone else want another butterbeer?"

Nimue had just come back over to the table from her trip to the bar. She said to her friend as she took her seat.

"It's OK Kat, I've sorted it. There should be fresh butterbeers for everyone in a minutes or so as well as our first ones since Marvo appears to have got himself engrossed into a conversation with Oriana and forgotten about our drinks completely."

She consulted her watch keeping an eye on the time so that she could remember to pick up her new owl before leaving for the train station. 

"Oi, Kat!" Yvette waved her mug and giggled. "Sure, sounds good. Don't worry, I'll pay for the next round." She winked and handed it over.

Kat grinned at Yvette. "Apparently they are already on the way."

As she spoke a barmaid approached the table with a tray of butterbeers for everyone. Kat smiled at Nimue as she took one.

Disturbances at the Leaky Cauldron

Marvo had  noted that Kat and Nimue had entered with the new boy and that there was quite a group now at their table with a few comings and goings. 

He preferred for the moment to stay slightly in the background.

"I'm surprised I didn't meet you the week or two I was here," Oriana said.  "You must be very good at keeping a low profile. I thought I had met almost everyone."

She laughed. "I wonder where Arcadia is? She said she needed to talk to me. I wonder what's so important...? I don't like being involved with that girl. She's not right. Got something on her mind she has! Something evil..."

Her mind went back to the phial of potion that was in her pocket since last term.

Marvo smiles. " Well, yes, I was rather... busy at the end of last term. I do hope things are quieter this one"

However his face grew darker at the mention of Arcadia. "You should be very careful of her. I've not been able to prove anything yet, but, well... keep away from her."

"That's what everyone keeps telling me. She said I have to be her friend...I don't know why, but that's what she said."

She really wished she could tell Marvo what was happening with the potion, but she was couldn't. She didn't even know what the potion was. And besides, she was scared.

Dreadfully scared.

"Friend?" Why would she ask... how odd" Marvo smiled at Oriana. He could see she was scared.

"Well, if she try's anything, you just let me know. Okay?"

"Yea," she said quietly. "Sure...I'll let you know." Her eyes fell to the floor. She was ashamed of herself for not telling.

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

Nathaniel nodded glumly as vast amounts of people started gravitating to their table, and more attention than he was happy with was suddenly being paid to him.

"The letter said Ravenclaw, to be confirmed by the 'hat'."  he said to Kat Black and shrugged and

suddenly looked down at the kitten on his lap.  The cat was sitting there purring, so why could he feel it scrabbling about on his shoulder....

One hand lifted to gently investigate, and came away holding ... a squirrel, which promptly bit him.

"AAARGH." Nathaniel said, with some feeling, and dropped the creature on the table where it looked up at him and chattered merrily.  "Whose squirrel is that that just bit me?!"

Sarah noted that Breana had brought the chattering Tyris back with her to England and that she had 'introduced' himself to Nathaniel. 

'Mine,' Breana piped up, having followed Sarah after a soft thank you for the butterbeer. Once she reached the rest, she reached over the table and grabbed the squirrel roughly. The squirrel resisted as much as she could, but Breana had quite a good grip on her. 

In the end, the squirrel reluctantly settled on Breana's shoulder and stared angrily at the boy. 'I'm afraid she's not the best social creature in the world...she seems to think everyone is out to get her if she doesn't bite first...sorry about that...are u hurt?'

The number of people round the table suddenly doubled, and Nathaniel's face automatically folded back into its characteristic sullen look.  He wasn't being sullen, not at that particular moment, but he had worn that face in self-defence for so many years that it had become ingrained into his features.

Nathaniel was not comfortable with attention.  Attention to him was all  too closely allied with bullying, cold words, hard words, shouting, and the difficult sensation of knowing that he wasn't wanted, not truly.  He settled back in his seat, very slightly, and one hand dropped to a pocket

automatically.  No...  not here..  that would make things worse.  His hand moved instead to the kitten, petting it gently, absentmindedly, and tried to keep up with the conversation.

To the girl who owned the squirrel he managed a quick smile.  "No, it was more surprise than hurt, don't worry."

***********

In Diagon Alley Nathan Lagrand was standing with Hagrain. 

"Oh, of course I'm coming, I rather like people to buy me drinks," Nathan said with a grin. "But I'm warning you, it's rather crowded in there - I bet half of the school is drinking butterbeer... but don't let them frighten you." He winked, and they entered the pub.

When Hagrain had bought them each a drink, Nathan looked around, smiled at some people and then turned back to the boy.

"So, are you nervous? I think I would be. You know, I went to Beauxbatons first and only transferred to Hogwarts last year, so I don't really know what it's like to be Sorted - never even seen it, I must admit. But my baby  sister Morticia was Sorted properly and all, she said it was exciting but fun."  He sipped at his drink. "I'm sure you'll be okay."

Hagrain smiled a thanks and sipped at the butterbeer, his eyes bulging at the taste. He forced it down however, with barely a wince to show his dislike for the stuff.

***********

Breana at first was slightly insulted at what Sarah had said about her, but then shook her head and dismissed the thought. She just had to stop thinking everyone was out to get her, just because her home life wasn't the best. 

Instead, she gave a chuckle, which surprised even herself, and then said, 'I've learnt a lot during the summer. Mr. White did the tutoring he promised so I think I've caught up. That's the problem. I think I've caught up.'

Breana made a slight face, but then chuckled again, but the good mood didn't last. 

The squirrel made a remark about what she had just said, which made Breana roughly hiss something at it, and then look slightly dismayed, as if Tyris had brought up something she would have rather not think about.

********

"Yes, Drake was there quite a time..." Morticia and Niki left the ladies' room. "But he was as difficult to talk to as always, I don't think there is anyone but Nat who manages to talk about serious things with him. He's very... closed." She smiled. "Can't blame him, can you? But I'm glad he'll be at school. I bet you're happy to get back to Hogwarts, aren't you? Considering... all those... things that happened...?"

"I'm very glad to be back," Niki agreed. "It's the only place I can do...I mean, be with my friends. I saw you and Nathan over the summer, but that was all...and I got lonely in Greece."

They had emerged into the main room of the pub, and Niki elbowed Tish. "Look! Drake is actually talking to someone!"

Morticia stared at Drake standing in front of the crowded tables and grinned. "My oh my, signs and wonders everywhere, Drake is talking..." 

She giggled, but quickly became serious again. "Niki, I'm sorry I didn't write more often than I did. It was so busy what with Ninny preparing for school and Mom pregnant and Papa away all the time because of something top-secret going on in the Ministry. Then there was Nat and Drake doing nonsense and Belle writing to Nat and Mom finding the letter and Papa coming home to be angry," she breathed.  "It was just such a heap of confusing mess that I'm glad to go back to Hogwarts although I'm scared as anything because of things like Dark wizards killing off people," she swallowed, "or enchanting my cat so it can speak..." 

She finally stopped. "Sorry. I get that sometimes. I'll be quiet now."

Niki nodded. "It's okay, Tish, it really is. My grandmother is horrible, but I survived. I've even learned some Greek, which will be useful if I have to stay there next summer--and I really hope that I don't!--but I am *so* happy to be coming back to Hogwarts, and now I'm wondering if I'm *sane*... And

I don't want anything bad to happen either." She sighed. "But I can't imagine a year worse than this one...so..."

She looked around. "Is that Nathan over there?"

"I'm glad to go back to Hogwarts, my family is driving me crazy." Morticia grinned. "And yes, that seems to be Nat... wonder who the other boy is. Looks like a first year, doesn't he?" She frowned. "Think we should see what they're doing? I don't want Nat to get in trouble for spoiling innocent

youths..."

Niki smiled. "I think you and I are thoroughly corrupted...shall we go and prevent any more innocent children from following in our footsteps? He does look like a first year, you're right..."

"Sure, let's go," Morticia replied with a grin, "before that poor boy gets the wrong impression of Slytherins before he even gets to the school."

**********

As Raphael was standing close to them Drake decided to offer him some help. He smiled at Raphael in a friendly way that was highly untypical for him. "M-maybe I can help you," he said then, "I think w-we've got a lot in common s-since my p-parents are normal people a-as well."

He grabbed one of the few remaining chairs and squeezed in to sit down at the table. "A-also I'll be assisting t-to teach M-muggle studies this year, M-muggles b-being people that can't do magic. If I can b-be of any help, l-let me know."

Raphael turned to look at Drake, with a sudden twisting movement. For a second, as Drake's eyes met Raphael's, all the assistant teacher could see was fire. Burning red fire in Raphael's eyes, fury that seemed as real as any sword, as hot as any fireball, and made his deep emerald eyes look blood-red.

"Normal people?" snarled Raphael under his breath, and then without continuing, spun around and went around the table to where Nathaniel and Sarah were sitting, away from Drake.

Fire was pouring through his thoughts, and it was like it had got in front of his eyes; all he could think about were flames. Feeling himself float, the burning of his eyes detaching him from thought and 

reality...

For a second in the chaos of the Leaky Cauldron Raphael seemed to stop, swaying suddenly, his eyes going out of focus. He blinked twice, gulped a little, and then seemed to catch his breath, letting his hand rest on the back of the chairs. Looking up, and away from the party, through the red haze he saw a pair of questioning icy blue eyes, entering the Cauldron again through the door, sliding into a set of shadows. He was okay, he was fine, he told himself, as the haze cleared and he got his balance back.

He sat down suddenly, shook his head a little more, and then grabbed a butterbeer and downed it. Grinning at Nathaniel, who he was sitting next to, he gave both him and Sarah Taverner a flash of deep emerald eyes, and told them both with a grin that he prayed that they had a supply of butterbeer at Hogwarts.

Grinning at Sarah, Raphael asked: "What houses are there at the school? And what's the difference between them? Or is that a state secret?" he asked, the incident with Drake slipping from his mind.

Nathaniel had caught the tail end of Drake's words to Raphael, "If I can b-be of any help, l-let me know."

Nathaniel bit his lip a little and said nothing.  A minute later Raphael came wandering over, an odd expression on his face, and plumped down next to Nathaniel and began to talk to Sarah.  A long explanation of the houses was forthcoming and Nathaniel welcomed the chance to sit further back in his seat, into the shadow a little more.

At Raphael's reaction, Drake threw him an unreadable glance and then stood up. "E-excuse me," he nodded at Nimue and hinted at a smile, "I've s-some things to take c-care of. See you all a-at school..."

He moved away from the huddle and stood alone, feeling uncomfortable. So much for his attempt to be sociable. He should have known better, he just wasn't fit for that kind of thing!

**********

The two girls walked over to Nathan and Hagrain drinking their butterbeer. Hagrain turned to see two older girls  stepping into view.

"Hello," Morticia said, smiling at Hagrain, "I hope my brother isn't bothering you. If he is, just ignore him, it's his hobby to be a nuisance."

"Thank you indeed," Nathan replied, smiling warmly at her and then at Niki. The two girls sat down. 

"Hello, Niki. Uhm - this is Hagrain, he's a first-year and a bit lost, so I decided to show him around a bit. Hagrain, the black-haired beauty with the mouth of a hag there is my little sister Morticia, and the smaller, but even more impressive beauty with the mouth of an angel is Nicola Pheidippides, her friend, though I don't know why..."

Niki turned pink, but smiled. "I suppose Tisha says the same thing about Drake. Hello, Hagrain...I hope you don't mind us butting in." He looked nervous--little wonder, he was being mobbed by upperclassmen--and like he wanted to bolt. Niki was familiar with that.

Hagrain shook hands with both of them, smiling at them a little shyly." Nice to meet you." He mumbled.

"Are you excited about going to school?" Morticia asked friendly, feeling a bit sorry for Hagrain who looked so shy and confused. "Our little sister is starting this year as well, Nat and I are betting into which house she'll be Sorted... I said Gryffindor but he is insisting on Slytherin." She shrugged.

"Anyway, do you know how to get to the train and all?" Morticia asked.

"Nope, he doesn't," her brother interrupted, "I was just thinking whether we couldn't take him to the station in the Ministry car..."

"I'm impressed, Nathan," Morticia replied, frowning slightly, "caring about others, now what will we see next, toads growing wings? Sorry, Hagrain," she smiled at him, "siblings' fight. But Nat's suggestion sounds good, if you'd like that, that is. Niki, how are you getting to the Express?"

"I was going to get a ride with Nimue, but now that I've found you, I'll just flutter my eyelashes and you'll give me a ride...right?" Niki was slightly embarrassed to admit it, but in her rush to get back to England, she had totally forgotten about getting from Diagon Alley to King's Cross.

"Of COURSE you'll come with us!" Morticia exclaimed. "It'll be fun, I love riding in those ministry cars... and they're big enough for you and Hagrain to come with us."

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

"Sure...I could use a drink..." Madison smiled back, happy to see him.  "So have you gotten all your supplies yet?  Looking forward to school?"  She paused and turned to the new girl.  "Oh, what's your 

name? Have you been sorted yet?"  

Hal blushed slightly, still not quite sure what was going on between Maddy and him.  He turned to the bar and ordered  Butterbeers for the girls, and as Amy was lost in her own world he cleared his throat and looked back at Madison.

"You look well...been anywhere nice in the holidays?" He was embarrassed, they hadn't communicated during the break and he wondered what she had been doing with herself.  he had been stuck at home helping in the family shop, the monotony broken only with the occasional visit to the Evans family home under the guise of much needed revision.

Madison blushed.  She had wanted to visit him or something over break, but had gone to her uncle's instead...

"Yeah...Yvette and I went to California to visit my uncle.  We learned to surf and everything....It was good to go back for awhile," she said with a smile.  "We had a great time..."  She had also been wondering what he had been doing over break, but she didn't she should say that... "What about you?  Do anything fun over the summer?"  

Hal took a swig of his drink and coughed slightly.

"Helping Dad...not much...." He looked embarrassed again, Madison had obviously had an exciting time and he....he had been serving crotchety old witches with peculiar ingredients for who knows what kind of recipes.  They generally smelled....very badly and told him how much he'd grown since they saw him last, and wasn't he the spit of his Father.....He never imagined he'd be quite so glad to face the prospect of studying.

"Surfing eh?  Sounds interesting..."

**********

Mahou, deciding that she couldn't take anymore of this packed place, suddenly gathered her purchases and her fox, and stood.  Her hat lay almost askew on her head as she gently shoved past the people near her, uttering a pardon and excuse me here and there.

Raphael's question about the time had reminded Nimue that time was advancing slowly but surely to the stage for their departure to Kings Cross and the Hogwarts Express.

With Mahou leaving, Nimue leant over to Kat. "I think I shall go and collect my owl now and then go and see if the cars have arrived."

She glanced over to where Morticia and Niki stood talking. "I would guess that Monsieur Lagrand will have arranged a Ministry car for the Lagrands. As it's a weekend I've asked Daddy to send an extra

car or two that should allow us to ferry some extra people to the station and Tom, the landlord has also asked for some London cabs. Too bad we can't tie little Hogwarts flags to the their aerials and have a procession." she said with a grin.

**********

Sarah was happy to answer Raphael's question about the Houses.

"Not a secret at all. The Houses were each founded by the Four Founders of Hogwarts, who came together over a thousand years ago to create the school. They each valued different qualities in the young witches and wizards they trained and the Houses reflect that.

Helga Hufflepuff who founded Hufflepuff House whose emblem is the badger, valued those students who were both patience and capable of hard work. Usually the students there are quite gentle and if we are honest a little less than robust. They tend to panic if a ghost says 'boo' to them. 

Then there was Rowena Ravenclaw, who founded Ravenclaw House whose emblem is the Eagle. She valued in her students intelligence, wit and a love of learning. So loads of really smart kids in Ravenclaw." 

She took a pause for a drink, "Then there was Godfric Gryffindor, they say he was a warrior wizard and the symbol of that House is the Lion. He valued those students who were brave at heart, daring, and noble, into chivalry, honour that sort of thing.

Finally, there was Salazar Slytherin and the symbol of Slytherin House is the Serpent. Ole Salazar valued power and those students who likewise were ambitious, resourceful, cunning with a certain disregard for rules. Those willing basically to be achieve greatness by any means. 

The other thing about Slytherin is that he objected to Hogwarts accepting any student who wasn't of 'pure blood' - so a wee bit of a fanatic on that score. He and Gryffindor fell out over it - as you might imagine Gryffindor was more liberally minded. In theory Slytherin now accepts those of mixed backgrounds but there are still those in Slytherin who are prejudiced even if there are very nice 

Slytherins as well."  

She smiled at the two boys, "Of course, that was a thousand years ago and quite a few students will be something of a mixture of those qualities but the Sorting Hat kind of weeds out where you'd do best in 

tune with your essential nature."

Raphael looked at his butterbeer, and thought for a moment, about what she'd said. How did she put it? The sorting hat would sort him according to his true nature? How would the hat sort him? Delve into 

his mind, seeing more of him then he dared let himself see? What was his true nature?

In frustration, and anger at the thoughts that he knew he had no control over, Raphael stood suddenly, knocking a half-full mug of butterbeer over both Nathaniel and Sarah. Instantly he felt his face go into full wince mode. "Gods... I'm so sorry..." he said, his embarrassment obvious in his voice. 

Reflex - and the fact he was sitting so far back in his seat he was almost wearing a hole in the wall behind him - saved Nathaniel from getting more than mildly splashed when the butterbeer went over.

Leaning on the table and grabbing a tissue from a pocket to offer Sarah, who'd received almost the full whack of the butterbeer, Raphael's hand slipped in what was on the table and he fell awkwardly.

His head hit the table full whack, and he slipped onto the ground, a mass of groans.

It had been a shock for Sarah to have a quantity of butterbeer splash into her lap but one of those things that happened in crowded pubs.  She said 'Ooops' and started to get up to excuse herself to get cleaned up when Raphael fell and hit his head on the table and then slipped to the floor groaning.

With a frantic look towards Kat, who was an experienced healer in such matters, Sarah got up and went to kneel by Raphael making sure that he hadn't knocked himself unconscious. Doing what she could in the meantime while Kat extracted herself from her side of the table and made her way round to them. She also kept others from crowding round Raphael out of curiosity.

Nathaniel was on his feet almost instantly, his natural impulse to withdraw from the situation over ruled by the possibility that Raphael might be hurt. The boy with the odd mood swings might not be a friend yet, but he certainly wasn't an enemy.

Scooping the kitten up and thrusting it into Sarah's hands out of the way, Nathaniel moved quickly to roll Raphael carefully into the recovery position.  The fact that he was technically a wizard-in-training

Completely fled his mind, and all thoughts of Muggles and non Muggles....  first aid trained instincts moving in.

"Raphael?"  he asked with concern in his voice.  "Can you tell me where we are?  Can you see alright, any dots in your vision?"

Nathaniel obviously knew what he was about and therefore Sarah took the kitten and waited to see how Raphael was. 

***********

Kat jumped up as soon as she heard the thump. She rushed over to where Sarah was holding people back and smiled gratefully at her as she rushed past to examine Raphael. 

She glanced up to see Nathaniel also coming to Raphael's aid. But did not say anything. She motioned to Sarah to move the tables back from around Raphael. Then she placed one hand on his head and the other on his chest closed her eyes and appeared to mutter something. 

Nathaniel would probably have no idea what she was doing, although the students who knew her well were aware of her healing skill. She had been trained in muggle first aid as well as wizard first aid, and still found the muggle methods far too crude.

The excitement of Raphael's fall and Kat and Nathaniel rushing to assist him had occurred as Nimue had been talking with Kat about arrangements for students getting to Kings Cross. 

She had stood up as Kat needed to get by her and remained standing waiting to see what would happen next.

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

"Raphael?"  Nathaniel asked with concern in his voice.  "Can you tell me where we are?  Can you see alright, any dots in your vision?" As he did so, Kathryn placed her hands on both his head and his chest.

"Dots," came a mutter from Raphael, groaning slightly as he moved, his cheeks turning a deep shade of red that indicated to Kathryn a severe case of embarrassment. His eyes slid open to see the rather concerned faces of both Kathryn and Nathaniel, staring down on him like he'd managed to do a double somersault.

Oh... wait a sec... Raphael couldn't help but ask himself: had he done a double somersault? His mind wandering for just a second, Raphael looked at the ceiling of the Leaky Cauldron, and started counting the cracks. One... two... three... it was a brilliant ceiling, he mused to himself. Totally top notch. Reminded him of the kitchen ceiling in his parent's house. Or was he dreaming? Had he been dreaming about a life that was different? 

Why had he slipped on the kitchen floor, he asked himself angrily? He must have banged his head - the nightmare he'd had, it'd had been too much. Though things had been bad in the nightmare, although in the nightmare, he was important, he was the skilled one - it'd taken so much to change things. But now, it was okay: he was in his kitchen, his mother could come running any second, and it'd be all fine. Raphael decided to himself: he wouldn't curse the candlelight anymore, not after the nightmare: he'd warm his hands around it. Maybe tonight he'd sneak into the kitchen and watch his father and his sister talking.

But... where was the bookshelf in his parent's kitchen? And who was this girl standing over him? Raphael's memories started to fade, slowly slipping from him, dew dripping off and branch before the morning sun. He brushed a tear from his right eye that he couldn't remember shedding, and where he really was - the Leaky Cauldron, about to get on a train to his new life - flooded. Damn. He'd fallen over, hadn't he? He'd done a stunt and hit his head. "Marks out of  ten?" he asked, a slight grin slipping over his face.

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

Suddenly Kat was there, placing her hands on Raphael and muttering.

Nathaniel suddenly remembered exactly where he was and who he was with, and a dark blush of embarrassment crept up into his cheeks as he backed off and gave Kat the room she needed.

"Excuse me, back off, coming through, pardon me."  He muttered, letting his long hair fall into his face as he made his way through the busy pub to the door.  His assorted baggage and shopping were in a heap inside the door of the Leaky Cauldron, same as several other peoples, and he left them there for now.  He just needed... to get away from the people.  He felt as though everyone must be staring at the stupid Muggle wearing wizarding robes for no reason at all, and couldn't bring himself to look back.  He forgot utterly about the kitten.

Outside in the bright sunshine, away from the non-existent staring faces, he leant back against the wall and closed his eyes.  One hand dropped to his pocket automatically again and again he forced himself to take his hand away empty.  Hadn't he made enough of an idiot of himself already and not even at the damned school yet....

Sarah watched Nathaniel leave unsure whether to follow or not. The little kitten wriggled in Sarah's hands impatiently. 

"OK, little kitty." said Sarah stroking it and letting it cling to her. She looked about - there were enough other students making sure that Kat wasn't crowded. 

Holding the kitten close, Sarah slipped outside and into the alley where Nathaniel was leaning against the wall.

"Hey" she said stroking the kitten, which had started to wriggle again on seeing Nathaniel. "You forgot someone. Have you given him or her a name yet?" 

Nathaniel opened his eyes and looked down at the cat, and took him from her hands and held him gently by the scruff of the neck in front of his face.

The kitten stopped struggling and curled himself up into a ball and tried to look demure and innocent.

"You scratch her - ever - and I'll feed you one small piece at a time to Mahou's fox...  do you understand me?" Nathaniel said quietly to him. 

The kitten opened his green eyes fully and gave a little mewl, and Nathaniel swung him up into the crook of his arm, where he promptly sprouted claws and climbed up to his shoulder.

"Oh, I don't worry about things like scratches. Part of a cat's nature and all." Sarah said with a grin reaching up and giving the kitten a bit of a stroke. "Kat's cats - Mulder and Scully are pretty cool. 

They'll be good company for him. Maybe they'll even tell Kat his name for you."

"Uh... he's a .. yeah... he."  Nathaniel turned eyes as green as the cats towards Sarah.  "A name... no, just 'cat'....  he knows his own name, and won't be bothered answering to any I give him, if I'm any judge of cats."

The kitten just looked smug, perched on his shoulder.

Nathaniel shrugged a one shouldered shrug so as not to disturb the kitten too much - and thusly avoiding the needle-sharp claws that the kitten seemed to like digging in him so much.

"Cats nature be damned....  if it lays a claw on you without good reason, there'll be hell to pay.  I'm sure he'll get round to letting me know his name when he's ready." he murmured, still half not believing what was happening to him.

Sarah tactfully didn't mention the incident in the pub, which had led him outside but focused instead on the prospect of leaving. 

An awkward silence for a moment or so, and Nathaniel patted his pockets absently and came up with a pocketwatch.  The movement was so instinctive it was clear that he didn't normally wear a wristwatch, that and the fact that the light tan on his hands and arms didn't show any distinctive pale swathe where a wristwatch had been.

"What time does the train leave?" he asked, desperate that Sarah not mention his appalling show of Muggleness in the Leaky Cauldron. "London traffic gets rough about lunchtime..."

"The train leaves at eleven sharp and I overheard Nimue - that's the girl with the long dark hair that came in with Raphael and Kat - say something about cars and taxis being arranged to take us. 

So I dare say that we'll all get bundled into one or the other. The station is very close anyway and the drivers probably know a few short cuts no matter how bad the traffic."

This was very true. Even if some of the vehicles were not official Ministry of Magic cars, London cabbies had the 'knowledge' - that is, they knew a thousand little side streets, that could effectively take you from A to Z avoiding any snarls in record time. 

Nathaniel nodded.  "Fair enough.... um... yeah... . you know... thanks for your help.  Not everybody .. you know..." another one shouldered shrug "... has so much time to spend on new and ignorant people.  Thanks."

"That's OK Nathaniel." Sarah said feeling slightly embarrassed, "Kat and the other Ravenclaws were really nice to me when I was plonked on them mid-term last autumn. We have a really friendly House and I do hope that you'll be confirmed there by the Hat."

Amazingly for the first time in almost a year, Sarah wasn't pining for Slytherin House.

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

Andy exited Flourish and Blott's and entered the Leaky Cauldron. He saw Marvo sitting with one of the many new girls and Kat hunched over one of the many new boys. Andy had at lot of catching up to do.

Looking concerned, Andy walked over to where Kat was and asked, "Hi Kat. Is everything alright? What happened?"

He smiled at the boy who was lying on the ground.

Pushing himself up, Raphael looked around at the crowds that were looking at him. "It's okay," he said, "I might be a fallen god but," he said, and then spying just who was looking after him after Kathryn, he leapt up, "gods recover quick," he said. 

And then proceeded to sway and almost topple again, with black spots hitting his eyes, grasping Sarah Taverner on the shoulder to stay upright. "Urgh," he mumbled, before peeling one of his eyes open. "Fine, really," he said, with the severe headache the least of his concerns.

Nimue was pleased to see that Raphael was OK. A knock on the head like that could be quite serious but she had confidence in Kat's abilities as a healer. She also had noticed Nathaniel leaving - she'd half thought about following him herself but she hadn't really spoken to him before this and he might consider it a bit odd if she had. 

Sarah however had gone after Nathaniel taking his kitten with her. Nimue had stepped into Sarah's vacated place near to Kat. 

She was a bit surprised when Raphael got up so fast. Less surprised when despite his flippant words about fallen gods recovering quickly he almost fell over again and had to grab hold of her shoulder to steady himself.

She thought that he wasn't quite aware whose shoulder he was grabbing but then a head injury can easily disorient someone like that. 

"You're probably going to have a sore head for a few hours." she said kindly smiling at Raphael. "Sit down for a minute or two. I think it will be best if you come in one of the cars with Kathryn or myself when we leave for the station."

***********

Kat had felt a slight confusion in his head for a minute, caused by the hit he had taken. Other than that there appeared to be no lasting damage. 

When Raphael jumped up she knew that he would make himself dizzy. She pulled up a chair and gently pushed him into it. "Will you just sit still for a few minutes." She almost sounded a little cross at him for trying to rush off.

"You have knocked your head and may feel a little dizzy, so just sit there and don't get up until I tell you that you can." 

She noticed that Nathaniel had disappeared. For a minute she had thought that the new boy might be able to help her and was a little surprised to find he had gone. She made a mental note to talk to him later.

"Now would you like me to get rid of that headache for you? Or do you enjoy the suffering?" she asked Raphael. 

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

Marvo had continued to speak with Oriana taking the conversation away from the subject of Arcadia for a while. 

Just then he heard a commotion at the other table.

"What is going on there?"

He watched Kat helping a boy he did not recognise, but decided to stay where he was, He know if Kat wanted him there she would let him know. He'd already been told off enough times for 'butting in' on her Prefect duties.

But he did kind of hope she would ask him over and introduce him to the new people.

Assorted Unhappiness 

Shinrei nodded at Jon's instructions and stepped forward towards the shelves of Flourish and Blotts. A smiling assistant asked if she was from Hogwarts, to which she nodded.  She handed the assistant her

booklist and began to follow him around as he took books off shelves and handed them to her.

She only half-consciously verified the book titles as the volumes were handed to her. She was thinking about Kossawa--and the Order of Izanagi.

She had not heard from them for months now. Kanjou-sama had been unheard from as well. What was

happening? Would her Ordination still continue? Had they forgotten she existed?

Shinrei did not know why such questions suddenly sprang to mind, now of all times.

After she had gathered all her books, she thanked the assistant and brought them over to the counter. She looked around as she did-the place was a lot smaller compared to the archive cellar of Clan Kossawa, though the books of Flourish and Blotts looked a lot more modern and, of course, Westernised.

She still preferred the scrolls, the katakana and hiragana and the bold mysterious strokes of the quills

of the Kossawa scribes.

Shinrei took her wrapped package of books and went over to Jon. She tapped him on the shoulder and said: "Jon-kun, I got books for all the six options I am considering. Are there any other good books for

background reading on Fourth Year subjects? I believe I still have a little extra money left."

Jon had been lost in his own thoughts while Shinrei and the others were getting their books. 

When Shinrei returned, he smiled. "I'd save your money Shinrei. The library at Hogwarts has all the books you would find here for background material and there is also a good bookshop in Hogsmeade."

He paused, "Look I'm getting rather tired of Luis' remarks about us. I don't know what his problem is aside from being a Slytherin. I think they are embarrassing for Jian as well. I hope you don't mind but I 

think it would be better if you travelled to Hogwarts with your other 4th Year classmates - for Jian as well."  

"I'll take your word for it, Jon-kun," Shinrei agreed. "I have to consider the holidays and the rest of the

term and make sure my money will last well throughout."

She shifted her grip on her assortment of packages, considering Jon's words about Luis Verga. "I could not really understand why he acts the way he does, this Luis Verga." A memory floated to the top of her mind and she could not help voicing it. "However, he apologised to me on the day he arrived at Hogwarts. He said I was the last person he wanted to hate him. What could he possibly mean by saying so, Jon-kun?"

"Perhaps he is not as ill-mannered as he appears," she contemplated in a soft voice. "But of course I shall do well to travel with my fellow Fourth Years. And Hupi-san, of course."

Every single word.

Luis Verga heard every word of the conversation between Shinrei and Jon--the conversation about /him/. He was not Ninjutsu trained like Shinrei, but Capoeira fighters had light, soundless feet. He was

standing behind the shelf, hidden by tomes, directly next to them when they spoke about him.

This was exactly what he deserved.  It was really very amusing. Painfully amusing.

Nobody could really ever understand why he acted the way he did, except maybe Dumbledore--who knew the whole story from the very beginning to the deadly chase. Because it was the only way to keep himself and his sanity safe. The ice was the only thing that kept  him thinking straight.

It was a damned cruel world and he was prepared to return it in kind.

Luis walked off, stopping several aisles away when spotted Jian.  "Tell them I'll be going ahead to the

train," he told the bald boy without preamble. "See ya."

He gave Jian a nod, shoved the paid parcel of books into his duffel and made his way out of the shop. He walked on until he made it to the middle of the Diagon Alley street, under the warmth of the sun.

*********

Jon was somewhat embarrassed about Shinrei's question after his last attempt to explain. He knew full well that Luis was drawn to Shinrei. His caustic comments about their being the 'couple of the year' was born of jealousy. Jon's staid nature battled for a few seconds with his regard for Shinrei and a desire to be honest with her.

"Look." he said, "I have to admit to you that I am completely at sea with this sort of thing. So I am probably going to make a terrible hash of it."

He took a deep breath, "Luis thinks that you and I are well... are romantically involved and that is upsetting him. I don't want to push you away Shinrei - not at all - but well people will assume - probably have already assumed that our friendship is well...more than ... friends. I am deeply fond of you I won't deny it but I don't believe that you feel that way about me, do you?"

He hoped he didn't have to spell out what he meant by 'that way' to her. He knew he wasn't the sort of boy that set girls' hearts a flutter. The more time he spent with Shinrei, the more it was obvious that he was likely to get his heart broken not by her being cruel or rejecting but by the inevitability that she couldn't return anything but friendship. 

This is why he felt it best to let her go now and immerse himself in his studies and own friendships. 

Shinrei stared at him. "You are doing so all because of what Luis Verga is thinking about *us*?" she said carefully. "I thought it beyond you to mind what a strange Slytherin boy is thinking, Jon-kun."

A short laugh escaped her throat, mirthless and a little bit hurt. "Gods, Jon-kun. You are the first real friend I ever had outside of Clan Kossawa. Kami-sama..." Shinrei's voice trailed off as she shook

her head in disbelief, still very bewildered.

"I shall have you know that I am also deeply fond of you, Jon-kun. Nothing can change that."

Jon felt just terrible about the way things had gone in the last few minutes. He blushed deeply.

He just was not equipped to deal with this kind of situation. 

"Of course we are friends, Shinrei. Nothing can change that. I have a deep regard and respect for you. Yet no matter how many times I say to Luis Verga that he is just fantasising about this - that we are not a couple - there still is a little part of me that starts to wish that we were."

He smiled at her, "Look, this doesn't mean I am going to do something foolish and I don't want to push you away. I just think I need to focus on my duties a little more. I don't want you to feel isolated here but I don't want to hold you so close that you perhaps begin to mistake your feelings of friendship for me for love. I know that for girls of your age sometimes such things happen and that would be taking advantage and I'd never do that."

That he also felt extremely vulnerable, didn't need to be said. It was obvious in his stance, his voice and his eyes.

Cold, cold ice consumed Shinrei. She felt a dead, leaden weight descend on her as she looked, unblinking and expressionless, at Jon.  She was every inch the heir of Kanjou Hashimoto. Every inch the perfect unfeeling samurai.

"I thank you for your candour, Jon-kun," she replied, her words very clearly uttered, as if she was saying them in a speech before a large audience. "You are, as always, most kind."  She bowed, very deeply. "Domo arigatou gozaimasu."

She smiled at him then, a grateful smile that lit up her entire face but somehow did not reach her eyes. "I shall go find Hupi-san and tell him about our itinerary. Will you wait for us here, or...?"

She let the question trail off, waiting for any other suggestions from him.

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

Branwen had selected far too many books and had duly paid for them.  

Whilst she was waiting for them to be parcelled up, she let her gaze wander around the rest of the shop.  She had been so busy finding fascinating books that she didn't strictly need, that she hadn't noticed any of the other students.  She spotted the prefect, Jon, and Shinrei...he must be, what?  Sixth year now?  

Branwen thanked the assistant and shifting the heavy parcel to a comfortable position she made her way over, grinning from ear to ear.

*I have insulted Shinrei by expressing my feelings* thought Jon. He just wanted to flee and a few moments later when Branwen came up he felt momentarily saved. Just for a moment, then it was from firepan into the fire.

"So, if it isn't our new sixth former!" Branwen teased, smiling warmly.  She had a bit of a soft spot for Jon and thought a little gentle teasing would loosen him up a bit.  She nodded at Shinrei in greeting 

but turned back to the boy, "So, been busy during the holidays?  I have to admit completely absorbing myself in muggle culture." She pointed to her colourful T-shirt for some band that the pair was unlikely to have heard of, and shrugged, "I always find it so hard to get back into the whole magic thing....the robes...." She pulled a face, eyes still gleaming with mischief, "But I'm sure I can put comfort aside for a while."

She had blossomed during the holidays, not so much growing upwards but rather outwards, and her confidence, much increased, shone from her.

Jon coloured slightly at Branwen's approach. She was undoubtedly a very attractive girl brimming with confidence. Girls these days never seemed to embody that demure quality that could make a boy feel as 

though he might be their protector. They were all fighters or whiz kids or so sure of themselves as to reduce a wizard of his age to jelly. 

"Muggle culture really?" he said looking as instructed at her T-shirt and then finding that he might have looked a little too long and then blushed and stammered a little.

"Robes, agreed not very comfortable though I have to say they are a lot less distracting than..ummm I mean." 

Inwardly was dying with embarrassment - falling straight into the kind of trap such girls liked to set. A victim of his hormones, making a complete idiot of himself in front of Shinrei was well. He wanted to 

enter a monastery immediately.  Either that or find Ravenclaw Prefect Isaac Dunes and demand he share his magic formula that allowed him to resist the charms of the opposite sex. 

"I'd better go look for Jian." he said, "Branwen if you're headed for the Leaky Cauldron could you take Shinrei there to collect her things? I'll follow shortly."

Shinrei was very thankful for Branwen's rather timely arrival. It seemed to cut through the tension that was slowly beginning to mount between herself and Jon. The girl seemed like a most welcome distraction--for Jon.

She smiled inwardly.

"No, you need not bother" she said in reply to Jon's suggestion, "I shall go look for Hupi-san myself. I

was planning on asking him about matters on martial arts training."

Shinrei smiled and bowed to Branwen. "We have but met briefly, Branwen-san, on the very day I arrived at Hogwarts. It is good to see you again. I hope your summer was most wonderful. I shall see you both later. Branwen-san, Jon-kun." She rendered a bow as she said each name.

Quickly, she picked up her packages and stepped away from them to search the other bookshop aisles for Jian.

Jon looked in Shinrei's direction as she left to find Jian. He then seemed to gather himself together and turned back to Branwen.

"I really want to leave right now but I expect I will stay and wait for her to return and never mention this again."  

He wasn't quite sure why he said this to Branwen or whether she had even picked up on Shinrei's icy demeanour that had cut him to the quick. 

He felt as though he was as dull as the Cleansweep he still held in his hand. Maybe Quidditch wasn't such a good idea if that meant spending more time in Shinrei's company.

Branwen rolled her eyes after Shinrei and turned her warm smile back to Jon.

"Tell you what, I don't approve of wallowing, unless it's  over me of course, " She winked, "Why don't you escort a maiden over to the Leaky Cauldron and maybe we can catch up with the holiday gossip."

She smiled sympathetically, "She really isn't your type, you know.  You need a sweet natured young lady...bit of refinement.." She winked again and indicated that they should leave and find Butterbeer.

Jon smiled at Branwen. "Thank you for the offer but Shinrei and Jian don't know their way around and they need to go to the apothecary shop before leaving. I'd be failing in my duties as a Prefect if I didn't stay with them."

His nature was such that duty was something he could hide behind if necessary. 

He blushed slightly at her words about Shinrei. "You don't think Shinrei is refined? I find her so. She is very caring, she just doesn't have romantic feelings for the likes of me that's all. She deserves a prince or someone similar not a clod who hasn't the first clue about courting a girl of her station. I have insulted her with my attentions. I must not embarrass her further. I'll be OK."  

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

Alone once more, Luis stood uncertainly at the middle of Diagon Alley.  He still had to pick up potions

equipment and ingredients and he would be done then.

He quickly went on to finish his shopping, ducking into shadows and alleyways when he saw young people who looked suspiciously like Hogwarts students.

He bought brass scales, a cauldron, new gloves, phials and flasks. He completed his required potions

ingredients and gratefully exited the apothecary, glad that he hadn't run into a Hogwarts student. Because when he thought about it, he was a freak case in the school: a seventeen-year-old Fourth Year.

Luis once more stood in the middle of the street and wondered where he would go to next. Most likely the train station...

**********

Finally bursting outside, Mahou took a deep breath, bending over with her hands on her knees.  Looking over, she noticed a boy a ways away from her, standing on his own.  She stood up straight and walked over, holding her bags in her arms.

"Excuse me," she interjected, "I'm Mahou.. Mahou Amberstone.  I'm new to Hogwarts.."  She stopped, not really knowing what else to say, knowing her accent blared like a bike rider in florescent yellow.  "I donnae ken ye, sir, an ken tha' ye donnae ken me.. I was jus' wonderin' if ye knew where I could 

get th' potions ingredients an' th' cauldron?  I ha'e a cauldron o' me own.. but it be iron an' abou' 3 feet tall.."  She smiled awkwardly.

Luis smiled down at the Irish girl and extended a friendly hand.

"Hello. Buenos dias. The name is Luis Verga, also from Hogwarts. Pleased to meet you, Miss Amberstone. It would be my distinct privilege to show you where to get your potions needs."

Mahou shyly took Luis's hand, shaking it lightly, her grip not very strong. "Nice ta meet ye, too, mister Luis Verga," she said, hoping her accent didn't sound too terrible.  She was always afraid no one would be her friend were she to show her accent.  She smiled at him, her strange, vivid, lime-green eyes glittering.  "Thank ye fer offerin' ta show me where I can get th' potions ingredients.  'Twould be most helpful."

As she started to walk, Blackfoot fell into step beside her.  "Are ye nae new ta Hogwarts, then?  I used ta go ta Cerrydwin's School fer Gifted Girls. We learned how ta design rituals an' make wands," she explained.  "Me teacher said I could craft wands professionally when I got outta school." She shifted her many parcels, most of them containing books.

"It would be nice if you call me Luis," he said with a grin, shifting his duffel on his shoulders and eyeing her heavy packages with an amused expression.

"As for your question, no, I'm not new to Hogwarts. Age-wise, I'm supposed to be in the seventh year now but I quit after my third year. The Headmaster was very kind in allowing me to return and resume my magical education, starting from the fourth year."

Mahou walked alongside Luis, enjoying the sunshine, when he spoke. Looking up at him, she smiled, nodding.  "Luis ye shall be, then," she told him, shifting her bags again.  She had one with robes, four with books, and one that held the kit to care for her wand.  She paid a bundle for that one.

"Seventh year?" Mahou asked, sounding more shocked than she meant to. "Tha' would make ye.. seventeen er so, right?  Wow.. tha' be nae much aulder than me.."  She quirked her mouth.  "Tha' was nice o' th' Headmaster ta let ye come back, Luis.  Master Dumbledore let me come inta Fourth year, too, after being at Cerrydwin's.  Me Ma was in Gryffindor, an' tha's where th' Hat put me."  

"You look like you could use some help with those, Mahou," Luis added, gesturing to her packages. "Would you mind if I carry some of those parcels for you?" He noticed a red furball circling his feet. "This your familiar?"

She grunted and shifted her bags again. maybe she shouldn't have bought all those books.  One spine poked out of the opening, boasting the alchemy class's title.

"Oh," Mahou cried, reacting to Luis's suggestion about taking her bags, "I guess tha' would be alright, Luis.. thank ye."  She handed him a few of the bags, keeping a couple for herself.  "Blackfoot be me familiar, aye.. Ma gave 'er ta me on me birthday.  I was wantin' an owl.. but Blackfoot be more 

than I can e'er ask fer."  She smiled at the little fox who gave a little jump.

Suddenly, a sharp wind came up and tugged at the girl's hat, which was tight around her ears.  With her arms full, the half-elf couldn't pull on it in time.. and the wind jerked it right off her head.  Horror-struck, Mahou streaked after the hat, forgetting the bags she dropped, trying in vain to catch the hat before her ears could be seen.  She couldn't let anyone know.. not now.. not when she was finally getting friends...

"Oh, please, hat.. come back.." Mahou whimpered, racing after the hat. She knew elves had semi-superior speed.. but she couldn't use it.. not here.. She ran with her hands over her ears, tears threatening to fall from her strange, slanted eyes.

Luis caught sight of Mahou's unusually pointed ears ("Elf," he thought dimly) before his reflexes snapped into rapid reaction to the moment at hand.

He dashed after Mahou and caught up with her easily. He threw the packages in his arms up into the air and used the split-second's time to withdraw his wand from within his leather jacket.

"Verso!" he said calmly. The packages remained suspended in mid-air. The hat was flying away, faster with every passing second...

"Accio Mahou Amberstone's hat!" he said, pointing his wand at the flying hat. In obedience, the hat whizzed back towards his waiting hand.

Just as quickly, Luis drew a circle above his head and muttered his favourite spell, an illusion/ concealment charm that would render the occupants of a certain circle of space invisible to others' eyes. "Vacefio."

He took a few more seconds to catch his breath and shove the wand back into his jacket. "That was close, no?" he asked, grinning with exhilaration, dangling the hat in his hand and offering it back to the Irish girl.

He was sure the whole episode took less than thirty seconds to complete. Z.D. would have been proud, he thought ironically.

Mahou stood there, mortified with herself.  She hadn't thought to use magic at all.. she was an ELF for goodness' sake.. she had some innate powers that she didn't know of.. but the LEAST she could have done was remember to use magic.

"Thank you.. Luis.." Mahou whispered, too ashamed and afraid to do much else.  She clenched her hands, left over right, unusually-glittery tears slipping from her lime-green eyes.  "I didn't even think to..." she stopped.   Tilting her head down, Mahou stared at her hands.

"Please donnae tell anyone, Luis," she pleaded, not looking up at him. "I. I want friends.. an' no one would be my friend if they kenned wha' I am." She sniffled, clenching her hands tighter.  She lifted her face and looked up at Luis, not reaching for the hat.  "Ye donnae ken wha' it be like ta be me.. everyone ridiculing ye fer bein' half elf, half-human.  I donnae belong anywhere.. no' in yer magical world.. no' in Da's elfin world."  She turned her body to face Luis, Blackfoot rubbing against her leg.  "Please tell me ye will keep this a secret fer me.. please.."

Staring up at him, Mahou realised how weak she must seem.  But right now.. she didn't care.  Luis knew she was an elf and she didn't want anyone to know.  She really didn't.

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

Jian saw Shinrei approach him at the corner of his eye--he was in an aisle a good distance away and had been busily browsing through a book entitled "The Home Life and Social Habits of Oriental Muggles." He knew he was supposed to go look for Jonathan and Shinrei right after Luis told him he was leaving the shop ahead, but he had gotten side-tracked by the many fascinating books held by the shelves of Flourish and Blotts.

Reddening, he shoved the book back into the shelf and picked up his wrapped Hogwarts set books. "Luis Verga said he goes ahead," he said to her, not meeting her eyes. "He left the shop, Miss."

He looked more closely at her face and saw that it was blank and very stiff, yet her eyes held a glazed look that was intended to ward off pain. Only a true warrior could pull off a face like the one worn by

Shinrei Hikari--a determined countenance that would not even flinch even if struck by the Cruciatus Curse. He felt slightly envious, yet this was overshadowed by a burst of admiration and even greater concern.

What happened? he was tempted to ask her. Who hurt you?

"Do we go now?" he asked. Then it slipped off his tongue, as his hand instinctively slid into the left

sleeve of his robes and closed around the fabric contraption that held his Needles--"Are you well,

Miss?"

Few knew that Hupi Jian was also well trained in pressure points--and was extremely skilled as to where to use Needles. The trained part of him suddenly realised the female needed...help.

"I am well, Hupi-san," Shinrei replied, her face frozen in the expressionless mask. "And, yes, we are leaving."

She took in the sight of his hand half-concealed in the sleeve and the rather curious-yet-concerned look on his face. She had a very strong suspicion that someone of his background had Needles and the like at hand for use in first-aid situations.  She found this strangely caring and yet did not press the issue.

"If you have bought all our Hogwarts books, then we shall be heading to the apothecary next and then to the train. I believe we leave for school in about an hour."

Jian saw the look in her eyes.

She knows, he thought. She knows about the Needles. Or my healing abilities for that matter.

The idea did not surprise him much at all.

Jian nodded.  "Yes, I have bought all my Hogwarts books, Miss. I am also ready to leave."

Shinrei nodded in response and turned and led the way back towards Branwen and Jon.

"Hupi-san and I still need ingredients for potions," she said to Jon, "and I believe I have spotted where the apothecary is.  Would it be all right if Hupi-san and I were to buy what we need from there now? We could meet at the Leaky Cauldron in a little while, Jon-kun."

"Luis Verga also said he goes ahead to the train, Jonathan," Jian added. "I have no objection in going with Miss Hikari to the apothecary."

It would be better if he was close by if ever anything happened to her.  Shinrei Hikari indeed looked like she was not well, even if she denied being so.  What was wrong with her? he wondered. It seemed as though she could freeze all her insides with just a mere thought of it.

His gaze was caught by a female standing beside Jonathan. This one was Caucasian, dressed in the clothes he saw on young Muggle females whenever he and the brothers went to the cities.  He swallowed hard and immediately looked away.

Jon saw Shinrei and Jian approaching and composed himself.

He was silently grateful at her offer to undertake the trip to the Apothecary without him. He was also relieved to hear that Luis had left for the train. He had no doubt the Slytherin boy would pick up on the distance between himself and Shinrei immediately.

"Yes of course, Shinrei, Jian. I will see you in a few minutes then." His natural reserve had kicked in. 

He then turned towards Branwen. "Miss Evans. May I escort you then to the Leaky Cauldron?"

Shinrei smiled and nodded at Jon and Branwen. "We shall see you both later, then."

She turned to address the boy beside her, who seemed to be trying hard not to get flustered at the sight of Branwen. It was very amusing.  "Hupi-san?"

"Yes, Miss Hikari. Let us go." Jian secured his packages and prepared to follow Shinrei's lead.

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

Shinrei bowed to both Jon and Branwen and also secured her own parcels. She glanced and nodded at Jian, indicating she was ready to leave.

She walked out of Flourish and Blotts and back into the street. The life and movement there was very much welcome compared to the dim stillness of the bookshop.

She addressed Jian as she began to stride towards the apothecary. "Hupi-san. If you do not mind my asking...do you specialise in any martial art? Of course, I have heard about your Order and those similar to it but I really am very curious. My master was once a Sohei himself. Kyoto Sohei."

"Shaolin," Jian answered, "we are Shaolin. We are less martial than Sohei.  Our kind are mostly healers and workers. We fight when we really must, yes?"

Jian looked over his school list once more. "I have need of potions ingredients and equipment, Miss. I have no plan to miss the train too."

He knew she would somehow find it obvious he was trying to switch topics. He did not care. Jian found discussion of his background very disconcerting--he just did not have much to say about it, or much to say about anything else for that matter.

Preparing to Leave Diagon Alley

With Raphael 'under orders' from Kat Black to remain seated, Nimue decided to undertake her mission to collect her new owl. 

Passing Nathaniel and Sarah talking in the alley, she paused briefly to address them. Nathaniel realised that would make her Nimue, going by Sarah's description.

"It looks like Raphael is a touch confused and has a headache but nothing too serious. You did well Nathaniel. Very quick reflexes."

Nathaniel managed not to blush, but shook his long hair a little further into his face and slouched a little more as if trying to evade the praise.

She didn't linger on the issue.

"I'm just off to collect my new owl and perhaps see if Mahou wants a lift to the station if she's still about. If you two want to travel with us, there will be some Ministry cars out front in a few minutes.

The landlord said this morning there would be some taxis arranged for about now as well if you want to grab one and go on ahead."  

With that and a smile, she continued on her way. 

Sarah thanked her and then turned back to Nathaniel, her eyes bright. "I am really excited about the Hogwarts Express! It's a steam train you know. This will be my first ride on it! So what do you and your kitty want to do?"

Nathaniel looked to Sarah. "Which would you prefer?" he asked courteously.  Then he grinned a mischievous grin that looked almost out of place on his face.  "Unless you'd rather ditch me in favour of your friends, of course."

"Ditch you?" she said with a smile, "No way."

The kitten dabbed at Nathaniel's ear with a paw, but Nathaniel wasn't sure if the cat was trying to tell him something or just being continuingly obnoxious, so he ignored it and got hissed at for his pains.

Sarah missed the little interchange between young cat and young man by simple dint of looking back towards the pub.  "You and Raphael seemed to get on pretty well. Both being new and all. Would you like to travel with him? Those Ministry cars will be really posh.

Else, we can see if anyone else is ready to go and share a taxi? We can get stuff for the journey as well at the station. I know there is a trolley that comes around but it'll be hours and hours until we get a decent meal inside us and provisions are useful."

Actually Sarah would have been happy for the two of them to travel alone but she didn't want to presume on his friendship. 

"Raphael?"  Nathaniel looked at her, surprised at her comment.  "Uh... we only .. yeah... just met.  I'd do the same for my worst enemy if he - or she -  slipped and fell, just... .the way I am, I guess.  No big deal. Food.... no, please!"  A briefly dramatic face.  ".. don't talk to me about railway provisions.  I've travelled British Rail far too many times for comfort.  Subway closed up on Tottenham Court Road else I'd suggest I nip up there and pick up some footlongs; but they're bound to have a Pret a Manger or one of those ever-present sandwich-croissant booths at Kings Cross.  So ... yeah... that sounds like a good idea."

He straightened up and then laughed a merry laugh.  "If you're looking for a third to share a taxi, it'd better be a small third.  I was bequeathed an antique trunk from the family storage unit, and once we've added my backpack and the TONS of shopping I had to do here today, plus your luggage, we're going to be pushing the limit on space in a black cab."

"Sounds great" said Sarah. "My stuff is inside and we'll need to go out the front anyway. If anyone else is inclined and want to come with us, they'll let us know when they see we're making a move. 

If there is too much luggage for one cab then we can find a fourth person and take two. It'll be cool to get to the train!"

She had a mischievous look on her face. "Ready for the big adventure?"

She headed back inside. 

***********

"Now would you like me to get rid of that headache for you? Or do you enjoy the suffering?" Kat had  asked Raphael.

Raphael, having sat down at the table after Nimue had somehow made a face that had reminded him, in a weird way, of his earliest nightmares about teachers and schools, shook his head slowly. "I'm fine," he murmured softly, his face turning another shade of red. Desperately wishing that everyone would forget about the incident, he was fine about lying to Kathryn, although he was sure she knew the truth: his head hurt, a lot, like someone had rammed steel needles into both ears and started tapping out the

Macarena in the centre.

The table was empty of certain occupants, Raphael noticed. Suddenly his day just got a little worse. Now, the only person around he knew was Kathryn. And was she looking at him and planning how to pin him down and force healing on him? He looked at the expression on her face, and raised an eyebrow, following it with a sigh.

Rolling his eyes closed, he shook his head. When he opened them again he hoped that Kathryn would get the gesture and know to leave him to his burning face and grinning shame. Getting up, rather slowly this time, Raphael moved over to the bar very slowly and asked the barman for a glass of water.

He could feel his face getting redder and redder by the minute. Starting to list the messed he had already made in his head, Raphael wanted to find a corner, suddenly, out of reach and out of sight. Was it that obvious to everyone around him? He should have ordered a butterbeer. His face away from the tables, a sureness that behind him they were looking at him dawned over him, reddening his face, clouding his judgement. 

They'd all have those broomstick things, Raphael was sure. And an owl or a rat or something, like he'd seen people carrying around. And a full set of books. Maybe they'd have a proper set of robes for the proper occasions, not the tatty dress thing he had been forced to buy. And they'd be there, doing stuff left right and centre, probably being amazing in lessons, and he wouldn't be able to do anything. He'd be a failure.

It was already starting: Sarah and Nathaniel had already made themselves absent, probably off goofing off about what a klutz he was. Well, stuff it. If he was alone when he got to the station, well, if there weren't any other students at least, he'd give up. Maybe he could go back to his uncle... hitch-hike, maybe? Or maybe he could find somewhere else to live. He could hunt. He'd be okay. In fact, he'd be great.

Why wait until the station?

Spinning around as the barman slipped a drink into his hand, Raphael couldn't help but shout when he nearly threw the glass of water over...

Sarah.... 

*Again! *  she thought and stepped to one side quickly. 

"Hey, this is becoming a habit!" she said with a smile. "I was going to wash out the butterbeer you almost saved me the trouble." 

Sarah had entered the Leaky Cauldron to retrieve her trunk and shopping. Seeing that Raphael had crossed over to the bar, she decided to see how he was.

"Nathaniel and I are going to grab a taxi and head for the station before the general stampede. Are you sticking with Kat and Nimue or can we tempt you to come with us?"

**********

"No."  Nathaniel replied vaguely, following Sarah into the Leaky Cauldron and moving towards his baggage.  "But that's never stopped life happening to me before."

And so saying, he was struck in the face by the contents of a glass of water.

"I...." He wiped at his dribbling-water face with a voluminous sleeve of his indigo robe.  ".... rest my case."

"Thank you, Sarah."  Nathaniel said morosely as he wiped the water out of his eyes and discovered that she had side-stepped it neatly, only for it to hit him full in the face.

"Hey, that was meant for me!" she said to him through the giggles handing him a napkin from the bar.

Raphael spun around and immediately turned a bright shade of purple. He'd just thrown a glass of water over Nathaniel. What was wrong with him?

"Er..." mumbled Raphael as he slipped into cringe mode for almost the third time that day: it was becoming a habit. "Er..." he said again, looking at Sarah. "Er... don't you want... er... to... er... um... should... er, look, um, okay. Er."

"Yeah," mumbled Raphael, suddenly feeling confused. "Er, yeah."

"Good!" said Sarah, interpreting Raphael's string of 'ers' as his agreement to join she and Nathaniel in a taxi to the station.

"I'm going to change these jeans, get my trunk and will be out front in two flaps of a Hungarian Horntail's wings."

Nathaniel wiped his face with the napkin and noted absently that the kitten on his shoulder had managed to avoid even getting mildly damp.  Typical.

"Come on then." he said cheerfully to Raphael.  "Time to start shifting luggage into taxis, my friend."

Nodding at the immediate responses, somehow thinking that there was something he'd missed, Raphael instantly went over and grabbed his backpack, shouldered it on easily. Raphael immediately leapt in with a "Well, I'm ready."

Nathaniel looked at him for a moment, vaguely nonplussed by the other boy's absence of luggage.

"Well, you can help me with the monstrosity gift from my parents, then." Nathaniel proposed brightly.  It was only after a second had passed that Raphael noticed the pile of luggage that constituted Nathaniel's life.

"It's going to be a long journey," sighed Raphael.

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

Sarah didn't bother changing but did a 'quick clean-up' spell on the quiet in the ladies room on her jeans and crop top. Then in typical teenage girl fashion - especially when faced with the delightful prospect of escorting two black-haired, green-eyed wizards to the Hogwarts Express - Sarah decided that she wanted to change her top anyway. So did to a black and white silk T-shirt in a snakeskin pattern with a blue flower near the shoulder that set off her eyes.   

She then grabbed hold of her trunk and manoeuvred it through the parlour door and back into the main bar and towards the front door to meet up with Raphael and Nathaniel.

Raphael was pulling several bits of luggage outside officiously, and trying to make sure Nathaniel didn't notice just how heavy he was finding it. Raphael stopped for a breather outside the pub, waiting on the street, and watching with some interest, just how the people around him seemed to glance past the pub. He wished they'd glance past him. They kept giving him odd looks. Maybe he had a bit of a bruise on his head?

Then, Sarah stepped into the doorway, and with a burning red-cheeked thudder into his stomach, Raphael worked out just why he was getting odd looks. With a quick flourish, or rather with a quick flourish and a bit of a struggle with the arms, he removed the black, slashed robes and stuffed them into his bag. Underneath was a long-sleeved T-shirt, in faded blue, with a black (ripped) short-sleeved T-shirt on top, and a pair of excessively baggy combats, with about three patches on them, and a rip almost totally removing the right shin bit. He hadn't torn it off yet: he didn't want one-legged shorts.

On no account would he let Sarah know, especially considering just what she was wearing, the fact that he was wearing his best clothes. "You shout taxi or do I?" he asked with a half smile.

"Permit me..."  Nathaniel, having shrugged easily out of the indigo overrobe to reveal black jeans, black shirt and (unsurprisingly) black boots, leaned past Raphael, stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled.  A second later a black cab made a rather illegal looking U-turn dangerously close to the front

of an off-duty 15 bus and skidded to a neat halt in front of the pile of luggage.

"Kings Cross St Pancreas - the Kings Cross side..?"  Nathaniel asked.

"Yer'll ne'er git all tha' in 'ere, mate." the cabby - who in typical London style was a Hindu Sihk with an red turban and a Scottish (of sorts) accent

-

leant out the window and eyed the trunk, the backpacks, the carryalls, the book parcels and the cauldrons that made up the pile.  Curiously enough the man didn't seem to actually see the cauldrons.  Nathaniel's kitten was sitting atop the heap like a conqueror of Mount Everest.

"But we'll gi' it a shot, eh..." he finished and got out to help.

Amazingly enough, they did manage to get everything in, and still have room for three people to sit on the back seat.  Sarah sat between them, and the kitten sat on Nathaniel.  The indigo overrobe was stowed in his backpack, so at least that wasn't jabbing into his ribs.  Raphael closed the cab door and

the vehicle pulled out into the steady stream of traffic down Charing Cross Road.

Nathaniel looked at the battered trunk and odd packages that contained everything he had left in the world, and suddenly felt a great sense of loss as he looked out at the familiar cityscape sliding past the taxi.

Sarah had said a quick goodbye to her classmates in the pub and assured Kat Black that she's keep her eye on Raphael and secure as large a compartment as she could find if they managed to get to the train before all the good ones were occupied. 

She'd sat between the two boys as the black cab moved off into the heavy traffic of the Saturday morning. She didn't like the city that much. For all her air of urban savvy - she much preferred the wilderness regions of Canada and the Highlands of Scotland - where they would be heading soon enough.

It would be interesting to see how Nathaniel and Raphael coped with the legendary magical barrier that shielded Platform 9 3/4 from muggle eyes. She was looking forward to it herself. It was a marker between this world and the magical one.   

She settled down and gave the kitten a little wink as she caught its gaze. 

**********

A great black car pulled up outside the Leaky Cauldron and a witch stepped out and into the pub where she immediately walked to Morticia and Nathan. Inside the car, first-year Nimue Lagrand sat chewing on her nails. "Mr. Lagrand, Miss Lagrand," the witch said inside the pub, "I'm Rachel Newtcutter, the Ministry of Magic has sent me to drive you to the station."

The two uttered polite responses, then Morticia added, "Our friend Niki here will come with us, and I think Hagrain as well...?" She eyed him questioningly.

Nathan ignored her and yelled across the room, "OY! DRAKE! Come on, we're  leaving!"

He left the pub with Drake and sat down in the car, leaving Morticia behind with Niki and Hagrain.

"Shall we, then?" Niki said to her friend. "It looks like your brother isn't keen on waiting for us."

Niki and Tish moved on and climbed into the magically widened car. "Coming?" Niki asked the little First Year.

**********

Breana had sat back when the entire incident of the boy falling to the floor, and hadn't reappeared when the boy was helped up. She had wanted to make her presence known again, but then Tyris decided that they should go on a little journey around Diagon Alley. Giving Breana rough nip, the squirrel danced out of her hands and then ran out the door, which was being held open by two people talking to each other, halfway in. 

Chasing after her squirrel, Breana snapped something at the two people before running out into the street. The squirrel was easily hidden by the swarming masses of the people in Diagon Alley, and Breana swore under her breath a long list of unheard of words. Ones that would have definitely started her stepfather to fight. Glaring around, Breana felt like she had to punch something, but then hissed a sigh before heading back into the pub. 

Glancing at the people inside, Breana slowly moved towards her old table, which luckily hadn't been taken by anyone else, and pulled her trunk out, along with her two other bags. With great effort, she managed to get them out of the pub, and into the street, where she rested. Breana glanced around, in the hope that someone would help her out here. She had never gone by the train-route before, and was quite lost, due to Mr. White's inability to help her.

With a slight jump, Breana felt a lump jump up on her shoulder and she knew without a glance that it was Tyris. She snapped a few angry words at the squirrel, but the animal didn't seem to hear and instead curled on her shoulder. Pulling at her hair, the squirrel forced Breana's long amber hair out of the bun she had put it in earlier, and made a nest from it. Breana half thought of pushing the squirrel off, but then her exhaustion set in, and Breana realised that she just didn't have the strength. The affects of the flu that knew was starting, was making her extremely tired and her joints hurt. There was no way she was going to move her bags or trunk any further without help....

**********

Oriana glanced over to where Kat was. "I hope he's okay...".

As they watched Raphael had gotten up, crossed to the bar and then been joined by Sarah and Nathaniel. Soon the three had left the Leaky Cauldron. She looked back at Marvo.

"Well, I think I'd better get to the Hogwarts Express. I guess I'll call a cab... How are you getting there?"

"Well.... erm..." Marvo not quite sure what to say. "I'll be going by Car. I'm sure there would be space if you don't have anything sorted?"

This girl may be a Slytherin, but she was obviously distressed, and anyway, if Arcadia had her eye on her, then she may be useful.

On the other side of the room Kat smiled at Andy. Her mind was on Raphael. She knew his head had not cleared, and would have liked to help, but well, boys will be boys!

"Oh Hiya Andy. Nothing really. Raphael, a new student. He hit his head and I tried to help, but he seems to have run off with Sarah!"

She Sighed, "So, Andy. Have you got all you need?"

The she whispered, "Do you want me to try and have a word with Marvo? I know what he can be

like, and.. well. He told me, you know, about you and why he has this... problem, and......"

"Yes," Andy whispered. "Please talk to him for me. He's so stubborn..."

She stops as she realised the time. "Gosh! we must get started for the station! MARVO!" She shouted "Come on will you!"

"That would be great! Thanks so much." Oriana heard Kat scream for Marvo to join her. "Shall we go then?"

Marvo blushed slightly. "Erm, yes, yes we should"

He led Oriana towards Kat who was already on her way to the door. He ignored Andy.

Andy saw Marvo walk over.

"Okay. I'll just gather my stuff and we'll be off!" he exclaimed.

He gathered his luggage. He ignored Marvo.

Kat gave Andy a wink as Marvo came over.

"Oh hello Oriana, yes we have met. Have you got a Car sorted Marvo? Or did you forget?" She smiled

"NO, I remembered this time, It should be waiting outside" He blushed slightly, embarrassed that he forget to arrange a car last year.

"Okay then" Said Kat with a smile, lets get going.

"Hogwarts Fourth Years? Anyone of you want a lift to Kings Cross, Marvo here has offered a ride in a car" She shouted.

Winifred looked up from her conversation and heard Kat offering a ride. She quickly gathered her things and rushed up to Kat, Marvo, and the others. "A lift to the station would be great! Are you sure it's not a problem?"

Marvo smiled. "No problem. I've got a car outside waiting; it will take us to Kings Cross. Room for 6 people I think"

Marvo had followed Kat outside to the street, where they see Breana waiting.

*********

"I arranged a cab" Alpha said "and it's arriving any minute now" She stood there, rucksack and a large trunk and a small basket where she had put her cat in. 

"Oh, there it is... "She announced "If anyone wants to go with me, you'll have to hurry, otherwise I see you at the station, ok?" There she went, with a very loud basket... Miss Eezy obviously complaining.

Piotr had remained in the shadows watching the unfolding events in the pub including Raphael's fall and recovery as well as his departure with Sarah Taverner and Nathaniel followed by the departure of Morticia and Nathan Lagrand with their friends and an apparent first year in tow.

Now this rather authoritative dark-haired boy and his prefect girlfriend appeared to be organising 'lifts' for their classmates, which in theory included him. He had no interest in travelling even for a short period of time in such crowded conditions.

Therefore, Piotr gathered his belongings and slipped outside. A number of taxis were waiting in front of the pub as well as some large luxurious cars with uniformed drivers. Piotr wouldn't mind travelling 

in one of those - alone. That wasn't possible as these were undoubtedly the cars mentioned intended to convey a number of students.

He passed them by and entered the first black cab in the queue, gave the driver the instruction to take him to 'Kings Cross' and settled back.

Breana noticed the other students showing up, as she hadn't seen any that she had recognised since Sarah had left with the two new students. In a desperate attempt to get some help, she strode over to the nearest group and asked, 'Are you going to King's Cross?'

Marvo, smiled and offered Breana a lift in their car.

In Diagon Alley - Some Still Shop

Nimue had returned to the Owl Emporium and emerged a few minutes later with her new owl. It seemed to be quite comfortable in the travelling cage though she longed for it to be free. Still it needed to be caged during the journey. 

Heading back to the Leaky Cauldron, she saw Shinrei Hikari and what appeared to be a young Chinese monk by the Apothecary shop. There was no sign of Jon Sinclair with them. There had also been no sign of Mahou Amberstone.

Nimue decided to invite Shinrei and her companion to come to the station with her even if that meant risking that Jon would join them as well. The last thing she wanted on the trip was to hear about Jon's 

10-part plan for Gryffindor to secure the House Cup this year. He'd mentioned on the last day of term that he would put some ideas down over the summer and have a 'brainstorming session' about them at their first Prefects' Meeting.  

Thus, she headed towards them.

 Shinrei saw Nimue walking towards them.

Smiling broadly, she greeted, "Ohayo, Nimue-san! It is very good to see you again."

Shinrei gestured to Jian beside her. "Nimue-san, this is Jian Hupi. He is the new exchange student from

China and we met him at the Leaky Cauldron earlier today.  Hupi-san, this is Nimue Hawkwood, our Fourth Year prefect in Gryffindor House."

Nimue acknowledged Jian with a slight bow of her head rather than seeking to shake his hand. He was a monk by his robes and might well have prohibitions about contact with females.

"I am pleased to meet you Jian." she said. "The prefects were advised by Professor Dumbledore that a student from the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order would be joining us this term. I trust your time with us will be fruitful."

Returning her attention to Shinrei, "Shinrei, there is still time to complete your shopping but would you and Jian care to ride with me to the train station? My father will be sending at least one car and perhaps two. It will be much quicker than more conventional transport. Unless you have already arranged to travel with Jon Sinclair?"

"There were no formal arrangements made with Jon-kun, Nimue-san," replied Shinrei. "I would be very much honoured to join you on the trip to the train station."

She turned to Jian. "I would also be very much honoured should you choose to go with us, as well, Hupi-san." She decided that it would be much better for Jian if he was around people his age--and fellow Gryffindors at that. Perhaps he would learn to speak more then.

"Wonderful." said Nimue, "I shall return to the Leaky Cauldron and see you there in a few minutes. I am also looking for Mahou Amberstone, whom you may recall, stayed with us at Gryffindor House overnight in June.

If you see her before I do, would you convey my invitation to her?"

It was a rather amusing experience, when Shinrei thought of Jian as a "fellow" Gryffindor. Of course, he had not yet been Sorted and yet she would be willing to bet all her remaining money that he would be in her House.  Perhaps she deemed him suited to Gryffindor because he was a trained fighter like herself, bred to be extraordinarily fearless.

"I have not seen Mahou Amberstone, Nimue-san," Shinrei replied. "But I shall convey your invitation all the same the moment I see her. I might see her at the apothecary shop."

Jian had responded to Nimue's bow moments before. Now he was faced with the prospect of travelling to this train station in something that this Nimue would be providing--a car or such?  Shinrei, from the looks of things, had very much liked and accepted the offer.

He cleared his throat and lowered his head slightly, not looking at any of the girls. "Pardon me, Miss

Hawkwood, Miss Hikari, but I would prefer to travel by Qiao-Yuan. What you call a Portkey," he hastily corrected himself.  "My uncle has set the travel course much early for the Portkey.  I apologise."

"To Kings Cross Station or further?" Nimue said a slight tone of alarm in her voice.

"It's just that portkeys are quite strictly regulated in Britain and usually their use needs to be arranged with the Ministry. If a muggle - a non-wizarding person was to see you appear out of thin air it would could arise concern or panic.... which is why they are used in remote places not crowded cities." 

*********

Branwen grinned and shifted her parcel of books again so she could glance at her watch.  It was a great deal later than she had thought.  She pulled a face.

"I think I dawdled too long and might have to postpone the butterbeer until the first Hogsmeade weekend" She smiled apologetically.  She was genuinely sorry, and dying to introduce Jon to the charms of some of the other Hogwarts girls, but it would have to wait a little longer.

"I expect you've made arrangements to get to the station, but you'd be more than welcome to share the car with Hal and myself.  I'd be glad of your company, Hal just whinges about his Summer holidays and it's starting to grate."

He had been about to say that he should probably travel with Shinrei and Jian, when he spied through the bookshop window Nimue Hawkwood emerging from the Owl Emporium and heading in the direction last taken by the two other students.

This put his mind to rest. Nimue was bound to offer Shinrei a ride to the station. He turned back to Branwen.

"That would be great. Thanks Branwen. I've a few people whom I've arranged to see at the train and I expect your friends will be clamouring for your attention as well. We can have that butterbeer in 

Hogsmeade soon."

Branwen grinned. "Come one then, we'd better retrieve Hal from the pub and get him organised, the car will be here soon."  

She shifted the books again and started to make her way to the door. "Got to collect all my things too, that'll be fun.  Good job I'll have two strapping young men to help me, isn't it?" She winked.

Jon followed Branwen to the door. She had cheered him up remarkably. It was a gift she had. 

"I take it by that remark that you have a lot of luggage." he said with a smile, "Have your parents' organised a car for you then?"

She winced.  "Loads of it I'm afraid.  It all comes from having 6 older siblings, all of whom want you to do well at your studies and insist on giving you all their old text books, notes and handy hints.  Not to mention the three sisters who think I'll look 'adorable' in whatever dress of theirs they happen to have found in the back of a cupboard.  My family doesn't really know the meaning of restraint" she laughed.

As they stepped out into the street she began to scan for their car, catching Jonathan's eye as she did.  "Grandfather...insisted on it.  He thinks we should take advantage of the fact that we have enough money to afford these things and make our lives a bit more comfortable." She said by way of explanation, shrugging her shoulders as she saw that they had a few minutes to wait and started off to the Leaky Cauldron.

"My parents have enough money but they tend to be thrifty to a fault with it." Jon said with a half-smile that betrayed some dismay at this fact.  

He had walked beside Branwen towards the Leaky Cauldron noting that Shinrei, Jian and Nimue were still occupied outside the Apothecary. 

"You kids better get a move on or you'll miss the train." he called to them drawing a somewhat disapproving glance from Nimue Hawkwood who hated the idea of being called 'a kid'.

It was also with a mixture of satisfaction (proving he and Shinrei were not joined at the hip) and dismay (because he and Shinrei were not together) that he noted Luis Verga was also close to the little 

group along with that odd little girl from Ireland that had visited Gryffindor last term.

Still he did not falter just passed on by with the lovely Branwen.

**********

Luis smiled down at Mahou. "Do me a favour, Mahou. Don't you go crying on me or anything, okay?" He winked and said in a more conspiratorial tone: "It's not very becoming for us Slytherins to be seen with teary-eyed Gryffindors. I'm sure your self-righteous housemates would beat the wits outta me, thinking I was the one who made you cry."

He looked around and saw her pile of packages several feet down the walkway. The Vacefio Circle was still actively shielding himself and Mahou from others' sight.  "Now listen." He placed a hand on her slender shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. "Your secret's safe with me.  I just have one condition: Please put the hat back on so we could go on shopping for your things. We wouldn't want to miss our train now, would we?"

With that, Luis released his hold, gave her another reassuring smile and gently placed Mahou's hat back into her hands. "Now put that on, Mahou, and let's forget I saw anything."

Mahou nodded, running a hand through her short-cropped hair.  "You're a Slytherin?" she asked.  "I thought tha' Slytherins were mean an' nasty..."  She mused.  "But tha's been proved wrong a couple times now."  She nodded thoughtfully at the comments about making people cry.

Feeling the squeeze on her arm, Mahou looked at his hand, perplexed. No one's ever given her anything to show comfort to her.  She smiled up at him, her strange eyes glittering.  "Thank ye, Luis.." she said softly, jamming the hat back on her head and tucking in her ears.

"Now, let's go get those potion ingredients."

"Well, I can be mean and nasty whenever I want to, Mahou," Luis replied with a grin and a wink. "It just depends on who I'm with."

He made a move to retrieve his wand from his leather and stopped midway when he saw a trio of people standing and talking a short distance down the street. Shinrei and the monk. And another dark-haired girl.

"Look," he said to Mahou, pointing out the trio with his wand, "that's one of your housemates over there. Shinrei Hikari. The bald boy is new from China. I'm not sure about the other girl though."

"Before I remove the invisibility circle around us, allow me to do this." He pointed his wand at the hat

on her head and muttered, "Mitratus."

"There. That should keep it on." He retraced the circle he had drawn around them earlier. "Abrogo

vacefio." The invisibility shield fell away.

***********

With Jian's silence, Nimue wondered whether she might have given offence. She blushed slightly and continued.

"My apologies Hupi Jian. I am certain your uncle's arrangements are perfectly in order. You will meet us at the train then rather than travel by car?"

Sarah, Nathaniel and Raphael Travel to Kings Cross

Sitting in the cab as it wound it's way haphazardly through London streets, Raphael couldn't help staring out the window into the cityscape, although his reasons were completely different from Nathaniel's. Seeing the streets flying past he couldn't but feel rather insignificant.

It was a stupid feeling, he knew in his mind. He felt like the sheer numbers of people were all in some way more special then he. It felt like this because... he felt like in a basic way, he was the same as them, which made no sense. Wasn't he a wizard? Didn't this Hogwarts place call him somehow? Wasn't he gifted with one eternal friend who was his and his alone, as well as the rest the others would make, flawed friends with no true understanding of each other?

No. Shaking his head, Raphael dismissed all his mind threw at him. He was the same as the people walking the lonely London streets outside the cab. He didn't know why, then, that Hogwarts was the place for him, but he knew he was the same as the people walking the streets. Nobody had chosen him to be a soul companion, it was just luck and circumstance, he knew, although he didn't know how or what had occurred to make it as such. And this...  it hurt as he realised what he felt.. it hurt so much... he was less. Wasn't he surrounded by magic? And yet unable to learn?

Why was the situation so familiar to him?

Why was nothing different?

Snapping out his reverie, and seeing that on the other side of Sarah, Nathaniel was staring out the windows and into the morning light, Raphael decided that enough was enough. He was bored. He wanted to talk.

"So," he said conversationally, and quietly, so that the details of the conversation would be lost on the driver should it turn 'magical' in any way. "What time do you think we'll get to this school place?" he asked of Sarah, and then, even quieter, he addressed Nathaniel: "do you know what we are going to be studying yet?"

A brief glance to the front of the cab showed that the glass sliding window was closed and the little light that indicated the driver could hear the conversation in the back was off.  The driver was also listening to the BBC news intently, with occasional exclamations of support or denial.

"Potions, Defence Against the Dark Arts, Transfiguration, Charms, and Herbology."  Nathaniel rattled off absentmindedly.  "Then there are the options.  Sarah knows those better than I, I've forgotten the ones I'm not taking.  I can't take alchemy this year because you need good grades in Potions,  which I obviously don't have.  Myth and Folklore is one I'm taking, I don't want to do Muggle Studies.  Duelling sounds like fun even though I doubt I'll be any use at it.  Ancient runes and Magical languages

go hand in hand, so that's me up to four out of five.  The last choice... I don't know whether to take Divination or Hidden Talents.  I'll probably take Divination on the off chance that I might show an inkling of talent at it. Not much hidden about me."

Sarah was lost in her own thoughts as the cab moved up Tottenham Court Road and none of these were nearly as profound as Raphael's or Nathaniel's. 

She had smiled when Nathaniel had said there wasn't much hidden about him. In her experience, most people wore various masks and kept parts of themselves hidden sometimes even from themselves. She included herself in this observation. 

After Nathaniel had given Raphael the list of classes, she filled in the blanks, "You forgot to mention History of Magic which is compulsory. It is rather boring. A chance for most of us to catch up on our sleep.  Care of Magical Creatures is another option. I love it and the teacher who takes the class is just the best. 

He's been looking after my pet snake all summer for me. Talked Prof. Sprout into letting him stay in one of the greenhouses that is given over to her tropical plant collection. There's also Astronomy - 

you need a telescope for that. Oh yeah I forgot - Arithmancy, which is very mathematical. Not my strong point I'm afraid." 

She then addressed Raphael's question about the time of arrival at Hogwarts.

"I am not sure exactly how many hours it takes and I suspect being a magical train that it travels a little differently anyway. We leave at eleven and arrive just after dark so about eight hours journey. I hope to be with you when you see the school for the first time. It is really something especially seen at night."

London continued to slip by past the windows and Nathaniel watched it in a kind of dream.  His family had been living in Thamesmead - a godforsaken suburb of London - for over a year, since his father had gotten the desk job.  Nathaniel would be the first to admit that he hated the dirty city, but it had a way of endearing itself to the heart none the less.

"Euston, Paddington, train station please, make the red lights turn green, end of the street.  The black cab rolls through the neon disease...."  he hummed under his breath.  Would he miss the city he hated? Undoubtedly. Would he be glad to be away from it?  Also undoubtedly.

The kitten on his lap suddenly snuggled closer to him and purred a little, and he petted it absentmindedly.

Raphael couldn't help it when he started to get interested. "Potions... I can guess that... like, bottling the 'elixir of love'," he trudged up from memory, incorrectly, "that kind of thing. Charms... sounds like that's a good one for the guys. Like, turning on the charms?"

He didn't expect a response to the joke from either Sarah or Nathaniel. Just as he said it he realised just how poor it was. Rushing on, and trying to control his mouth before it controlled him, he continued.

"Transfiguration... er... whatever. And Herbology sounds... I gotta say it... witch-like. Like, simmering cauldrons and stuff. With dried stuff in the background. Er. And Defence against Dark Arts sounds interesting," he said, quietly.

"Ancient Runes sounds okay," he muttered, counting his fingers just as Nathaniel had, "and so does Divination. And duelling - that sounds really fun! Can you throw fireballs and stuff?" he asked Sarah rather loudly, and got a strange glance from the cabby, although he didn't notice. "But what's

hidden talents?"

Sarah did give a little smile at Raphael's jokes. It was reassuring to know he was interested in such matters. 

"Well, Raphael you seem to be doing rather well in the Charms Department with or without magic. As for Love Potions, believe it or not they are banned at school. I mean if they weren't could you imagine what the school would be like?"

She listened as he mentioned the other classes commenting on a few, "Potions is probably more 'witch-like' than Herbology but the two classes are closely linked as we study the properties of various 

plants and cultivate rare ones."

On the fireball question, she looked amused as the cabby gave them a strange glance, "Oh, yes you do but all quite controlled. It's to practice reflexes in spell casting and quick thinking on counter spells and the like."

She didn't take duelling, she wasn't allowed to on her parents' instructions. 

"As for Hidden Talents - it's new this year so we are not sure. From the letter from the Deputy Headmaster we got, it seems to be about skills that were more unusual or forgotten. A lot of the magic we do is very book orientated, rather than spontaneous so I think it is looking at those talents rather than the developed skills or something."

She then noted that Nathaniel was humming softly, "Back there in the bookshop when you heard we had no electricity at Hogwarts you said that you missed your music already. What sort of music is it that you like?"

The cat made Nathaniel aware that she was talking to him by simple dint of sinking a single claw into Nathaniel's thumb just a little.

"Hmmm?  Oh. .. yeah.  Just ... music."  he shrugged, then hastily added, "Muggle music, that is.  Tchaikovsky to Moloko and back again via the Ministry of Sound and Fats Domino.  Just a ... fondness for it.  Natural rhythm, the other kids at school called it, and an ear for a tune.  I guess next summer holidays will be time enough to catch up on it."

Summer holidays.  Now there was a sobering thought.  Hogwarts would apparently let him stay for Christmas and Easter holidays - which would be better than spending it thoroughly alone in Cornwall - but he had to go somewhere for the summer holidays.

He turned his thoughts away from that prospect quickly.  Enough shame that he was all Muggle and non-magical, without anyone knowing the rest.

"At least," he added with a smile that didn't quite dispel the sadness in his eyes, "I got to bring some of my books with me.  That's not so bad."

"Strange as it may seem," said Sarah in mock sobriety, "Music also is known to wizarding folk. We still sing and make music with instruments that don't need electricity. I mean they have groups and

singers that are popular in the wizarding world. Just a little stranger than the muggle ones. Some of the bands even have been known to 'cross over' and pass for muggle which is very strange."

She paused, "We also have dances at the school on occasion."

Nathaniel stared fixedly out of the window to hide his embarrassment.  It just was going to be one of those days, he knew it, and nothing he did was going to go or sound right.

He muttered something to the windowpane that sounded, if one was paying attention, like "miss my stereo system, but it doesn't really matter anyway."

"Dances.  Sounds fun."  he said brightly a few minutes later.  "Oh, look, we're there."  He leapt out of the taxi almost as soon as it came to a halt outside the station concourse and passed a ten pound note to the driver with instructions to keep the change.

"Hey, Raphael, can you go find a luggage trolley?"  he asked as he laid hands on the battered trunk.  He'd seen Raphael look a bit pale while they were loading the taxi, and he thought that maybe he still had a headache from the fall.  The last thing Raphael would want was to spend ages hauling it all out of the taxi again...

Sarah mentally kicked herself for teasing Nathaniel about the music. *Way to go girl*, she knew that boys' self-esteem could be quite fragile and that teasing them wasn't a good idea unless you were good 

mates.

Therefore, she was also glad that they had arrived at the station.  She was quite used to lugging her own trunk around so was quite happy to assist in the unloading of the taxi though again was slightly unsure whether she should offer in case this undermined Raphael's

confidence. 

She was saved by the cabby who wishing to pick up his next fare got out and assisted in the unloading of the taxi. There was a couple of luggage trolleys nearby and Sarah commandeered them for

their usage. 

"Hey, Raphael, can you go find a luggage trolley?"

"Ur, yerwhat?" replied Raphael, his mind already fully buzzing with ideas. He had been listening to Sarah - and his mind had even managed to stay on what she was saying, most of the time, anyway, even through the buzzing headache - and what she had been saying about music... no proper music. He

somehow didn't think that the place would provide the music he wanted. Would there be radios and stuff? He needed rhythm sometimes! How would he cope if he could only listen to music when a band was around?

Seeing, that in his reverie, Sarah had already grabbed the relevant trolleys, Raphael grabbed his comparatively tiny bag and slung it over both shoulders. Then, moving around Nathaniel to help with the luggage, he and the taxi driver removed what looked like a practically Neolithic chest box thing out of the cab. 

Trying not to show just how different they were in terms of stuff, Raphael started pulling the trolley's loaded with Nathaniel and Sarah's stuff into the station, flicking his last two pound coin at

the cabby to try and serve as a tip, hoping that behind him, the others would pay before they caught up with him. "Last, um, money," he had said to Sarah, with a slight cringe on his face. "You make up the rest?" he'd continued.

He didn't want to look at her expression. She's probably thinking what a bum I am, he thought to himself. And that's what I am - a bum. Bad thought were echoing in his head and he scowled at a passer-by nastily enough so that he went pale and hurried off.

And then, he saw platform nine. And platform ten. And a wall in between. Without thinking about it, he muttered to the world at large, "it's gonna be one of those days, innit?"

"I think Nathaniel paid him." she said with a shrug and said no more. Arriving at Platforms 9 & 10, she appeared non-plussed by the wall between the two platforms.

"Can you stay here with the stuff while Nathaniel and I get hold of some food and drinks before we go through to the train. Do you want one of those fancy coffee things: latte, mocha, cappuccino or whatever?" 

Nathaniel shrugged back into his indigo over robe.  It didn't look too out of place swinging open over his dark clothes, let's face it, London saw some weird fashions in its average day, if indeed fashion was the correct word to use.  He patted down his pockets and rearranged the wand so it wasn't jabbing in his ribs, found a conveniently kitten sized pocket to tuck the mostly-black cat into, and found his train ticket.

He stared at it for a moment.

"Bought a ticket for a runaway train, like a madman just a laughin' at the rain, little out of touch..."  he sang to himself vaguely under his breath, and put the ticket away again.  Looking up, he was suddenly struck by the similarity between himself and Raphael.  They could almost be mistaken for brothers with their long black hair and green eyes...

"Nathaniel?" Sarah said, "Shall we? My shout as I need to get rid of my muggle money anyway."

"Uh.. yeah.. .sure... "  he pulled his mind back to the present.  It occurred to him that he was in a train station with two people he'd only just met that day, and already they were better friends than any he'd found before.

There had to be something wrong with that, he reasoned, that a life could happen to a person with such soul-destroying ease.

Looking a little melancholy, he slouched after her towards the nearest kiosk.

The similarity between the two boys hadn't escaped Sarah's notice but she held back on any 'separated at birth' kind of comments in case that was another 'insert foot in mouth' type remark.

At the kiosk Sarah ordered a selection of savoury and sweet croissant and various things that could be snacked upon the train. Pumpkin pasties were OK but somewhat unimaginative. She also got coffees for them.

She was aware of a few strangely dressed adults with kids in more normal clothing hanging about with trunks, though again being London such garb would hardly draw a second glance, which was convenient really. She hadn't seen anyone as yet pass through the barrier but the enchantment upon it seemed to ensure that you never saw anyone actually walk through. 

Returning with the slightly melancholy Nathaniel to Raphael, "There's still almost half an hour until the train leaves, do you want to just hang about for a while and watch some of the other students turn up or

get on now?"

"You asking if we wait around in the station or not?"

Raphael thought. Should they wait around? What did he want? What was it that he truly wanted? Did he want to go to this school? Something was wrong with the situation, and he knew it. Somehow, he felt like he could only be admitted to the school as a visitor... like he had a relative there... the letter, if there had been one, it couldn't have been for him. He wasn't the one who was meant to get magic. It was wrong. Knowing just why eluded him, slipped out of his memory like a fish from slippery fingers. The fact that he could do magic was there... wrongly.... the fact that he was chosen... incorrect... the fact that he had - well, the fact was, that the bond was there was also wrong.

But it was there.

And he'd be a freak. Nobody had said it but he was old and he knew it. How would he grasp anything that thy put down before him? He'd be a neophyte. He'd be unable to do magic to anything like the degree that the others would. Poor Nathaniel, thought Raphael, he'll have a tough time, but at least people will look after him. I can look after myself. They already know it. They won't bother with me.

The glum look that was on Nathaniel's face was mirrored by the frown on Raphael's. The youngster was looking at the floor. "They won't bother with me," he muttered under his breath.

Then he looked up to throw a reason at Sarah and Nathaniel, an excuse, a reason to desert. And locked eyes with first Nathaniel, and then Sarah. They'd taken him in, paid for the taxi... they'd talked to him. They'd asked him to come with them.

Suddenly all he wanted was a friend's hug, honesty between two people, to be able to talk and joke. He wanted someone close enough to admit to that he loved them and needed them, even if he denied it the next moment. As unexpected tears welled up in his eyes, he could smell the forest; there was a haunting rose scent, and the gruff feel of an old oak. He took a step towards the pair.

"I need you to put me on the train now," he told them, his voice broken. "Take me to the train before I change my mind. Nathaniel, Sarah, let's go to the train."

His voice faded off into a simple word: "please." And yet Raphael didn't once think that he could be making a fool of himself. Another pair of ice eyes, watching the plea from the darkest corners of the station, sagely nodded in approval, before bouncing a grain-filled juggling ball off a passing business woman's ear.

Nathaniel, who had been peering with morbid fascination under the lid of his coffee, put the cardboard cup down on top of his trunk and glanced at Sarah.

"Excuse us a moment."  he said briefly to her, putting an arm around Raphael's shoulders and steering him off across the concourse.  He sat him down on a bench and sat next to him, shoulder to shoulder, indigo robe against T-shirt.

"We're in the same situation, Raphael."  Nathaniel said quietly.  "We've both been landed in this.  Don't give me any crap about no one's going to bother, alright?  If no one else does, I will."

The kitten poked his head out of the pocket and mewled at Raphael in a friendly, encouraging manner.

"At least you know what all this wizarding lark is about, Raphael....  I don't have a bloody clue.  I'm fifteen and an average student of my average classes - I'm a Muggle, for heavens sake.  What I'm doing here just... escapes me.  At least you've got some knowledge of this all, right...? And,"  Nathaniel glanced at Raphael with a small grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.  "You're going to get on that train... because I can't NOT get on the train.  I've nowhere else halfway decent to go if I don't, so if I

can't miss the train, I'm not going to let you miss the train."

Sarah sipped her coffee as the two boys talked. She didn't know what they were talking about but she had a pretty good idea that it was about supporting each other through this. Male bonding. 

While she waited, she turned her attention to the magical barrier that lay before them. She had an idea how to get the boys and the trolley through it with a minimum of fuss or hesitation.

Looking at Nathaniel, and shaking the memories from his mind and body, replacing them with the headache, Raphael shoved a fist in his mouth and garbled. "Grou folhr grou grant agimal?" he asked, shock settling across his features as Nathaniel had spoken of things he had been thinking...

Seeing the patient look on Nathaniel's face, although to Raphael it seemed a little... worried... all the youngster could do was remove the fist and look at him. "Don't do that - that knowing-what-I-was-thinking thing," he said as explanation, and then sighed. "I don't know what this wizarding lark is

about. All I knew was that I didn't have it. I knew I didn't have it. Sarah said that you have it from birth: but - I - knew - I - did - not - have - it. And then there was hate... I hated... I truly hated..." he trailed

off, a wince of pain crossing his face, as stones clashed within his mind, doors slamming in the breeze and cracking his skull.

The pain receded, and without thinking about it, Raphael scratched the cat behind the ears, looking at it for answers. Already he couldn't remember... why had he been in such a panic? "So, what did you come here to ask me?" he said, as a slight pain shot across his skull.

He looked into the cat's eyes. They were amazing - slits against the harsh station light, shining green light as all animals do... the light catching them, they glowed emerald green for a second. Raphael looked up at Nathaniel and saw the same thing - emerald green eyes, oddly familiar. He remembered

why they'd come to sit here... how could he forget... why had he forgotten? He was going nuts, he told himself. Nutty. He'd been scared about getting on the train... he hadn't wanted to... and then he did... because something had been missing for a long time... friends... that was what the problem was,

wasn't it? And there was something more interesting...

Had this strange person before him truly seen his panicked thoughts?

Looking at Nathaniel with a little more then curiosity, and blinking away the last of his headache, all he could do was sigh. "You sure you ain't more magical then you thought, Nathaniel? You knew what I'z thinkin'," he said, pausing. How was it that the smell of wildflowers caused him pain? What was the darkness he couldn't see into? There was darkness... a feel of bark under his fingers... "Can you see what I can't remember, Nathaniel Greenleigh?" he begged, a tone of breathless pleading once again all

Nathaniel could hear.

"Gods, Raphael, if it means so much to you, I wish I could..." Nathaniel replied, touched by an odd feeling of...  familiarity.  He would never have dreamed of speaking so frankly to any other, far less someone he'd only just met that day.  "I can't see what you're thinking except from the expressions

on your face and the words in your mouth, Raph.  I don't do anything out of the ordinary.  I'm just a kid!  I like books and music and Chinese takeaway and good movies and contact juggling... that's as far as it goes!  But we're both here and I can only presume that the great and illustrious Hogwarts doesn't make mistakes, we're wizards in training.... and we can't walk away from this.  I can't, you can't.  We've got to see this through until the school changes its mind or it proves there's something different about

us."

He kept his voice low.  It being Saturday and not rush hour, Kings Cross was relatively quiet.  But his overrobe had caught a few odd looks, and the last thing he wanted was to commit some sort of public gaffe.  The kitten purred happily.

The other last thing he wanted was to accept this... unreality of a life. But Nathaniel had had some time to grow accustomed, however reluctantly, to the fact; while Raphael had been dropped in at the deep end even further than he had.  For now, Raphael needed someone to be strong more than Nathaniel needed to be weak.

Thank god, but the panic was going. He hadn't been this bad for... for how long? Ages? Months. For months he hadn't had to think about anything except low-grade persecution by and against an annoying uncle, and getting to know himself again. But these questions... they reminded him... of... a nightmare

he'd had once. Yeah. That was it. 

He shrugged, and a faint grin stole into his face. "I'll cheer up, old man," replied Raphael, "I promise. And no," he mumbled, "I guess we've already left the station, on those tracks. I thought... I thought I'd be able to get here, drop everyone, and just go away. Like, not go anywhere, just kinda find somewhere else  to mong about." Sighing at the confession, and the stupidity of it, he went on. "But... I've been on the train for ages. We both have. We've both been heading towards this moment, and now we're here... I guess we'll have to see it through." Their eyes met. "Buggery," remarked Raphael, suddenly grinning and relaxing, the tension gone.

"And what's all this about contact juggling," Raphael asked, as he stood upright, "isn't that where you have to do it with your feet? Like, you can't touch the balls? I know somebody who can do that..." 

"Very sure."  Nathaniel grinned at Raphael.

Looking over to where Sarah was, Raphael caught the eye of a passer-by and grinned his most laconic grin at the ripped trousers and indigo robe. Maybe they'd better get moving...

At Platform Nine & Three Quarters

Scratching his chin, Raphael couldn't help but wonder. It looked like he had been given false info... he'd have to go and sort that particular source out...  For the first time in a while, though, he didn't want to be apart from people.  Maybe he'd knocked his head quite hard after all... he grinned at Nathaniel and wandered over to Sarah.

"Hello again.  You sorted things out a bit then?" said Sarah with a smile.

Nathaniel trailed behind Raphael, avoiding a commuter with more luggage than he possessed - which was quite impressive actually - and scooped up his coffee again.

Raphael couldn't help but give her a slightly downtrodden look, a half smile that was dying of embarrassment.

"Where's Nine and Three Quarters?"  Nathaniel asked her, so that Raphael didn't have to answer.

Sarah pointed at the wall between the two platforms - "There"

Raphael glanced at Nathaniel. 'Thanks' he mouthed.

"Did you get coffee for me, Sarah? Where is it? Coffee sounds good..." Raphael mumbled into incoherancy.

"Uh.... okaaaaay...."  Nathaniel said slowly.  "Please tell me we don't have to magic it open....."

She handed Raphael a coffee

"Yeah, it looks a little..."  said Raphael.

"Like a wall...?" Nathaniel supplied helpfully at the same time.

"Like a solid wall?"  Sarah said at the same moment.

"I was going for solid, yeah. Very... er... solid..."  Raphael finished.

"Wall."   Nathaniel said bleakly.

"Well," announced Raphael, "the world can't get weirder.  There are walls that are wall like. There are cats. Cats are nice."

"Well" she said, "I had a think about it."

Nathaniel almost choked on his coffee.  "Cats are Not nice."

"I told you the universe was weird."  Raphael nodded emphatically.

"About getting through."  Sarah persevered.

"How does one do it... exactly?"  Nathaniel questioned.

"And then, there is the fact that my wand droops..."  Raphael seemed still to be talking about weird worlds.

"I wouldn't go around saying that too much at school." she said to him with a wink.

"Trust me," he replied, "I won't."

"One just does apparently. I never have mind you."  She caught up with Nathaniel's question.  "This is my first time to take the Express."

"You never have?" asked Raphael curiously. "What about last year?"

Nathaniel looked sideways at Sarah and said slowly, "So you don't know how it works, either?"

"If it works...?" Raphael added.

"I know how it works - I've just not gone through it before." she hastened to reassure them.

"So it works... how...?"  Nathaniel prompted.

"So, I was thinking..."  Sarah tried again.

Raphael sighed to himself. One of those days, he thought..."We link hands, click our heels together, and go home to Kansas?"

"We take the trolley, and you two just hold on to me. One on each arm." Sarah gave up on the rhetoric and just outlined her plan.  "I push the trolley through the barrier. Hey presto we're through."

"Two brothers ramming their lil'sis into a wall. Sounds fun. It'll be believable."

"Sure."  Nathaniel echoed weakly.

"Brothers? Metaphorically?  Well, I'll be in front.  Apparently the trick is just to not to stop. Just to go for it."

Raphael couldn't help but be glad for the fact she'd be in front ...although he had a sinking suspicion that if Sarah walked into a wall, he'd take the rap.

Nathaniel snorted laughter.  "Either that or...."  The expression of laughter died suddenly, and he looked bitter.  "Yeah. Metaphorically."

Turning 'round, one green eyed guy looked at the other. 'what'?  Raphael mouthed.

"Forget it. Let's ram our faces into the wall." Recklessly Nathaniel tucked his arm through Sarah's.  "Lead on, fair maiden."

"I'm going to finish my coffee," Raphael announced, and promptly burned his tongue. But then, he followed suit, only after at least three words he should not have known passed his lips.

"So, we just walk. And crack into the wall." There was a word for this... Raphael thought... "Fun. Sounds... fun."

"Crazy teens." Sarah rolled her eyes a bit.

Raphael adjusted the straps on his backpack, tightened them a little, and looked heroic as he walked.

A few steps from the wall and the kitten began to squirm.  "Not now, kitty." Nathaniel said irritably.  Half a step from the wall the kitten came scrabbling out of his pocket and adhered  itself to his arm with all its claws.

"You alright?!" spluttered Raphael.

Sarah looked ahead and thought of the magic that was real that pervaded her being.

"AAAAAAAAAARRRRRGGGHHH!!"  Nathaniel said eloquently for the second time that day, and let go of Sarah's arm to swat at the kitten.  He totally missed the walking through the wall bit, he was so busy trying to remove the cat from his arm.  By the time he extracted all its claws without hurting it

or him more, there was a platform in front of him.  "Damn..." he said, slightly panicked at the absence of the other two.

A shudder passed through Raphael. For a second... for a second... had he passed through? Falling out onto Nathaniel, Raphael coughed and spluttered as ice fell into his lungs.   "Chr-Nath-Sar-" he choked

Sarah was right behind him.  "That was interesting. Like flying high in the air."

"Cold," he forced, through a frozen jaw. "Why was that so ... brr... cold?"

"Hey..." Nathaniel caught the flailing Raphael in the crook of one arm. "Here, finish your coffee... it wasn't cold... I missed it totally."

"Passing through the barrier - have some coffee."  Sarah confirmed.

To Raphael, it had felt like... only half of him had made it through... and then had ripped the other half through after....

The platform was quite busy with adult witches and wizards seeing off their kids.

Grabbing the coffee, and secretly making a wish for good old farmhouse scrumpy, Raphael downed it.

"Better," he said, with his neck locking a little. "I hate that," he commented.

"Hate what?"

"That wall," replied Raphael. "Once and I hate it."

"Come on you two lovely wizards-in-training."  Sarah said.  "Let's grab a carriage and make ourselves comfy."

"Twice a year will be enough for me.  Once on the way there and once on the way back for summer."  Nathaniel scowled at the kitten and tossed it casually up to his shoulder, where it landed neatly.

"Lovely?" replied Raphael, recovering a little in the face of praise.

"Yes." she said, slightly embarrassed.

"You," instructed Raphael to the cat, "have hidden talents."

Nathaniel caught onto what she'd said and stomped ahead, furiously blushing behind the curtain of long hair.

"Brilliant pet you have there, Nathaniel."  Raphael shrugged to say: 'lovely, yeah, okay, we can deal with that...'

"I think you embarrassed him..." whispered Raphael to Sarah...

"It's a cat." Nathaniel said over his shoulder.  "You didn't expect it to be Normal, did you?"

"Does it have any diabolical plans to rule the world and ban dog food?" Raphael tossed back.

Sarah giggled at that remark, before saying quietly to Raphael, "I didn't mean to."

"Doesn't matter," whispered Raphael back...

"Well," announced Raphael, catching up to Nathaniel, "we gonna leap on this train?  This section looks empty."

"Hmmm?"  Nathaniel suddenly realised he'd stomped halfway up the platform. "Yeah... about here looks good.."

"We need to stow this stuff away as well."  Sarah added.

Something occurred to Raphael. "hey... are you allowed to show us magic yet?"

"Mind out, let me get to my gods awful trunk...."  Nathaniel started heaving stuff off the trolley and up into the carriage.

"Yeah, it's kinda... heavy," Raphael told Nathaniel.

Sarah pointed at luggage trolley obediently following them now. Nathaniel promptly dropped a backpack and stared at the self-propelled luggage trolley.

"That looks useful. You did that? You can do fireballs too, can't you?" Raphael said enthusiastically to Sarah.  "being that fireballs... ah, that's the best. They're like... fire, but a ball..."

Sarah blushed.  "I'm not allowed to."

"Er..."  Raphael looked confused.

"Fireballs."  Sarah clarified.

Raphael stared at her. "Why ever not? What did you do?" he asked, grinning at the idea that Sarah had accidentally torched someone.

"Long story. My parents don't approve of that sort of thing."

"Raph, don't be rude." Nathaniel elbowed him in the ribs none too gently. 

"Old man," grinned Raphael at Nathaniel.

Nathaniel shrugged.  The kitten leapt up into the carriage and started poking around.

"Oh I've never torched anyone but I did some damage to some property when I was younger."  Sarah admitted.

Raphael couldn't help it: he raised an eyebrow.

Sarah shrugged, "No big deal"

"I set fire to my mothers Persian rug when I was four." Nathaniel said brightly.  "We've all done it to one degree or another."

"I haven't." Raphael looked from one to the other. "I haven't."

"Kids of today." Nathaniel threw his trunk up into the carriage with barely concealed anger at something.

"No? Never played with fire?"  Sarah asked Raphael.

"Played with fire... ya, but... are you two talking about magic, yeah? Did you set fire to things by magic?  By accident?" prompted Raphael.

"Matches." Nathaniel looked at Raphael. "Didn't you hear me earlier? I'm a Muggle."

"By accident - yeah." Sarah was obviously deeply embarrassed by the admission.

"I thought someone said that... like... you sometimes... er... before..." Raphael slumped. "Sarah - someone said... like... burnout. Without training you can burn out.  So...like... it kinda... gets out.  I dunno. It's not happened to me. Or if it has no-one ever commented..."

"Oh. Magic can be like a wildfire. Runs on life energy."  Sarah seemed grateful for the chance to change the subject.

Raphael looked at Nathaniel. he hoped he hadn't embarrassed him. Twice in two minutes was a little excessive...

"If there's magic in me, it's buried deep and likely to stay that way." Nathaniel said flatly, throwing his backpack up into the carriage with rather more force than was necessary.

"A lot of serpent imagery in world mythology alludes to it."  Sarah continued.

Gulping, and a frown stealing over his face, Raphael said: "I dunno."

"Let's face it, Hogwarts managed to miss me for four years.... " Nathaniel continued.  "What, mythology alludes to me buried deep?"

"An inner fire which is activated by doing magic."  she patiently explained.

"...Hogwarts managed to miss us for four years..." mumbled Raphael but only to himself.

"The only inner fire I have is fed by bitterness." Nathaniel said quietly, and got into the train.

Raphael looked at Sarah. He shrugged, but it was a question.

'What do we do about him?' he was asking her. 'What do we go?' he didn't want to say it out loud.

She gave him a look that conveyed her concern.

Nodding, Raphael followed Nathaniel on board, with Sarah not far behind.

Nathaniel found a corner seat in the compartment after kicking his trunk out of the way.  A moment later the kitten dropped from the overhead rack into his lap, looking smug.

"That kitty is the coolest." said Sarah sitting by him.

Opening the door, and looking into the corridor, Raphael thought for a second about what he was gonna say. It had to be right.

"It is, huh." Nathaniel said disbelievingly.

Slamming the door, Raphael sat on the floor of the carriage under the window with his legs crossed. He didn't want a seat. Seats weren't fun.

"You could sit on the seat, you know."  Nathaniel looked over the kitten at the boy on the floor.

"Nah," replied Raphael. "It's fun on the floor."  The thought that it was weird didn't cross his mind...

"I'm looking forward to your sortings tonight." Sarah said brightly.

Nathaniel shrugged and absently fussed the kitten, which was looking around like it owned the compartment.  "I'm glad one of us is."

"You'll be in Ravenclaw - I hope." Sarah continued. "It would be great if you both were."

Raphael rubbed his left hand against his left temple. The sorting... not good...

Sarah looked at Raphael. "Hey you OK?"

"I am afraid of it."  Nathaniel said quietly, looking at the cat.

Raphael gulped, and sighed. "Nah. I... I just don't..." he shrugged and looked at the floor.

"I'm sure it will all be fine." she said reassuringly.

Arrivals and the Rest of the Students Leave Diagon Alley

The car was big and black, and standing by its door was a very big man with no expression on his face at all, and wearing a black suit. Anyone who was around last Christmas will recognise this man as a WiB (Wizard in Black).

"Right", said Kat, "in we go, don't want to be late do we?"

Marvo gave Andy a 'look' but Kat glared back at him, so he said nothing. He went up to the WiB and mumbled something to him. The WiB opened the car door and allowed everyone (even Andy) inside.

The car was very roomy, there would possibly be room for one more in there, but only if people squeezed up, so having the six of them was just right.

Cleverly, Kat made sure she sat between Marvo and Andy.

"Right. We've ready to go I think." Said Marvo. "To Kings Cross, Jeeves!"

The Driver who had got into his seat after closing the back door and filling the boot of the car with all their trunks and book, slowly pulled away.

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

Amy's family had collected her from the Leaky Cauldron and now were driving her to Kings Cross to catch the train to begin her first year at Hogwarts.  When the decision had been made for her to transfer from Durmstrang, her parents had taken her to Hogsmeade where they had met with an old man in Hogsmeade, whom she believed to be Albus Dumbledore.  He had told Amy that she was

probably in Gryffindor, though Amy could only wonder how he knew that.

Amy's family was driving her to Kings Crossing where she would board the train and start her first year at Hogwarts.

Amy's parents dropped her off at Kings Cross, and made sure she got on the train safely.  After that, Amy wandered around on the train as it began to fill up, wondering where she would sit, and with whom, since she didn't know anyone.  Eventually, she took a seat in an empty compartment for the time being, and began to read one of textbooks.

**********

Yvette had seated herself comfortably in a rather Gryffindor-loaded section of the Hogwarts Express. She was wearing very Muggle clothes, and had in fact been teased about them already, but had just grinned. 

That was what being at Hogwarts was about...she'd had a great summer, and was glad to be back. Not exactly to the homework, of course, but to her friends.

She had just thrown on a pair of jeans that were torn on the ends, a pair of flip-flops, and...of course...a neon pink tank top. Her curly hair had been let loose, and now it fell past her shoulders. She was reading something with a grin, and every once in a while giggled at what was said. It was just a plain letter, and for a girl with no Muggle blood in her veins, she certainly appeared to look like one.

A few Chocolate Frogs lay scattered beside her, and she was silently munching on Berti Bott's Every-Flavour Beans. 

******

A very irritated cab driver arrived at Kings Cross station. He was almost deaf with the sound of Miss Eezy complaining. Alpha stepped out of the cab and paid the driver. She made her excuses about her cat: "So sorry sir, but she doesn't like to sit in her basket and Siamese cats can be a bit noisy," she said apologetically.

She grabbed her belongings and went into the station to Platform 9 3/4.

She almost ran and all the travellers were looking at her because of Miss Eezy. Her cat enjoyed all the attention and "sang" happily along. 

"Will you please shut up!!" she hissed to her cat. Ooh, what an embarrassment, to walk with her trunk and a heavy rucksack and a "feline singing" basket. All the people were watching her, commenting her cat, admire her cat in some cases, but always pitying Miss Eezy.

She hated this, her cat liked to do as if she was complaining, loving the attention she was getting, every year at the first of September, it was the same show. Alpha wished she could go to Hogwarts on another way. She tried to spot familiar faces at the platform.

Peesey had slipped away from the Leaky C a while ago, and had gone shopping with his parents. He was in a cab just behind Alpha. He got out and he let his parents carry his trunk and new owl. His gaunt mother kept talking to him about what he was going to do at school. He quickly noticed someone that

he though he knew. He walked in her direction.

Alpha noticed someone she recognised as a fellow Slytherin. She beamed a radiant smile at him, which faded a little when she saw the parents behind him.

"Hi!" She said. "Glad to see a familiar face around here!"

Again, she bent over her basket: "Miss Eezy, please be quiet!" 

She rolled her eyes at Peesey, shaking her head. "She likes the attention she's getting now, you know." Indeed, people were watching the cat, which exploiting the whole issue, kicked up a row.

Alpha noticed that Peesey's mother gave her a disapproving look.

"Hi," Peesey said. "I hate having to wear muggle clothes - don't you? I mean they completely cramp your style as a muggle hater!" He turned to his parents. "Right, O.K I'll take it from here!" he took the bags from his father then placed them on a nearby trolley. 

"Do you what the time is" He said to Alpha

"I like wearing muggle clothes." Alpha said. "But it's almost time to go now." She whispered something to her cat and the cat suddenly was silent. 

"That's better," Alpha said to Peesey, "Now we can go through the barrier otherwise we would attract too much attention. Are you going first?"

"Hmm" Peesey said. "O.K, let's go" He walked towards the barrier

Alpha watched Peesey go through the barrier and she followed him soon afterwards. Checking if nobody was watching she leaned towards and through the barrier. Finally on the platform, looking for a nice quiet place in the train, so she could read a bit.

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

The huge black Ministry car pulled up at King's Cross station and the two Lagrands along with Niki, Hagrain and Drake made their way towards Platform 9 3/4. 

Glueclaws strolled along next to Morticia, looking not very happy about it. Veneficus sat in his cage, leering down at Glueclaws with obvious disgust.

Morticia took her time to explain to Hagrain how things were working, and she and Drake stayed behind until the first-year had made his way through the barrier while Nathan and Niki had already entered the Platform.

Finally, all of them were there, the beautiful Hogwarts Express already waiting there.

Nathan helped Niki to get her trunk onto the train. She had tried to levitate it by spell, but Nathan had insisted on lifting it all by himself, which had caused Drake and Morticia to roll their eyes. Then they looked around on the platform to see if they could find any known faces.

Niki stood on tiptoe to see over the crowd of pointed, black hats, and still couldn't see anything. She grumbled to herself, then asked, "Do you want to get on the train?"

Nathan shrugged. "Sure." Without even looking at the others, he offered Niki his hand to help her onto the train. "Let's go somewhere in the back, okay?"

Niki nodded. "All right." She seemed somewhat preoccupied--she was thinking back to her last two rides on the Hogwarts Express, neither of which had been particularly happy. Well, if she had anything to do about it, this one would be significantly better. She took his hand and climbed aboard.

Nathan walked her through the train until he reached the last compartment in the back of the train. There he put down Veneficus's cage, threw himself onto a seat and produced a large amount of Muggle sweets. "Sit down," he told Niki with a grin, "sweet things for a sweet lady. Hope we'll stay alone in here..."

**********

The Ministry car pulls up outside kings cross and the WiB helps carry trunks to barrier.

"Well. Here we are and just in time too. Let's get on the train." Said Marvo. Marvo leads the way.

On the other side of the barrier stands a familiar figure - Anders Grimalkin.

"Well, you made it in good time Kathryn. You may need to go down to the front of the train to find an empty compartment though." He looked about somewhat anxiously to see if anyone else was with them. 

"Marvo - is Nimue not with you? She's cutting it very fine if she isn't." He glanced at his watch.  "I hoped to wave you all off together."

"Oh hello Proff... Anders." Marvo still felt a little embarrassed around the ex DADA teacher

"No sorry, I believe she was in a car with some new students, should be here any second. I know she won't be late, she's always on time" He smiled.

**********

Breana gave a soft smile as she looked around her. Most people she thought could be witches or wizards, she could see were heading towards the platforms 9 and 10, but, this being her first time, she wasn't very sure how to pass by the barrier. Mr. White hadn't being able to give her enough clues for her to figure out, and so far, she hadn't had enough time to ask anyone.

She glanced around, and, she was amazed when she noticed all the students and families around her. She had never thought that there could be so many, even when she was in Diagon Alley and noticed the people there. The quiet life of being a towns-girl was slightly getting to her, as it meant that she felt uneasy in places like cities, or large public areas. 

Gulping, Breana checked on Tyris, who was chattering slightly on her shoulder, and causing muggles to stare at her. Breana silently wished that Tyris would allow herself to be put into a basket, so that no one would notice her. But not this squirrel! Tyris was extremely frightful when she had her freedom being questioned. The squirrel thought baskets were for pets, and Tyris was not a pet!

Breana hissed, 'Quiet down. How many more people do you want to stare at you?'

*Better than cage* the squirrel replied.

'Maybe so, but then I won't be stared at,' Breana replied, with a sad smile.

*You think of the-* began the squirrel but Breana interrupted.

'Tyris!' she snapped, and glared at the squirrel.

*The incident haunts you* the squirrel muttered, and then grew silent, as Tyris made herself comfortable on Breana's shoulder. 

Breana sighed, fighting back the tears as she let go of her trunk and leaned against one of the pillars of the station.

***********

Hal had completely lost track of time, so happy was he to be faced with the prospect of months away from his devoted Mother, not to mention seeing Madison again.  They had ordered another Butterbeer each and chatted happily about their holidays, well, Madison chatted and Hal listened, unwilling to share the 'wonders' of his time away from Hogwarts.  What would she think if she knew how dull his home life really was?

Madison stopped and took another sip of her butterbeer.  She was a bit embarrassed to be doing all the talking...but Hal didn't seem to want to talk about his summer.  She was glad to see him, and decided not to push him, rattling off about her summer instead, hoping she wasn't boring him.

Looking up, she glanced around the room, noticing that most of the other students had already left.  

"Hal...what time is it? We're not late, are we?"

Hal only half caught what Madison said, he was too busy watching the obviously excited Branwen enter, followed by...a prefect, well that was a new one. 

"Late? No....don't think so....want a lift to the station or have you made arrangements? There'll be loads of room in the car and it'll be comfy too." He finished hopefully. 

Jon smiled at Branwen's remarks about money. "I understand your cousin has a mountain of luggage for us to haul." he said to Hal. 

He also smiled at Madison though being that he was a Sixth Year Prefect - he felt he needed to keep some distance else.... he wasn't sure what else but it seemed prudent after his mishandling of Shinrei to do so. 

Hal rolled his eyes, he knew what the Evans girls tended to be like and he groaned inwardly. Branwen was coaxing Madison into joining them, and Hal chose to stay out of the way so it didn't look too obvious that he wanted her to... 

"Perhaps we should go and get all this luggage sorted then?" Hal suggested to Jon, making his way to the stairs leading to the room Branwen had taken overnight. She liked to be prepared and the boys would see that that meant providing at least one of anything she could conceive of needing over the term, they would have their work cut out for them. 

Madison smiled. "Alright," she said. "If it's really no trouble for you..." 

She watched the boys head up the stairs, then turned back to Branwen. "So how was your summer? Ready for school yet?" 

Branwen grinned. "Always ready for school, Maddy, I can't wait! Summer was pretty quiet though, chance to catch up with the family and locals friends, muggle and non-muggle alike. It was nice." she said quietly, omitting the fact that she had been miserable most of the time for not seeing anything of Randal, not even a whisper from him. 

Still that would all be sorted out soon, she was sure he would be as happy to see her as she was to see him. The girls watched the boys bring the first of the loads downstairs, and with a pang of guilt Branwen moved to help them. 

Hal was exhausted already; he made a renewed resolution...he really was going to make more of an effort with Quidditch this term. 

Jon smiled warmly at Branwen "Are you sure the Hogwarts Express will be big enough for all this?" 

His attention was drawn by the entrance from the street of a man who bore the discreet crest of the Order of Merlin on his black uniform. He looked around the pub as if searching for someone. 

"Are you looking for Nimue Hawkwood?" asked Jon. 

"I am here to collect Lady Elizabeth Hawkwood." the man replied without smiling. 

"Oh yes, of course." Jon blushed - he had forgotten that a driver employed by Lord Hawkwood would not be likely address Nimue in familiar terms. He knew Marcus Falconer had but then he was her cousins or something. "She is still in Diagon Alley with a few students."

The driver nodded and looked at his watch calculating the time. 

*********

"No apologies kindly, Miss," Jian replied. "I was only thinking about the Qiao-yuan's exact travel range. It is a special Qiao-yuan, yes." 

Jian reached into the sleeve of his saffron robes and pulled out a short cylinder of wood. He tapped a certain nondescript part thrice with his fingertips. The wooden cylinder immediately lengthened into the bo staff specially bewitched by his great-uncle. 

"It transports based on my uncle's will. He willed it for the train station. I will meet you at this King's Cross place." 

"Of course, Hupi Jian." said Nimue. "I will see you then at the train station." 

However, as Nimue spoke her attention was caught by a slight awareness of a familiar figure in her peripheral vision. She looked over and saw Mahou Amberstone with an older boy whom she vaguely recognised from a few months previously when he had been with Sarah Taverner in the Great Hall at Hogwarts.

She smiled and waved to them. 

Though fascinated by the bo staff that Jian had shown to them, Shinrei instinctively followed Nimue's gaze and the direction of the other girl's wave. 

A short distance down the street she saw Luis Verga and a red-haired girl standing side by side. 

She stared. She heard her own voice floating around them, but she was only half-listening to what she was saying. "I think we need to go into the Apothecary shop before we travel to King's Cross station, Hupi-san." 

With these words, she tore her gaze away and went straight into the Apothecary's. 

"Be quick," said Nimue to Shinrei's back as she entered the shop. 

She wasn't sure that Shinrei had heard. The Japanese girl wasn't usually one for rushing off. She had been staring in Mahou's direction - was there a problem with between her and the other girl? 

Or  ….was it this tall, good looking boy that had caused her to rush off. Nimue couldn't be sure but was more concerned about the train and making sure no one was left behind including herself. 

She walked over to where Mahou stood with Luis. "Mahou, have you almost completed your shopping? I have invited Shinrei to ride with me. Would you also like a lift?" 

She then turned to Luis with a warm smile. Nimue might be a month away from her fifteenth birthday but she had a poise that belied her youth, "Good morning. I am Elizabeth Hawkwood, of Gryffindor House. We haven't been introduced but I believe you were at Hogwarts in June. If you are also heading to the station I would be happy to give you a lift as well?" 

Jian retracted the bo staff back into its small wooden cylinder form, glared in the general direction of Luis Verga and followed Shinrei into the apothecary. Why was it that seeing the Hispanic boy always disturbed the girl? 

It suddenly dawned to him that he was angry because Luis Verga was seemingly making Shinrei Hikari upset. Blessed Buddha. What was happening to him? 

Being naturally swift, he caught up easily with the Japanese girl just as she had entered the shop. "Miss," he called out, striding to her side, "would you be angry if I accompanied you now?" 

********

Having concluded his own business Professor Severus Snape had watched the proceedings of the last few minutes by the Apothecary shop unnoticed by the small group of students gathered there.

Electing to intervene, he bore down on Nimue Hawkwood, Mahou Amberstone, and Luis Verga his black robes billowing out around him. 

"Miss Hawkwood!"

Nimue looked over with some surprise to see the Potions Master in Diagon Alley. "Professor?"

"While I am sure your conversation with Mr. Verga is fascinating, may I suggest you gather up your little band of Gryffindors and depart for the station …..  at once!"

Nimue nodded her assent.

He then turned to Luis "Mr. Verga - unless I am mistaken you are also in danger of missing that train. "

Nimue spoke up, "Sir, I am happy for Mr. Verga to ride to the station with us."

He said sharply, "That you may be Miss Hawkwood - however I am not! Come with me Verga…. now!" 

In silence he escorted Luis through the Leaky Cauldron out onto Charing Cross Road where a taxi waited. "Kings Cross' snarled Snape to the driver. Before Luis entered the taxi, Snape said quietly,

"I'd suggest you avoid fraternisation with the Gryffindors, Mr. Verga. They have an annoying tendency to want to save others rather than exercise the instinct for self-preservation that denotes members of 

Slytherin House."

He waited until the taxi had moved off and then returned to the Leaky Cauldron advising Hawkwood's driver to load what he could now.

**********

Their car finally being loaded, Jonathan climbed in after Branwen, Hal and Madison. 

Given the time his watch said he felt a little anxious that Shinrei and Nimue would miss the train and also that somehow Luis would use the opportunity. 

He was therefore a little relieved as the large car pulled out into traffic to see Severus Snape (what was he doing in London?) emerge from the pub with Luis Verga and appear to be putting him in a taxi - alone. 

*Good* thought Jon and settled back for more pleasant conversation with the Fourth Years. 

*********

Returning to the Apothecary, Professor Snape saw Nimue and Mahou exiting with Shinrei and Jian. 

"Come along - all of you." He walked back with them to the Leaky Cauldron. He gestured Jian, Mahou and Shinrei into back of the car while turning to have a quiet word with Nimue Hawkwood. 

Nimue smiled and nodded and then got into the car with her owl. The car moved off swiftly for the station making excellent time. 

*********

Jian had silently and patiently followed the Gryffindors out of Diagon Alley, in obedience to the

rather rough prompting of the black-clad, snarling teacher who he thought was an older version of Luis Verga.

But it was not in his agenda to ride the car along with the others.  Especially if he was in it with three females.

He caught the eye of Shinrei Hikari, whom he felt would understand his predicament the most, and gestured to his hand that was holding the bo staff. He pressed the contraption that would cause it to lengthen and activate the Portkey enchantment.

He nodded to her and silently bade the Qiao-yuan to begin the journey. He felt the swirling beginning to consume him, faster and faster, until the world began to dissolve.

He was caught up in the darkness and then he blinked.

Face to face with him was a shiny red steam engine.

"The Hogwarts Express," he murmured in amazement. 

**********

Luis had, very wisely, decided not to comment on any of Professor Snape's remarks.  No fraternising with Gryffindors. That was fine with him for the most part. He only wanted to be close with one particular Gryffindor anyway.

And Slytherins were known to be ruthless pursuers. Tireless hunters.

It was a very satisfying thought as he leaned back in the taxi and watched the Muggle London world pass him by. Just this summer he had gone to this city for a quick look-around, to perhaps feel if *they* were close by.  So far, so good. He was, for the most part, safe. At least for the present.

On his trip to London he had also bought an acoustic guitar. He had wanted to buy an electric guitar but it was too expensive and would not very likely work in the magical air of Hogwarts. The acoustic guitar he left in his room at The Three Broomsticks back in Hogsmeade. Such a pity. He could only play ballads with that one, no fast songs.  Nevertheless he would pick it up on the way back to school.

Still, he missed the Muggle world.  While he was on the run, he could still have his CD music and his

Capoeira tournaments. Right now his best bet on having a good fight was to get on the monk Jian's nerves enough so the other boy would let loose some of those kung-fu moves the Shaolin had on Muggle movies.

Then again, Dumbledore wouldn't like it. Luis had promised to be in his best behaviour, at least as far as Slytherin canon would allow.

The taxi stopped at King Cross Station and Luis paid the driver from the little stash of Muggle money he had on hand. He walked up to the barrier between the familiar platforms and phased almost carelessly.

"Hullo, old friend," he greeted the Hogwarts Express. "Long time no see."

