149
114
HP-Hogwarts Role Play Group - Transcript 37

Aboard the Hogwarts Express


This transcript takes place upon the Hogwarts Express and contains messages from the Hogwarts Express group starting about Message No. 111 and completing with Message 339, with the letters exchanged over the incident included from HP-Hogwarts group. There is quite a lot of overlap with Transcript 36. The long IC-chat (Message 112) from 22nd September is included. Other IC Chat between Nathan and Niki to be added at a later date. 
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First Meetings

(Editor's Note: This section contain long IC Chat from Saturday 22 Sept)

More and more students were arriving at the train. Sarah had been hanging out the window watching folk arrive. Sarah had seen a few familiar faces. She saw the Lagrands arrive in 'La Grande' style and that Nathan and Niki appeared to be together. 

"Well, there's a thing." she said to herself. Turning back to the boys in the compartment and sitting down again. 

"You two have met a few of the other kids already. No doubt once we get moving and people are sorted for their seats folk will start wandering about more." Spotting the Lagrands and Niki, Sarah decides to say hello. 

Niki, Nathan and Tish had boarded the train. Nathan being the gentleman and assisting Niki with her trunk and other items. Morticia murmurs something about boys ‘showing off’. They were in the corridor discussing various matters.

Arcadia Fudge is also seen and shouts at an attendant for dropping a bag. Morticia ignores her however. 

Niki smiles at Nathan, “Thank you.  I am *so* happy to be going back to school.”

Nathan beams a smile at her, “Yes, I'm happy too..”

Sarah comes over looking very happy, “Hi Niki, Tish, Nathan.”

Morticia smiles, “Sarah! Hi! How are you?” 

“Brilliant. Guess what?” said Sarah obviously bursting to tell some news.

Niki continues talking with Nathan, “I missed classes, and all my friends, and” she notices Sarah, “.oh, hi Sarah!”

Morticia gives a puzzled look, “What?”

“I have met the two loveliest new boys - Raphael and Nathaniel – new students.” 

Morticia looks interested, “Really? Which year?”

Arcadia Fudge walks over to join the party  “Hello all.”

“Fourth Years like us.” Sarah as yet hasn’t noticed Arcadia. 

Morticia in a low voice says, Hi Arcadia.” Likewise Nathan notes her arrival, “Hello, Arcadia.”

“One's a Ravenclaw …,” 

Morticia continues, “Handsome?” 

Sarah smiles, “Very handsome - both of them.” Sarah shuts up seeing Arcadia. 

Niki steps on Tish's foot. “Ouch! What?!?” Tish cries.

Niki hisses, “Don't talk about boys in front of Arcadia...”

Arcadia appears not to have noticed, “And how are you Nat my dear?”

Nathan answers politely, “Fine, thanks.”

“Wonderful.” Arcadia takes Nathan’s hand, “So looking forward to this year.

are you?”

Raphael has quietly joined the small group. Sarah blushes realising that Raphael has joined them and worried that he might have overheard her.

Morticia gestures at Raphael and makes questioning eyes at Sarah. She gives a little nod of acknowledgement.

“Hi Sarah.” Says Nathan, “I think Nathaniel is re-educating his cat...”

Nathan answers Arcadia’s question “ Yes, sort of. Uhm, Niki, anything else to put into the train?”

“No, all my things were in my trunk...had a rather difficult time getting them all in, but I managed.”

“Hi Raphael.” Said Sarah recovering her composure, “these are my friends.”

”So I thought, whose everyone here?”  Raphael looks up and grins a bit.

“This is Morticia and Nathan Lagrand..” she began.

“Hey, introduce me!” Raphael said teasing her.

“This is Raphael.” She replied finishing her sentence.

“Hi” said Morticia. Nathan “Pleased to meet you.”

“Hello.” Said Raphael, “You... you... in these houses...?”

“This is Niki Philip  ...” she mumbles the pronunciation.

“Pheidippides.” Said Niki with a smile.

“All Slytherins.” Said Sarah hoping that Raphael would recall their earlier conversation.

Arcadia continues to focus on Nathan “So what did you do this summer Nat? I missed you SO much.”

Raphael thought about what had been said, “Whatdyacallems... er... Sniffering?”

“Slytherin.” Niki sighed. 

“Yes.” Said Nathan in response to Arcadia. He thinks “Hey, you wouldn't be the guy that got poor Drake all upset, would you?”

“Drake?“ Raphael goes slightly glassy eye'd, “ Who's Drake? I don't think I've met him...”

“Guy with a scar on his face and stutters?” Morticia prompts.

“No, I don't think so.” Raphael’s eyes suddenly refocus.

“Slytherin - as in snakes...” Sarah gives her hips a sensuous little snaky wiggle.

Arcadia looks at Raphael, “Slytherin as in pure ….”

“Snakes?”  Raphael looks up.

“What about snakes?” asks Niki.

“Snakes... hmm... snakes...” Raphael trails off.

“You like them?” said Sarah a note of pleasure in her voice.

Scratching his head, Raphael tries desperately to remember what it is about snakes.

“Nice animals, snakes.” Comments Nathan, “Although I prefer birds, really.”

“Snakes.” Raphael shrugs at Sarah, “I can't really.”

”Animals!! Has anyone seen my cat?” Tish suddenly says.

“Glueclaws? Is he okay?” asked Niki.

“You have a cat too?” Raphael looks amazed, “Wow, are cats like, what everyone has?”

Arcadia keeps tight hold of Nathan's hand.

“I don't know!” replied Morticia, “Ooh, he's sneaked away again, stupid thing!”

“I think they are very cool - I have one as a pet.” Said Sarah as way of explanation.

“What, Sarah, you have a cat too?” asked Raphael. 

“No, I have a boa constrictor.” Replied Sarah. 

“Gluey is the weirdest cat I know...” commented Nathan.

“Is he still ……you know....” asked Sarah.

“Yupp, he still is.” Said Nathan cryptically.

“Skotadi stayed in Greece...” Niki frowns.

“Oh Niki, why?” said Morticia with concern.

“He disappeared.”

Raphael looks from Sarah to Nathan on the issue of Glueclaws, “What?”

Nathan shrugged, “He - talks.”

“He... talks.?” Said Raphael.

“Yes.” Said Nathan as if this was quite a natural phenomenon.

“Only at times.” Interjected Morticia.

“Basil my snake does not talk - which is a bit boring of him.” Commented Sarah.

Raphael suddenly grinned, “Um... I'm going to... um... I'm going to have to see that one.”

“I wish I spoke – snake.” Sighed Sarah.

Niki glances at Nathan and smiles.

Morticia meanwhile hugged hugs Niki over the loss of her pet, “Oh, I'm so sorry, I liked Skotadi!”

“Parselmouth, you mean?” Niki asked Sarah while returning Tish’s  hugs, “It's okay, I think.” She said quietly.

“Can't you all like talk to animals, isn't that like magic stuff?” enquired Raphael.

“Parseltongue? Now, you don't want to be a dark wizard, do you, Sarah?” said Nathan.

Raphael gave a quizzical look, “Dark wizard?”

“Don't listen to my brother, Raphael.” Said Tish.

“Isn't that just prejudice Nathan?” said Sarah, “buying into the whole snake=evil mythology.”

“Don't ask me, I wouldn't know, would I, I don't know any of those guys...”

Raphael looked at Tish, “Um. Okay. It's a little difficult. He is standing right there...”

He changed the subject, “You know... does anyone have... a... paracetamol?”

Morticia looked puzzled, “Parac...what?”

“Some muggle sickness charm, I think.”

Sarah stuck her head out of the window and noticed the train was starting its engine. “Nimue's gonna miss it.” She said to no one in particular.

Tish apparently decided she’d had enough of her brother and walked away from the group, Nathan, looked at Glueclaws, “Tish, don't let that cat go anywhere!”

Glueclaws rubs against Raphael's leg and Raphael scratches Glueclaws behind the ears.

The cat went “puuuuuurrrrrrrrrrr.” “He seems friendly.. said Raphael.

Glueclaws loved it, “purrr....goood!”

Raphael scratches some more then raises his eyebrow, and carries on scratching. “Um... did anyone... hear that...?”

Glueclaws looked up at Raphael, “Purrrrnniiice!”

Sarah smiled, “Yeah, that kitty said 'good'.”

“Yeah,” said Nathan, “He does that all the time.”

Raphael looked at Glueclaws, “This is the cat is it?” and carried on scratching.

Glueclaws, “Whatmeow?” Arcadia’s wolf, Pan growls at Glueclaws.

Raphael, “The cat that can talk? Hey, Glueclaws, was it? do you wanna stick around here?”

He scratches some more.

Raphael produced a string from pocket and shows it to Glueclaws. Glueclaws looked at the string but ignored it.

“Keep the cat close, okay?” said Nathan to Raphael, “I'll go and search for Tish...”

“Does he debate if I pick him up?” asked Raphael with a grin.

“Try! But be careful, he doesn't like most humans. Like me...” Proving this Glueclaws hissed at Nathan.

Arcadia looked at Nathan; “I'll come with you Nat.” 

“I'll come and help...” said Niki and tried to scooped  up Glueclaws, “I'll take this fellow.”

Glueclaws struggled and jumped over to Raphael. He purrs and snuggles against Raphael.

“Not necessary, Arcadia, Niki and I can do it alone.”

]

Sarah looked at Nathan and Niki, “I think Niki wants a private moment with Nathan.” Sarah giggled and Niki blushed. 

Arcadia looks hurt and angry and glares at Niki.

Glueclaws tolerates me...and we can't let him get lost again.” Said Niki but when Raphael tires to gently say goodbye to Glueclaws, scratching and playing with the fellow in his arms, it seems the kitty has decided to stay for the duration.

Andy Warden walked up, “Hello.”

Sarah smiles at Andy, “Hello.”

Arcadia mumbles something, sounds like 'Breech' then she turns smiling to Andy, “Andy? and where have you been? didn't see much of you last term?”

“Oh, Arcadia. It's you....”

Then a dreaded sight, Miss Rita Skeeter, ace reporter for the Daily Prophet and other wizarding journals bustles over.

Arcadia doesn’t hear any reply Andy makes as she is  watching Niki and Nat walk off. going a bit red.

“Hello, dears...I'm Rita Skeeter. Perhaps you know me? I'm doing a little piece for Teenage Witch Weekly on junior Aurors...”

Andy turns to Raphael, “I don't believe we've met. I'm Andy Warden.”

Raphael picks up Glueclaws so very gently, then Glueclaws hisses at Rita. 

Arcadia gives Rita a big smile, “Oh Hello Ms Skeeter. remember me?”

Raphael steps a little away from Rita and smiles at her, but turns to Andy, “ I'm Raphael. Good to meet you...”

Glueclaws eyes Raphael suspiciously and then hisses at Rita once more.

“Same here. What house are you in?” asks Andy.

Raphael looks up at Andy, “Not in a  house yet. Only just arrived!”

“Ah I see. I'm in Gryffindor.” Said Andy.

“Gryffindor... that's the one with the... lion, isn't it?” asked Raphael, Glueclaws  gave a “puurrroooar!”

“Yes, indeed, I remember you dear.” Rita smiles at Arcadia, “I understand that one of your classmates is a Junior Auror?”

Raphael peers at Glueclaws, scratches him behind the ears, “I have to keep you here,” Glueclaws starts to purr again...

“And I was just wondering if I could ask you--all of your--a few questions?”

Arcadia makes a little noise, “O you mean 'The Magnificent' yes, it 'tries' to make everyone know!”

“What kind of questions?” asked Sarah and this was echoes by Raphael, “Questions?”

“On what he's like...has he saved anyone?”

Arcadia sighed, “He almost killed a teacher once.” 

Sarah looked astonished, “Marvo? What teacher?”

Rita Skeeter smiles weakly at Sarah, “Err...you, dear?” 

Andy trying to make sure that Rita doesn't see him. If Rita found out that he was possessed he'd

be all over the front page of the Daily Prophet. 

Arcadia said with confidence, “Oh yes. I heard a Hufflepuff talking about it. He cast a spell at Grimalkin.

Raphael looks at Glueclaws, “Hey, you okay?” he ginned and kept scratching, “purrllion..” said Glueclaws who was obviously a lion at heart.

Raphael understands the cat, “Lions are big... do you like lions?. Glueclaws meows.

Sarah scoffed, “Professor Grimalkin - that's silly!”

Arcadia looked angry, “HE DID!”

Raphael looks at Andy, “This is... um... girl... Tish? Morticia? Her cat.”

Sarah looks at him, “Morticia – Tish for short.”

“Right, thanks Sarah.” Said Raphael.

“Is this Glueclaws?” asked Andy. Raphael nodded and scratched Glueclaws who commented on his identity: “meowright.”

 “Oh, Grimalkin is old news...” said Rita with a snort.

Sarah gave Rita a ‘look’, “Old news - oh yeah - since he's been exonerated – no news in that is there?”

Rita ignored Sarah; “My readers want to know about the young men who are responsible for keeping them safe...”

Sarah giggles at the thought of Marvo in this light, “Well he dowsed me once - does that count?”

“But what is he *like*? Noble? Brave?” continued Rita.

Sarah giggles and Arcadia laughs.  

Sarah said, “He is very shy.” 

Raphael asked Rita, “Who are you talking about?” 

“Marvo Ward - Kat's boyfriend” said Sarah in explanation.

“Ooh...shy? Do you think it's because, as he spent his childhood learning to fight the Dark Arts, he never had enough social experience?”

“I wouldn't say noble...” said Andy.

“More than just 'boyfriend' from what *I* heard!” commented Arcadia hoping more questions would be asked.

“Kat has a boyfriend?. “ he looked at Sarah, “Didn't know that Not that... surprising. She's fun.”

Sarah looks at Raphael, “Why were you interested.”

Sarah responded to Rita, “You mean like all sweet and shy  - yes I'd say that.”

“I wouldn't say brave either! He's a coward that's what he is!” said Andy still very angry at Marvo.

Raphael raises his eyebrow at Andy, who looks at him and says quietly, “It’s a long story.”

Raphael grins and scratches Glueclaws, “Tell me later Ok?”

Andy nods, “I will.” And Raphael nods. Obviously whatever is between Andy and Marvo it is not to be discussed in front of the nosy reporter.

“Oh...kay. So, what else about him?” Rita ignores Andy.

“Sarah, will you look after Glueclaws for a minute? However, Glueclaws hisses at Sarah.

“OK” she gingerly takes gluey. “Charming.” She says of the cat.

Raphael looks a little surprised at the cat’s reaction.

Arcadia continues, “Apparently he had a fling with Morticia Lagrand once!”

Sarah looks astonished, “What! That's not true!”

Rita Skeeter looks at Sarah, “Charming?”

“Glueclaws here doesn't seem to like me.” Said Sarah in explanation as the cat wriggled out of her arms and then strolled away.

Raphael backs off for a second, staring at something down the train...”Back in a sec...” he says to Sarah. 

Andy looks at Rita, “Marvo and Morticia? No...”

Arcadia looks at Andy, “Well, I heard other things.”

Andy stares at Arcadia, “You wouldn’t.”

However, Rita Skeeter was now focused on Sarah, “So...Sarah, isn't it?”

Sarah, “Yes.” She regarded the reporter with some suspicion that she was trying to trick her.

“What else about him? Has he ever head to leave for a long time?” asked Rita smoothly.

At this point Winifred Fanel comes up to the group, “Hello.”

Sarah looked at Rita, “I don't pay that much attention to his comings and going.” She then noted Winifred, “Hi Winifred – Rita Skeeter is talking to us.”

Arcadia had no such discretion, “He left a while last term. don't know why. The WiBs came

and took him away way at the ball.”

Sarah gave Arcadia a look as if she were quite insane, what was she talking about. 

“Oh...do you know why that was?” enquired Rita.

Andy takes out one of his schoolbooks and starts reading.

Arcadia, “Well.. *I* heard from a Hufflepuff student that he was caught using DARK MAGIC!”

Sarah snorted, “You listen too much to Hufflepuffs.”

“Well, he's an Auror...” interjected Rita, “they're allowed. Did he do it to protect the lives of the classmates he has come to hold dear?”

“Yes he did!” said Sarah who hadn’t been there but knew this to be so. Rita looks quite proud.

Morticia strolls up and grabs Glueclaws mid-stroll. 

Morticia’s face falls at the sight of Rita, “Oh.”

“Tish I need to ask you something.” Sarah said quietly.

“I'm writing an article about Junior Aurors...” Rita said to Morticia.

“Good for you.” Said Tisha curtly.

Rita Skeeter flushes, “And I understand that Marvo Ward is one? I've already spoken to him, but I

wanted to get the view of his classmates.”

“Well, then go ask someone who want s to speak with you.” Snapped Morticia.

“Well we've given you our views - he's OK.” Said Sarah.

Arcadia gives Rita an 'I told you so' look.

“Miss Fudge told me that you had dated him, Miss Lagrand...?” said Rita, quill poised.

 “I think my father told you to be careful about your writing, didn't he? And that's a complete lie, as to be expected from someone as jealous as her.” Said Morticia.

Raphael wandered back up. “Welcome back.”

Raphael looks a little disturbed, “Yeah, hey, Sarah.”

“Hello, Raphael.” Said Morticia.

“Do you think he's afraid of emotional intimacy so that anything bad that happens to him won't negatively impact his friends?” asked Rita. It sounded as though she had quite a high opinion of Marvo already!

Morticia sneered at Arcadia, “I think Miss Fudge should keep her mouth shut.”

*******

Arcadia glares at Tish. “I heard he once danced with the ghost of the girl who was killed at Hogwarts.”

“That's so...sweet!” said Rita who was feeling quite faint with poignancy of it.

“I bet he rather dances with ghosts than with you, Arcadia.” Remarked Morticia.

“Was it in remorse for not being able to prevent her death? Did he find and punish her murderer?”

Arcadia huffs, “No I think she just thought he was cute,. she had no taste anyway.”

“Excuse me, but I have better things to do than being annoyed by THAT!” Morticia nods at Arcadia.

Raphael, scratches behind Glueclaws ears, “This guy is clever.”

Raphael looks at Sarah, “Sarah, I have... to... er... go find someone... I'll be back in a little while.

 Sorry.”

“Raphael, Gluey seems to like you... could you watch him for a moment, I forgot to buy some things for the trip.” Said Morticia wishing to get far away.

Raphael smiles, “Sure. He's a brilliant cat. “ He takes Gluey and Morticia walks away. A moment or so later he leaves as well, “Later Sarah.” He says in parting.

Arcadia whispers, “I think you may have touched a never there Ms Skeeter.”

Rita Skeeter returns her attention to Sarah, “Err..Sarah?”

 “Yes?” Sarah seemed distracted.

Rita Skeeter, “You didn't answer my question...about Marvo and that *poor* dead girl.”

“Oh, yes well he did dance with her at Yule and she gave him her cat to keep.” Sarah’s thoughts are on Raphael not Rita, Marvo or Joss.

Rita Skeeter nods, “Well...thank you.”

Sarah looks a little non-plussed, “Uumm, thank you - this better be a nice article.”

Arcadia looks at Rita, “Are you going to take any pictures Ms Skeeter?”

“Oh, I already have some, dear.” Rita Skeeter tittered. 

“Of me.. Us I mean . said Arcadia hopefully.

“Oh...no, I don't think so...” Rita replied. “Well I think that’s about it.” She waves goodbye and walks off.

“She's nice. pity no photos though.” Said Arcadia disappointedly.

A young girl scurries over. 

“Have any of you seen R--I mean, David?” she asked Sarah, Winifred and Arcadia.

Arcadia looked extremely disinterested, “Well. I have to go and do my makeup.” With this she and Pan walked off.

“David Ollivander?” asked Sarah.

“Yes...my uncle...” said the little girl.

“No, I haven't?” said Sarah, thinking this girl was almost perfect for her Yule plans if Niki wasn’t game.

Suddenly Marvo walks over, “Hello Winifred, Sarah.”

“Hey Marvo.” Said Sarah not with a huge amount of enthusiasm. Winifred gave a quiet, “Hello.”

The little girl sighed, “He *said* that he and Jacob would be here, but they *aren't*, and now I have to

 wait!”  she stomps her foot.

Marvo smiles, “And you are?”

“Oh, I'm sorry. I'm Ruth Friedman.” Said Ruthie.

“Well don't you worry. I'm sure they will be here soon.” Marvo gave a slightly patronising smile.

“I hope so. I don't want to miss the train.” She said.

“Friedman? I know that name..... No relation to Joseph and Calliope Friedman are you Ruth?

Raphael arrives, carrying Gluey. Sarah smiles warmly, “Welcome back.”

Raphael walks to join Sarah, “I think I spooked him.” He seems down. 

Gluey hisses but this could be at Sarah who looked as though she might pet him. “Did you?” she asked. 

“I'm sorry, Gluey. I'll make it up to you, I promise...” Raphael scratches him.

“puurrrhopeso” remarked the cat.

“Err...yes, daughter.” Replied Ruthie to the question of her parentage.

“Well. I pleased to met you Ruth.” Said Marvo with a smile.

Ruthie smiles broadly, “And who are you?”

“Yeah. To both of you “ Raphael grins at Sarah.

“Hello... Raphael isn't it?” Marvo smiles at Glueclaws, “Hello Gluey. “ Gluey looks at Marvo.

Raphael looks surprised, “ hello...?”

Sarah smiles at Raphael, “This is Marvo Ward. Kat's friend.

Raphael narrows his eyes, “Did we meet in the Leaky Cauldron?”

Gluey hops away from Raphael and towards Marvo.

“I saw you there yes.” Marvo holds out his right hand. Raphael shakes Marvo's hand.

Raphael looks at Gluey, “Would you like a bit of fish sometime?”

Gluey rubs against Marvo's hand. 

Gluey stares at  Raphael, “meoowwfish?”

Marvo strokes Glueclaws, “And how’s my favourite talking cat then Gluey?”

Ruthie looks surprised, “A TALKING CAT?!”

Gluey looks up at Marvo, “meowwell”

Raphael, “Oh, so you like fish? I'll get you a whole, lovely one if you want. Catch it...”

Gluey looks up at Marvo with hopeful eyes. A wand appears out of nothing in Marvo's left hand, he waves it and a small fish flops down in front of Gluey. The cat snatches fish and starts munching.

Raphael looks at Marvo non-plussed.

Andy puts down book and looks at Marvo. 

Marvo smiles ignoring Andy “Been sorted yet Raphael?”

Raphael looks puzzled, “Sorted? Um... dunno. No letter.” 

While Ruthie watches the upperclassmen with interest.

Raphael then looks at Gluey and sighs, “I think you're meant to actually catch the fish. It seems kinda..”

Gluey looks up and sees Morticia arriving. “siiiigh!”

Morticia picks up gluey. 

Marvo smiles  “Oh Hello Tish.”

Morticia beams at Marvo, “Hi!! How are you?”

Raphael smiles a little, “Hello again and steps back out of the way.

“Hey, Raphael.” She smiles, “Was Gluey nice to you?”

Marvo, “I'm fine thank you Tish. Have a nice holiday?”

Sarah feels a little nervous around Marvo and Ruthie backs slowly away.

“Yes, great, Niki was there and I visited E- Branwen...”

Sarah looks intrigued, “Tish are you and E...?”

Morticia glares at Sarah, “Sorry.” 

Raphael looks downhearted, 

Morticia looks concerned, “Are you okay, Raphael?”

Raphael nods, slowly, “Just... a little headache.” He nods to Sarah.

Sarah looked at Raphael, “I wish I could help.”

Marvo smiles, “Headache? You should speak to Kat, Mr Lathander. She's good with things

like that.

Raphael seems a little embarrassed by the attention; “It's okay.”

Nathan returns to the group, “Hey.” He sees Marvo and frowns. Sarah says ‘hey’ back.

Marvo regards Nathan, “Hello Nathan.”

“Hello, oh magnificent one.” Says Nathan with more than a trace of sarcasm.

Andy looks up from his reading, “Hi Tish. How have you been?”

“Hi. Andy” says Morticia, “I’ve been OK.”

Morticia glares at Nathan. 

Marvo smiles at Nathan, “Hello 'The Big one' :.

Morticia glares at Marvo, “GREAT one, Wart-boy!” Nathan chuckles.

Marvo smiles at Tish, “No offence. Tish.”

Sarah covers her ears in mock horror, “Here they go - the friendly insults.”

“No offence? Are you kidding?? Sorry, Andy. Had nice holidays, how about you?”

“You know. I've 'almost' missed this sparring with you over the holidays.”

Andy smiled at Tish, “It was great!” “

Good for you Andy.”, Morticia said. She ignores Marvo and pouts.

Nathan put a hand on her arm grinning, “Relax, Tish, it's only Ward.”

Andy glares at Marvo, “At least someone is happy for me!”

Morticia looks at Andy, “What did you do, Andy?”

Marvo glares at Andy, “That's NOT Andy!”

Andy ignores Marvo’s remark, “I stayed with Professor Dumbledore. It was a lot of fun.”

“Oh.....” Morticia said, eyeing Andy.

Marvo’s eye glows red looking at Andy, then seems to be looking behind him.

“What’s THAT?” He points behind Andy.

Raphael looks up, and goes grey. “Uuuum...”

Andy turns around, “What's what?”

Marvo glares behind Andy.

Suddenly Raphael throws a cloud of... raven feathers... and walks off quickly.

Raphael having obstructed the view... and he runs off. 

Andy looks puzzled, “What are you going on about now, Marvo?”

“Raphael!!” calls Marvo. 

“What?” Marvo coughs. The raven feathers seem to be gone... they just hit the

ground and went..

Marvo looks about, “Who did that? Hey where's Lathander gone?”

Nathan looks bemused, “Well, well. I dare say this will be an interesting year!”

Morticia looks to where Raphael disappeared, “What's wrong with him?”

“I don't know.... but I mean to find out.” Said Marvo.

“Oh, show us your magnificence, Ward... pleeease!” Nathan rolls his eyes.

Morticia frowns at Nathan.

“What?” Marvo comes back to himself, “Oh.. rm.. nothing, just, there was 'something' watching

us. then Lathander ran off. I wonder....”

Raphael returns looking a little angry.

Nathan looks at his sister, “Tish, could I talk to you for a second?”

Morticia sighs, “Okay.” The Lagrands wander off.

Marvo looks at Raphael, “What was that about Lathander?”

“Lathander... Ward, is it?”, Raphael looks daggers at Marvo.

“Sorry, Raphael.” Says Marvo, his tone friendlier, “what was that?”

Nathaniel arrives on the scene looking totally confused and trying to

get the mostly-black cat to stop clawing him.

Marvo looks at Nathaniel, “Hello Nathaniel.”

Raphael’s expression doesn’t change, “What was what?”

Nathaniel, “What what was what, Raph?”

Raphael is still quite grey and concentrated, “Nothing, Nathaniel. I think Marvo here was seeing things.” His manner his a little cold, and short.

“What... something. and you running off like that and the feathers.” Said Marvo.

Sarah who has been keeping quiet pipes up seeing Nathaniel arrive “Hey Nathaniel!”

“Feathers?” Nathaniel notices Sarah, “Hi, Sarah.”

“What feathers?” said Raphael innocently.

“I don't see things that are not there Raphael.” Said Marvo firmly.

“Raven feathers?” said Sarah.

Raphael shrugs, “I must have missed that.”

Nathaniel, “What on earth is going on here?”

Marvo's right eye glows red looking at Raphael.

Sarah addresses Nathaniel, "We're just chatting with Marvo here. Marvo, this is Nathaniel Greenleigh."

Nathaniel looks at Raphael's face and then nods politely at Marvo, "Hi."

"I don't know. Nathaniel is psychic." Raphael looks a little disturbed still. 

"Oh. Hello Nathaniel." Says Marvo.

Nathaniel almost drops the kitten, kitten hooking claws into sleeve to stay aloft. "Raphael, I'm not psychic." 

Raphael relaxes a little, "I'm just kidding." Sighs.

Marvo looks closely at Nathaniel, his eye still glowing. "Hmmm."

Nathaniel's kitten claws its way determinedly up to shoulder, "Yeah. Hi."

Marvo looks at the cat, "Nice kitten. What's it called?"

"Oh, Nathaniel, I have to introduce you to Glueclaws at some point. He's this cool cat...," says Raphael.

Marvo's eye goes back to normal, scared hand with wand welded on disappears and is now a normal hand.

"Sarah, where did he go?" 

"He went with Morticia." She said,

"Uh... it doesn't have a name.  It's just Cat.  What... um...what's with the glowing eye, Marvo?"

Marvo looks uncomfortable, "Oh, it's erm...."

Nathaniel glances at Raphael, "You out to make my life difficult, adding more cats to it?"

"Marvo's an... Can I say Marvo?" Sarah asks.

Nathaniel looks worriedly from Marvo to Sarah and back again.

"Maybe Gluey and this one can occupy each other?" suggested Raphael. The kitten glares at Raphael.

Marvo shrugs, "Yes I guess so Sarah. It's been made official now anyway.

"Marvo is a Junior Auror." Said Sarah proudly. 

Marvo gives a smile while Nathaniel has a blank look. 

Raphael eyes narrow, "I can guess..."

"An auror is someone who fights dark wizards." Explained Sarah.

"Like, some kind of agent, goes out, own judgement," asked Raphael with a frown, "makes the call."

"Officially sanctioned by the Ministry or Magic as School protector." Said Marvo with pride.

 "Dark wizards.....  oh.  Ok." Said Raphael. 

"Cool." Commented Sarah, "School protectors huh?" 

"Where does that leave the teachers? Enquired Sarah, "Does this mean Marcus won't be there this year?"

"No. Marcus is taking on more duties for Lord Hawkwood this year." Said Marvo.

Nathaniel looked at him closely, "So what's the glowy eye thing?"

"I, erm.. lost mine, a while ago. This " Marvo taps eye, "is a replacement."

"Someone fight back?" enquired Raphael then winces at what he's said.

Nathaniel kept looking, "and the fact it glows is significant?"

"It's magical." Said Sarah. 

Nathaniel looks at Marvo, "Let me assure you I'm probably the furthest thing from a dark wizard you'll find."

"It allows me to see things other don't," Marvo looks at Raphael, "among other things."

"So, what is a dark wizard then?" asked Raphael, "How, for instance, can you be sure?"

"Good.  You can tell me why the hell Hogwarts wants me to study there, if you can."

Marvo looked confidently, "Someone who uses magic wrongly, or uses dark magic to hurt others

What do you mean be sure?"

"How can you be sure, though?" Raphael frowned some more.

"Training." Said Marvo.

"You know, strolling along, two wizards blasting each other, which is the bad guy?" asked Raphael.

"Evil, good, its all in the perspective, isn't it, really." Asked Nathaniel.

"Thank you, " Raphael softens to Nathaniel, "Old man."

Nathaniel's eyes have a distant look, "Is it evil to let one person die to save a thousand, for example."

"No it isn't. evil is evil. No matter what the reason." Marvo looks at Andy, sorrowfully.

Raphael sighs, shakes head, and doesn't look at Marvo.

Nathaniel continues, "But what if the 'evil' wizard you're out to kill is trying to save his dear old grandmother from dying of Parkinson's or something... "

"Parkinson's?" asks Marvo.

"Don't YOUR perceptions and prejudices determine 'evil'...."

Raphael mutters something under breath... like "evil wants... ter".

Nathaniel gives a funny look at Marvo, "An incurable disease."

Raphael mutters "still... bloody... out of the... from the air..."

Nathaniel looks at Raphael, “ What are you muttering about, Raph?”

Marvo continues, “”ell, that would depend. I guess. Mine is not to decide such things. just to see that justice is done, and protect the innocent.”

Raphael looks up at Nathaniel, “Don't matter much. Just, well, stuff.  I'll... tell you later.”

Nathaniel looked at Marvo and said bitterly,  “Justice is blind.  And the innocent are road kill waiting to happen.” He then nodded politely at Marvo, “Nice to meet you.” Then he stomps off.

“Marvo!” said Sarah annoyed at his insensitivity. She goes after Nathaniel.

Marvo looks puzzled, “What? what did I say?”

Raphael sighs, mutters something like "clever". Marvo can hear it this time. 

Marvo looks at Raphael, “What?” Raphael is silent and Marvo looks bemused. 

Raphael glares at Marvo

Sarah approaches Nathaniel. He only notices Sarah when the cat boxes him round the ear with a paw.

Sarah looks at Nathaniel, “Heya - don't let him get to you.”

Raphael looks at Sarah with Nathaniel, can't hear, looks angry, sad, and then walks off.

Nathaniel shrugs, “Don't mind me too much, Sarah.”

“I care though.” She said quietly.

Nathaniel looks startled, “I don't matter, Sarah.  Forget it.”

“You matter ...to me.” Sarah said.

Nathaniel stares at Sarah blankly, “I shouldn't.  I'm not worth it.”

“Let me judge that OK?” she said.

At this point the guard came along and suggested everyone return to their carriages. Anything that might have been said wasn’t.

Private Conversations and More Arrivals

Nathan walked Niki 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..." 

Niki sat obediently then examined the Muggle sweets with suspicion, as if she expected them to jump up and being to tap dance on her nose. Finally, she took one, and smiled a thank-you. "Where do you get all the Muggle candy?" 

"Oh, my pet hawk," he grinned, "and I roamed bits of the Muggle world during the holidays. Pays off to have a guide who really knows his way around Muggle shops... do you know that they have places where you can get money without having to deal with goblins? You only put a small card into some apparatus and get money... quite amazing, really. Anyway, my father wasn't too happy about me spending several days among Muggles, but as it seemed, I played the part of a Muggle quite well since nobody seemed to have noticed." 

He stuffed a handful of M&Ms into his mouth and winked at Niki. "Waff mutff fun!" 

"Now I shall have to be extremely jealous of you," Niki said complacently, "because my holidays were very boring. Except for the moments of complete terror...I wasn't allowed to fly, you see, so I had to do it when my grandmother was out... I didn't get caught, but there were some close calls. And I'm beginning to think that Sko is some sort of anti-Kneazle...you know, instead of people attracted to nice people, he's attracted to bad." 

"Anti-Kneazle..." Nathan chuckled. "Sorry, I know this is a serious subject. I always thought Sko likes you. Maybe your grandmother ... convinced him, so to speak, to like her better? Anyway, have as many of the sweets as you like." 

He leaned forward conspiratorially. "I have some Muggle books with me in case you'd like to read some of them. And magazines." He grinned. "Teen mags, to be exact. Wouldn't you like to know what kind of guys the Muggle girls like best? I found it rather interesting..." 

"Okay, what kind of boy to Muggle girls like best? Tall, handsome, blond Quidditch players?" Niki teased. "Oh, wait--they don't know about Quidditch, do they? But why in the world were you buying Muggle teen girl magazines? Didn't you get strange looks?" 

Nathan laughed. "Teen mags in general, not girls mags. Mostly about music and stuff, I love Muggle music, did I ever tell you? Wish Drake's walkman would work at Hogwarts so you could listen to - hey! It should work here, right? Maybe I could ask him to let you listen to some of the stuff..." 

He looked out of the window to see whether Drake was still outside, but didn't see him. "I'll ask him when the train starts going," he thought aloud. 

"Anyway," he grinned, "tall, handsome and blond seems to work with any kind of girl, really..." 

"Can't imagine why," Niki said dryly. "That must be why girls are throwing themselves at David Ollivander...wait, you said handsome. Never mind." 

She thought for a moment. "Muggle stuff is interesting...particularly Muggle science and maths and things. Wizards don't do any of that because we have magic to do it for us. Cheating, really." 

You really should have a chat with Drake, then," Nathan said with a smirk. "I mean, he's been to a Muggle school and all, knows all the tricks... actually, I find Muggles to be very interesting. I don't get why so many Slytherins dislike them so much, they're very interesting, all those things they've invented to compensate the inability to do magic - planes, for example, and then enormous things like space shuttles... quite amazing, isn't it? I mean, I prefer flying on a broomstick, but still... it's interesting." 

He started to munch on a Snickers bar. "Not to mention the sweets... chocolate frogs are great but something else for a change is nice, too, isn't it?" 

Niki nodded noncommittally. Her knowledge of Muggles and the Muggle world was pretty well limited to chemistry, algebra, and geometry, and though she found them intriguing, she didn't think it would be anything very important. "But you have to admit, their jelly beans aren't as good as Bertie Bott's." 

"True." Nathan smiled. "Both worlds have their good and bad things... I think broomsticks are much more fun than motorcycles, for example." 

He leaned back and looked at Niki. "So, precious, what now? I'm afraid Miss Fudge won't like the idea of the two of us sharing a compartment or doing late-night studies... we both know she's a plotting little hag, cute as she might be, so we'd better think up some ways to block any kind of assault by her." 

"Is that possible?" Niki asked doubtfully. "I mean, Arcadia likes to use potions...is there any sort of all-purpose antidote? I don't much fancy blowing up like poor Branwen, you know." 

"There is no such thing as a cure-it-all-Potion," Nathan replied, looking a bit worried. "I guess we'll just have to be careful what we're eating and drinking for a while. She'd better not try anything! She may be good at Potions but so am I, and contrary to her, I'm quite good at doing hexes and curses as well...." 

Niki bit her lip. "Don't do anything stupid....I mean, you've already been expelled from Beauxbatons. Arcadia would milk anything for all it's worth, and we both know it... Too bad spouting equations won't help," she added, smiling in spite of herself. Arcadia was always something to worry about. 

"I won't hurt her as long as she leaves us alone. However," he grinned, "if she insists on being a nuisance, I'll make her learn a lesson. Oh, don't worry," he said quickly on seeing Niki's worried face, "I won't be expelled again. I only got expelled the first time because the teachers didn't like me, I was too clever for them." 

"Whereas the teachers at Hogwarts love a smart-a--I mean...never mind. But maybe you should tell her...she'd be less upset than if she found out, wouldn't she? And an upset Arcadia is not a good thing. At all." Niki's face was pensive, and she was biting her lip again--a bad habit, but one she'd never been able to stop. 

"Tell her?" Nathan grimaced. "Niki, you make it sound as if she was a girlfriend I needed to break up with - she's not! Let her be upset if she insists, she'll see what she gets from it... But now let's talk about something nicer than Arcadia Fudge." He smiled at Niki. "About you, for instance..." 

"You may not think she is, but *she* does...think you're a girlfriend, I mean." Niki shrugged. "But if I get turned into a...a rhinoceros, or something, I'm going to come and trample you." She smiled a little bit. "What about me?" 

Nathan sighed. "I'll make quite clear to her that she is to leave you alone." 

"Who will leave her alone?" Morticia suddenly asked from the door where she had quietly sneaked in. "Not Arcadia? She'll never leave you guys alone, Nat, she's still crazy about you and -" 

"Thank you, Tish," Nathan interrupted icily, "that will do. Why don't you go see some of your friends and leave us to ourselves? We have private matters to discuss." 

Morticia stared at him. "I'm sure!" she hissed then and stormed away. 

Niki frowned. Nathan might be...well, Nathan...but Tish was still her best friend. And she was angry--about what was unclear--and Niki didn't like that. It was, she considered, a drawback to having 'study sessions' with your best friend's older brother. "So," she said awkwardly. 

" So?" asked Nathan

Niki inspected her fingers, "I don't know."

"So, what now? Like to play cards?" he flicks his wand through the air and produces a pack of playing cards. 

"Can't that stupid girl knock?" Nathan frowns and then sighed.

" Well, you didn't put up a 'Do Not Disturb' sign. Why's she angry?"

"Dunno... probably her certain days of the month." He grinned.

Niki rolled her eyes, "Is Drake awfully nervous about teaching?"

"Drakey? Yeah, I guess... had this run-in with one of the students which upset him a bit."

"What happened?"

"Well, he wouldn't really say... seems he offered the kid some help but got shouted at or so."

"I'm a bit sorry I'm not taking Muggle Studies..." Niki smiled sadly, "Have I ever mentioned how much I dislike my grandmother, by the way?"

Nathan hugs her, "I'm sure Drake will be happy to tell you things about Muggles. I know quite a lot myself, you know? We could add that to your schedule."

"But I am doing languages, so I'm glad about that. Maybe some Greek. I hope so." Niki rested her head   on Nathan's shoulder. 

"There are so many subjects this year... I'd love to take them all but I suppose my father wouldn't like it - too much diversion from "Important Things", you know?" Nathan sighed again. 

"What are you planning to do once you graduate? That's the end of this year, isn't it?"

"Technically next but I hope it's this year... I have to see Dumbledore once we get to Hogwarts to give him a letter of my father." Nathan sighed again. "What will I do? Take a break, I think.."

.

"I guess you'll be pretty tired of school. But after that? Do you have any ideas?"

"No." he sighed again, "Dad wants me to either play Quidditch or try to get something at the Ministry...      I don't want any of that, though..."

"Well, what do you want to do? Write for the Prophet? Teach? Be an Auror?"

Nathan shrugs and grins, "Live out on my family's money?"

"Could do that, too." She grinned, "But with another two children on the way, won't it all go into nappies and...toys...and...and...and things?"

"Oh, god, please don't remind me of that!" Nathan moaned, "All right then, something sensible. Seriously, Drake and I were thinking about co-writing a book and doing research for it..."

Niki looks very interested, "What kind of book?"

"About the different kind of spells all over the world. Drake's found some weird stuff when visiting Inuit, for example."

Niki nodded, "There are lots of different things just in Morocco. Or Greece. Different from Britain, I mean. That would be interesting."

" Oh yes!" Nathan beamed, "That'd be fun... just don't think my father would like that - his oldest one roaming the world with a filthy ugly Mudblood."

"Well, once you've graduated, you're all grown up, aren't you?"

"Oh, really?" Nathan sneered. "You know how things work in high society! I mean - my father is an ambassador, YOU know what that means! He won't allow me to have fun, I bet... just like he want Tish to stop Quidditch and study more, imagine that!"

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

There was a large commotion at one end of the platform as a young man pushed his way through the gathering crowd of students. An ominous crash was heard as a large trunk dropped on the platform. It had split down one side and a large pile of books and papers were spewn across the platform. A number of elves were busily trying to gather the books from under the feet of a number of gathering students. 

"I said be CAREFUL!" He shouted as he approached the group of house elves that had obviously been struggling to get a number of trunks onto the train. "I told you those cases have my valuable possessions in them, and I don't want everything broken before I even get there!" 

One of the elves turned to face the young man who now stood at the scene, his frustration showing clearly in his blue eyes. "It is not our fault master. If master had not packed so many heavy items into one trunk then this would never have happened. We are sorry for dropping the case, we promise it wont happen again." The elf was also showing signs of frustration and guilt at the same time. 

The man looked down to the elf and spoke more quietly. "I hope it won't." 

He sighed. "At least it was only the..." he cringed as another trunk wobbled dangerously for an instant before being loaded onto the train. The elf noticing ran back to his job of supervising the other elves in the hope that no more cases would be dropped. 

"...books." The man said to himself. He sighed again and lifted a battered suede hat off his head. He pushed his brown hair back from his forehead and reseated the hat before turning round to survey the students who had been watching. 

"This isn't a show, you know!" He said to the assembled crowd. Some of the students had the decency to look embarrassed and return to what they were doing. Others just carried on watching and wondering what could be in all those cases to make the house elves struggle so much. 

The young man shook his head, and pushed his way through the crowd to the train door and disappeared inside. 

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

In a cabin already on the train, Randal stared out of the window. He watched the milling students on the platform. At least no one had managed to join him in here. He knew he shouldn't have but he had placed a mild 'disinterest' spell on the door. It should effectively stop people entering, causing their minds to wander when they tried to look in. 

He had no idea what was going to happen this term but he was sure it was not going to be good. How he had ended up with a girlfriend last term he had no idea. He certainly had been able to think a lot about that over the summer while he had been training in Switzerland. And now he was avoiding her. He dreaded seeing her again. She was going to tell him off so much for not writing and not visiting. He was not even sure, after a summer on his own, of what he had seen in her. 

Randal continued to stare out of the window. It should probably have been raining to fit his mood. No, returning to Hogwarts would not have been his choice of things to be doing right now... 

**********

He looked around the corner of the station wall, and at the blank space between platforms 9 and 10. It was now or never, he guessed. Being fashionably late obviously did have its disadvantages. 

The timing had to be right. Staring at the wall with concentration, he pushed the trolley ahead of him, hoping that not too many people would stare at the luggage, at the chest he was carting around. It wouldn't do much for being unnoticeable, although once on the other side... 

The people cleared from the wall for just a second, and he walked to it. Behind him, they suddenly closed again, the magic activating to disguise his movement... through the wall... onto the other side... he was through! 

Strolling out, looking smug as the baggage handler sprung into magical life, he strutted across the station. Magnus was back.!

A Lesson in the Use of a Wand

Nathaniel sat back down in his seat with a heavy sigh and stared at Raphael. 

"What was going on between you and Marvo, Raph?" 

Raphael looked up at Nathaniel once he'd reclaimed his seat on the floor beneath the window. For a second, he just seemed to pause... and think. "It's a bit... complicated." 

"That glowy eye was freaky..." Nathaniel said quietly. "... like he was trying to look right through me." 

Without being able to help it, Raphael nodded and started to speak. "And... he just... when you... I mean, when he offended someone, he was just... like... amused." 

He paused. "I'm sorry you had to see me like that, Nathaniel," and then glancing at Sarah, "and you too. He just made my blood boil. And..." but with that, Raphael fell silent, the frown hitting his face like a pile of bricks.

 Suddenly needing to be doing something, anything, Raphael thought desperately. 

Sitting with his head against the cold side of the train, sitting on the floor, Raphael produced a sad looking thing from his left pocket, and waved it around at Nathaniel and Sarah. "Did you know that I paid good money for this?" he asked, as he held up the laurel. 

It was a wand, he guessed. Having a wand was right at the top of the list from his uncle, although he'd put it off until last. It was... a stick, wasn't it? 12 long and not particularly stiff inches long, the laurel... stick... was supposed to have an "angels" heart string in the core. Well, that was ridiculous. For one, how could you get an angel to give up its string? If it even had one... he sighed, as the wand visible bent downwards a good few inches. 

He shook it. Wasn't it meant to, like, start flashing? "I paid far too much good money for this," he sighed, showing the other two. He shook it a little more. It was obviously trying to explode or fire a fireball, Raphael thought to himself, and failing. One more try. 

He waved it around madly. Nothing. "I think it's broken," he confessed to Sarah. "Should we give this up as being a bad job and go and, like, talk to people? Isn't... that... what you want to do?" he asked, going a little red. 

Nathaniel watched Raphael wave his wand a bit, and sighed. "Mine's no better." 

Reaching into his robes, he produced nine inches and an eighth of black cherry wood. It seemed to sulk in his hand and he tossed it up and down a bit. 

Sarah gave a little smile at Raphael's waving his wand around. 

"Your wand is a focus only - they are not magical just by themselves. Though woods have certain traditional properties and the combination with the core will make it more suited to different types of magical working or styles - that's why it is a good idea to have a wand that is fitted to you personally. The wand chooses the wizard they say. Well David's father says. " 

She took out her own wand and showed it to Raphael. "It's Acacia wood with unicorn hair in the centre. Not a usual wood. Most prefer the native trees that were part of the old Celtic wood lore. The Acacia is from Africa." 

"I doubt it's broken - I think you just need the right circumstances to activate it. Fireballs in here wouldn't be a good idea would they?" 

She was surprised Raphael seemed to be a little embarrassed, "What I want to do? Oh I am happy to do whatever you want to do. I guess we could go talk to people sure." She looked a little unsure of herself.

"I've had Marvo on my case since the word go." said Sarah, "It does not surprise me at all that he was giving you the once over with his icky eye. He's always acting way important and if what the Skeeter woman said was true about his status - well I don't see how there will be any fun at school any more. He and Shinrei ought to team up and form a spoilsports club." 

Nathaniel nodded and started trying to teach the mostly black kitten not to go rooting in his pockets for something the cat obviously found fascinating but that he didn't want seen yet.

The kitten nosed its way in under his overrobe again, and seemed intent on ferreting something out of a pocket. "NO, cat!" he said sharply.  The cat stopped and looked innocent for all of ten seconds before reverting to its original quest. 

She looked at Nathaniel's cat. "He's obsessed with your pocket. You know cats he won't stop. Very single-minded cats." 

The mostly-black kitten suddenly pounced on something and Nathaniel tried to pull it away... but a globe of glass suddenly rolled out of his sleeve and landed in Raphael's lap. 

Raphael started in surprise, looking away from his wand, stopping treating it like it was about to explode, and touched the ball gingerly with his fingers, looking into the surface. Taking a breath, he looked up at Nathaniel curiously. 

Nathaniel blushed instantly, threw the kitten up onto the overhead rack where it landed neatly on all four paws, and reached out a hand. "Sorry." 

Handing it to Nathaniel, Raphael asked: "why sorry? What is that, Nathaniel Greenleigh?" 

"Why sorry... it could have hit you in the face...." Nathaniel mumbled, making the globe vanish into a pocket somewhere. Persisting, perhaps without realising just why, Raphael asked again: "so, what is it?" 

"It's a contact juggling ball." Nathaniel said very quickly and quietly. 

"Oh, yeah!" Raphael leant back against Sarah's seat, with her to his left, and prompted Nathaniel. "Show me," he asked, although a little timidly. "I'd love to see." 

Nathaniel stood up straight, shaking his hair out of his face and seemingly produced the glass globe by simply shaking his sleeve again and letting it drop into his palm. Without unnecessary drama, he rolled it against gravity from the palm of his hand to the back of his hand. Then he flung his right hand upwards and the ball gravitated over his fingers back to the palm of his hand, but it didn't stop there. Instead his hand carried on moving towards the floor of the carriage, and at the last moment twisted his lean wrist in on itself and the ball moved smoothly along the base of his wrist to suddenly be in his palm again. 

Raphael blinked, and let the air out of his lungs ... very... very... slowly. 

Ignoring his audience, Nathaniel repeated the move again, halfway through shaking another identical globe from his sleeve into his other hand. He brought his hands together, and the balls spun lazily upwards into the air, only to be caught in the palm of his left hand a second later and spun around each other on the palm of his hand as he held it pointing downwards at the floor. 

Raphael waited, his breath bated. This was cool... 

Then Nathaniel did something very complicated and fast with both hands weaving in and out of each other and the glass globes moving in fast sweeps and curves, and then he shook out his sleeves again and the balls were gone again. 

"Contact juggling." he said matter of factly, shrugging and sitting down again. On the luggage rack overhead the kitten was purring smugly. 

Standing up quickly, Raphael pulled Nathaniel to his feet by shaking his hand far too much. "That's good, old man, that had me totally hypnotised for a second." 

Grinning, he thought to himself for a second, and then went on. "All you'll need to do is show that at school and they'll invent a new class for it where you'll get all the decent grades..." he announced, grinning. 

Nathaniel went a deep brick red. "It's nothing." he said shortly, extricating his hand and sitting down again. "Anyone can do it." 

"That was impressive." Sarah said to Nathaniel though could see he was embarrassed.

Raphael sat down too, resuming his position below the window. "Come on, Nathaniel," he said, raising an eyebrow, but then turning, he asked Sarah just what weird and wonderful talents she had. 

He was getting better at knowing when Nathaniel was in a stress, he thought to himself. Better... 

.Then it was Sarah's turn to be embarrassed when Raphael asked her what weird and wonderful talents she had. "Me?" she took a bit of a breath, "Nothing too weird or wonderful I'm afraid. Just a normal girl who does magic and sings. Sorry I couldn't be more - you know...weird and wonderful." 

The kitten dropped onto his knee and sat there purring and looking smug, and suddenly Nathaniel felt less terrible about the whole world. 

"Couldn't have put it better myself." he smiled an almost carefree smile at Sarah's description of herself. Absently he patted down his pockets and produced a very small green jade ball, which he let roll backwards and forwards over the knuckles of his left hand. 

Stress practically melted away from him now that he felt he could do his usual preoccupying habit without the eyes of the wizarding world laughing at him. 

Raphael nodded at the pair, finding that finally he had calmed down after Marvo. Things had been complicated. Too complicated. 

For just a moment, looking at Nathaniel absorbed in his juggling, and Sarah watching him. And then he thought of what had happened outside - the argument - the appearance down the carriageway - the harsh words - the look on his face - and he started to crumble. 

Why couldn't he tell these two people about one of his secrets? Why couldn't he make their fellowship of four - him, Sarah, Nathaniel and the cat - a fellowship of five? 

He sighed, suddenly, and put down his wand. He knew he couldn't. This was a pointless debate. He dropped it. "Sarah - teach me how to use this wand."

Sarah looked up and came and sat beside Raphael. "Right well this is something pretty useful to know and can be used safely anywhere." 

She took out her own wand again and giving it a little swish and flick motion, saying at the same time - 'Lumos'. A beam of light like a flashlight shined from the end of her wand. She played it about a bit. "See it's just light - very useful in the dark and when skulking about the darker regions of the castle." 

She gave the wand another flick saying 'Nox' and the light extinguished. "OK, now you try - just be gentle with it." 

Reaching into his right pocket, Raphael groped around for his laurel wand, grabbing it from where it was getting bent into more interesting shapes in his pocket and extricating it. As he waved it about, feeling useless, he wondered what Sarah meant by: “be gentle”. 

“Lumos,” he muttered under his breath, softly, hoping that it wouldn’t explode.

 If he’d wondered about it, he would have thought about the feathers that he honestly hadn’t seen in the corridor outside, but… The wand just looked at him smugly. He could have sworn it was smirking at him. 

“Lumos,” he said a little more forcefully, standing fully up, Nathaniel forgotten, Sarah, forgotten, and he intoned “Lumos” once again, louder, more forceful, feeling something like a caged beast trample around in his chest. “Lumos, goddamn you!” he shouted as the wand failed to respond. 

The door to the carriage swung open as the train door opening created a breeze. In frustration, Raphael threw the wand out of the door, spinning around and falling against the window. 

Nathaniel and Sarah both saw the flash from the wand… but then the door closed before it hit the ground. Raphael, though, banged his head softly against the glass window, three times, and then just leant. He was muttering under his breath, his heart was pounding, all his nightmares… all his fears about this place… he had to know… he knew the answer, though… and he would still have to find out. He was already on the train. And plus, he’d promised Nathaniel. 

The kitten leapt from Nathaniel's knee as he stood up and stepped outside. Pushing its head under Raphael's hand, the kitten looked at Raphael and purred softly. 

Nathaniel returned with the wand and dropped it into Raphael's lap, the graceful loop of the small jade ball between and around his fingers a habit long practised and not stopped while he moved. 

"Throwing it away isn't going to increase your chance of success with it, kid." he grinned at Raphael. "And we gotta talk about your idea of 'gentle', real soon, before you find yourself a pretty girl ..." 

Then he looked at Sarah. "Lumos? Nox? That's latinish, right? Except it should be Lumen...?" 

He made no attempt to retrieve his own wand from his inside pocket. It didn't look as though he was going to volunteer to do that as confidently as he had the contact juggling. 

Sarah was totally embarrassed by this remark of Nathaniel's about 'before you find yourself a pretty girl' but she recovered well thankful that she hadn't made such a comment. 

She did look in his direction though with his question about Latin. "Yes, it is - many spells were written centuries ago when Latin was the language of scholars and of wizards. Ancient Greek as well is used and though in theory a word is just a word - it is the association between word and intention that directs the magic to achieve a certain result. After a while it becomes second nature." 

She sat down again with Raphael on his left side. "Now just put your hand 'gently' upon my arm about here - so that your hand will move with mine as I do the spell. You may feel a slight tingling sensation." 

She waited for him to do this before she proceeded. 

Still a little crotchety about the total lack of magic from the wand, Raphael sat down by Sarah, as she directed, and took a deep breath before moving his hands. As he did so, he noticed something about the 'wand' in his lap. "Nathaniel," he said curiously, "that isn't the wand, that's -" 

Then he recognised what it was, grimaced slightly, and shoved the thing back in his right pocket before either Sarah or Nathaniel could see just what had caused him to go gray. He cursed, although, probably not dangerously, he admitted, under his breath. 

Looking up at Sarah, and then Nathaniel, and keeping his expression dull, he murmured "sorry, my mistake, thanks for fetching it," quickly, before taking another breath. Right. What had Sarah said? Place his hand... there... 

Gulping a little, Raphael touched the inside of Sarah's arm, ever so gently, somehow expecting her to object, although... that was stupid, he told himself. Stupid stupid stupid. She told me to... well, just so that she could show me a spell, he thought. Moving his touch again, his left hand grasping her right softly, his index finger almost touching her wand where she held it, his thumb and other three fingers curved around her wrist. Her hand... it was so warm... 

Forcing himself to speak, Raphael whispered "okay" to Sarah, "go ahead." Totally involuntarily, he swallowed convulsively just once. 

"Just relax" she asked moving her hand gently and then gave a small movement that 'swished and flicked' the wand. She did this a couple of times quite slowly and then more quickly so that he could get a feel of the movement before again saying 'Lumos' then again swish and flick 'Nox'. She repeated the charm one more time and then turned to him, eyes quite bright. 

"Did you feel any difference Raphael between my just waving it about and directing my energy through it?" 

Raphael, not letting go of her hand for just a second, didn't know that his eyes were bright too. Staring across at her... he knew... he had felt the tingle of power as it had flashed through the wand... he had felt the magic for just a second... he had felt it move through the wand... the heat against his skin... the ripple... the sweet touch of her magic... 

Biting his lip, Raphael stepped away from Sarah, still smiling, still remembering the feel of that magic, still remembering how it had touched him for just a second... 

To both Nathaniel and Sarah, Raphael seemed to slow. He reached deep into his pocket and retrieved the wand, holding it differently to Sarah, between the middle and index fingers of his left hand, clasped almost entirely down his wrist, only the tip of about an inch poking from between his fingers. For just a second, it seemed gnarled to Nathaniel: black shadows seemed to lurk in cracks and twists of the wood. 

To Raphael... the wand flashed black at him too... that tingle of power... he'd felt that before... if he could take that memory, that single flash of pure energy... if he could remember it clearly... go back to that moment... go back to that moment... remember... under the stars... green fire, black fire... wet... memory... memory... memory... 

Sarah and Nathaniel watched as Raphael visible changed stance, his eyes unfocusing, linking his right hand under his left and holding the wand to him. looking at it. "I remember another way," he said, his usual bright words slurred, slow and somehow alien. Different. He sighed, and looked at the wand once again, seeming to forget Nathaniel and Sarah. ...

She would have seen the light... he could make the fire brighter... he could make it flash... a reflection... it wasn't the feel of power from that memory... but... that power... the light Sarah had shown him... there was another way... there was a way he could remember... what he had been given... 

They watched as Raphael breathed out, slowly, and took a breath in, and then the alien voice returned. It was Raphael's, although different. "I remember the way. I remember the light. Envocate - Piccolo - Selene." Before Raphael, a dot of light appeared, a sphere that glowed milky white, spinning softly around and around. For a second, Raphael seemed to be able to move it side to side, just by moving his hands, as if it was on a piece of string, but then... ... 

the words... the words... the words... He staggered and it disappeared. Falling towards Nathaniel, he seemed to refocus, standing up again. The wand slipped back into his left pocket. His face was the colour of the sphere: milky gray. "Oh well. It didn't work." Starting to blink rapidly, he went on: "maybe I'll be able to get some light next time. I felt... something... anyway, Sarah, show us another spell neither of us can get to work." 

He turned to Nathaniel, speaking cheerily and grinning as the colour came back into his cheeks. "See, I told you there'd be someone as bad as you - I can't even get the wand to do anything!" 

"In Sarah's defence, I haven't got it to work because I haven't tried it; and maybe... just maybe if you tried Lumos instead of all that other gibberish, you might just get it?" 

Nathaniel looked equably at Raphael. If what had just happened had phased him in any way, it certainly wasn't showing in his face. 

Sarah also seemed non-phased by what had happened. 

"You did feel a little something there I could tell" she said encouragingly. "You have the feel for it you just may be used to thinking about magic in a different way - more instinctive or something. You said 'Selene' that's for the Moon isn't it? That little globe of light was a little moon like." 

She relaxed a little, "There really is less pressure than you think at school. Magic is suppose to be something enjoyable not a task. The way Nathaniel over there does his juggling - or playing music or dancing. There can be quite hard work involved but there is also a joy to it if that makes sense. You flow with the magic and it flows through you. Sometimes the harder you try the more difficult it is but when you relax then... it happens." 

Raphael looked from one to the other. Huh? He could practically hear a Yorkshire policeman's drawl in his head: 'what's goin' on 'ere then?' 

"Um.." he said to both of them. Well, that was... interesting. Nothing had happened... and... nothing had happened, he could swear it... Selene? Who? "Yerwhat? What gibberish? What happened?" He glanced from face to face, looking back and forth... both Nathaniel and Sarah were calm... he expected that... just... gibberish... didn't... 

He took in a breath, and then had to let it out again because he needed to breathe, and he hadn't thought of something to say, not yet. Another breath in. Funny. He let it out in a snort that turned into a friendly laugh. "Look..." he said to both of them, unable to stop the grin that slipped across his face, "I dunno what on earth you two are talking about. Tell me about it another time. And..." yeah... he said to himself... "I feel much better about school. Thanks. You two being weirdos actually helps, you know," he said with a grin. "Hey," he said more gravely, trying to remove the expanding smile, "we should make this years test crop into a whole field's worth." 

Reaching into his right pocket, Raphael looked a bit grave for just a second, and then pulled out a thing. It was long. It was covered in stuff, dried mud that looked like bark. It was rather an odd shape - generally long and not too thin. He rubbed it off and presented it - it being a leek - to Sarah and Nathaniel. 

"Don't ask why," he said, "but, I reckon, you two should swear on this leek that if I start talking gibberish again, you'll clobber me over the head with it. Sound good to you?" he asked, waving the leek at the both of them with overtones of bendyness. 

Being somewhat 'weird' herself, Sarah smiled broadly at the suggestion they swear on the leek and happy that Raphael was feeling better about Hogwarts. 

She knew from experience that most of the students at the school were friendly and supportive of one another. Certainly Ravenclaw was - where Nathaniel would be. 

"OK, sounds interesting - any special words or just make them up as we go. Oh, can I have a test clobber?" she had a wicked gleam in her eye. 

Raising an eyebrow to Sarah in mock anger, Raphael waved the leek again under her nose. "You getting uppity with me, young lady?"

"So, words," said Raphael, going grave and thinking to himself. Biting a lip, and rubbing his wrist against his temples, Raphael thought. His face became graven, thoughtful. "Okay. I have it," he announced softly. 

"Repeat after me," he told them both. "I solemnly swear," he started, "on this leek of power and majesty, to humbly hit the graven head of the first idiot to start gabbering. Jabberwocky is not allowed," he told them quietly. 

"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

  Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:

All mimsy were the borogoves,

  And the mome raths outgrabe.

"Beware the Jabberwock, my son!

  The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!

Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun

  The frumious Bandersnatch!"  

Nathaniel quoted, and gently took the leek away from Sarah.  He regarded it with an openly derisive look and dropped it casually in the litterbin.  "Raphael, look.... I like you a lot, kid, but I utterly refuse to swear an oath so binding on something so casual as a limp leek."

He looked from one to the other, smiling and pocketing the green jade ball. "Three's a good number.  How about we do this the old fashioned way?"

He caught hold of Raphael's left wrist with his right hand, and gently caught hold of Sarah's hand to place it on his right wrist, and then steered Raphael's left hand to Sarah's wrist, so that their interlocked hands and wrists made a triangle of sorts.

"Friends."  Nathaniel said quietly, sincerely, still looking from one to the other. "And that's all that's needed."

Sarah had given a little giggle with Raphael's waving the leek under her nose and crossed her eyes trying to follow it back and forth. 

She was just about to say something cheeky in response to his 'getting uppity remark' when Nathaniel quoted the poem and drew them gently into forming the interlocked triangle of friendship. 

The usually breezy young girl was deeply moved by Nathaniel's quiet words. Sarah had her serious side, she just rarely showed it preferring the mask of the clown. She returned his gaze levelly and then looked to Raphael. "Friends." she said to each of them in turn a definite lump forming in her throat. 

The poem had reminded him of something... of a ditty sung under different stars. Somewhere else. There the song had been about something different... not the jabberwocky, not the jaws of verbal crippling, but it had made him think of a voice, singing to the moon. Singing to the flowers. Singing in the scent of wildflowers. 

He looked down, at the triangle that Nathaniel's, Sarah's and his hands formed. Nathaniel had seen something. He had seen the leek, of course. But he had seen the jabberwocky. And then he had seen the triangle. Sometimes Raphael found himself silent... silence in his mind so stark that it scared him, the silence filled his with awe and fear. Silence was like loneliness. He wished there would be sound. He wished that there could be the sound of singing in the wildflowers forever. He wished that there could be sound of friends, echoed thrice. That was all he needed, for now. 

Looking from Sarah's bright eyes to Nathaniel's green, Raphael nodded slowly, his heart weeping slowly in his chest. "Friends," he said, completing the oath, and with that a slow smile lit up his face. 

The Train Leaves the Station

Winifred gathered all of her things and pulled them into the train. She wandered down the cars, peering into the cabins trying to find an empty one. She succeeded and sat down in an empty one near the back. She pulled out one of her new schoolbooks and started reading. Her marks from last term weren't up to par with her (or her parent's) standards and she wanted to get a head start. 

Amy decided to abandon her still-empty cabin, and try to find one with a few students in it, so hopefully she could make new friends. Most of them were full, or filling up rather quickly. However, one of the cabins was only occupied by a witch, about her age. "Excuse me, do you mind if I sit her also?" Amy asked politely, pointing to an empty seat close to the girl. 

Winifred looked up from her reading when the other girl entered her cabin. "No, I don't mind at all," replied Winifred with a polite smile. "I don't suppose we've met before. My name's Winifred Fanel. I'm a fourth year in Slytherin. Are you new to Hogwarts?" She pushed some of her things aside to make room for the new arrival. 

Amy took a seat next to Winifred. "I'm a new transfer, from Durmstrang." Amy explained. "I am a fourth year, and I believe I'm in Gryffindor," Amy smiled. 

"Durmstrang, eh? I think we have a few other students who transferred from there. Are all the rumours really true? About the, you know, dark arts stuff that goes on there?" Winifred inquired, looking very interested. 

Then, suddenly, Amy's pet owl flew through the open window, and landed on her shoulder. "Oh, this is my owl Holly," Amy said, and then laughed. 

She smiled at the sudden appearance of Amy's owl. "I have an owl, too. His name is Astenus. He's over there." She pointed to a large cage draped with a dark green cloth. 

Peesey searched down the train for someone he knew. He found, again, Winifred. She was talking someone he didn't know. He climbed aboard. "Hi," he said as he entered "I hope I'm not disturbing you!?" 

"Hey Peesey. You're not disturbing us at all. We're just talking about school and our owls. This is Amy, she's just transferred from Durmstrang," Winifred said. "Why don't you sit down, there's plenty of room." 

"Hi! You're not disturbing us at all!" Amy also said to the boy. "I'm Amy, and I'm a new fourth year transfer," Amy greeted, and smiled nicely, as her owl Holly squawked rather loudly. 

"Oooh you transferred from Durmstrang - eh?" Peesey said sitting down. "What was it like there?" 

Winifred closed up the book that she was holding. "So Peesey, are you taking any of the new elective classes this year? I'm really excited about the language class."

"Yes," he said reluctantly "my mother made me take one! What about you?"

"I'm taking Magical Languages and Myth, Folk Law, and Magic. I hope the teachers are good, but the books are massive! I need to get better marks this year, or my parents will kill me. I'll probably be spending a lot of time getting to know the library this year," said Winifred, "But not too much. I still have to have fun, right?"

*********

Marvo had left Kat and Anders speaking to each other while he went off and had his encounter with Raphael and Nathaniel. He then returned. Nimue had still not arrived and the train looked ready to depart.

Kat grinned up at Anders. "She'll be here soon enough. She'll make it I'm sure." 

She toyed with the idea of not saying anything about the kitten hidden in her pocket, but decided she better say something before Marvo put his foot in it and spoiled the surprise. She giggled to herself as she thought about Anders face when he saw the adorable little alley cat. 

Indeed, Marvo was about the ask Kat if she had got the present for Anders, but a look from her reminded him to say nothing. He just smiled, letting Kat have her 'moment' 

"I've got a surprise for you. But you are going to have to wait until we get to your new house before you get it." She grinned mischievously. 

"I have to wait?" Anders said with a little frown behind which lurked a smile. 

"Tomorrow then - Sunday tea perhaps? Though I have some doubt the house is ready to receive visitors. At least you'll have one day to settle in before classes start on Monday." 

He looked at the train, which was obviously preparing to leave shortly "Come on - let's get you situated in a comfy carriage. Marvo? I'll then come back and fret over Nimue's lateness." 

***********

The Hawkwood car had glided swiftly through the traffic without encountering the kind of problems muggle cars did. Somehow every light was green and their passage never blocked by other traffic. 

Arriving at the station the driver assisted with luggage and getting everyone through the barrier. The train was obviously just about to leave. He also helped the others onto the train while Nimue scanned the platform for familiar faces. 

Further down she spied Marvo, Kat ... and Anders. Her heart - as one's heart does at times - gave a leap at seeing him and she realised how much she would miss him being at school even though she knew he wouldn't be that far away. 

"Do find yourselves seats - people sort of mill about on the train once we're off so I'll see you in a while." she said to the others. 

Thanking the driver for his assistance, she took up the covered owl cage and moved to join her friends. "Hey!" she said with a smile, "I had a few doubts there we'd make it on time. You'll never guess who turned up in Diagon Alley." 

She would have loved to give Anders a goodbye hug but propriety and all that prevailed. He couldn't even hug his own sister as the knowledge that they were related wasn't widely known and any number of students were hanging out the windows saying goodbye to relatives and looking out for late arriving friends. 

Marvo and Kat had entered the train and were having a final word with Anders. Marvo was stating to get a little concerned as to where Nimue was, especially as it started to pull away. But after a juddering halt a few yards off he was pleased to see her and a few other students arrive. 

"Look. There she is! "LIZZY! OVER HERE" He shouted, a little too loudly.

Marvo's calling for her reminded Nimue of the journey on the train the previous September and her dismay to find that her childhood playmate Malcolm Ward (aka Marvo) was also to attend Hogwarts. A great deal had happened in that year and yet he still continued to call her 'Lizzy' at every opportunity. 

Moving quickly though along the platform she reached the carriage they were in. 

She smiled at Anders as he took the owl cage from her and handed it up to Marvo. Then giving her hand a quick squeeze he helped her board the train and closed the carriage door after her. 

"I'll see you all in Hogsmeade. Safe journey." Anders said moving back as the train began to slowly move off again. He waved to them. 

"Thanks for the tip, Marvo." he called his face alight with a cheeky grin very like his father's. The words were somewhat lost in the general tumult as many students waved to their families and loved ones as the train slowly pulled out of the station. 

Nimue continued to wave, then turning to Marvo she said, "What tip?" 

A sudden shimmer and 'pop' in the air of the carriage answered her question as half a dozen bouquets of flowers materialised on her seat followed by some more 'pops' on the seat where Kat was intending to sit which brought further bouquets for her. Cards also materialised wishing his sister and his love a wonderful Fourth Year. A large basket of fruit and a one containing an assortment of sweets also materialised with more well wishes to all of them attached. 

"Please don't tell me you've been giving him tips on being a considerate boyfriend?" asked Nimue of Marvo with a smile.

Marvo blushed, "Well... we had a.... discussion" 

He smiled and picked out an apple "I guess the sweets are all for you two. I'm still on 'the diet'." 

"A discussion? Should I be worried Kat?" 

She eyed the fruit and the sweets - "Well I prefer fresh fruit to tons of sugar anyway. I didn't think the diet prohibited all candy or does it?" 

Most of her things had been placed in the baggage carriage by the driver apart from the owl, which she had been carrying whose cage she placed near her. 

"So, Kat did you tell him about the kitty? Is it still sleeping in your pocket?" 

Kat grinned. "Well unless Anders is easily led then I can't see it having gone to far the wrong way." 

"I mean, Marvo can get over enthusiastic occasionally but I don't think he has done that much wrong, except that time when he never wrote to me..." She winked at Marvo. 

She opened her pocket and peering in at the still sleeping kitten. "I can't believe this little fella is being so quiet. I did tell Anders I had a surprise for him, but I'm not going to let him know until we go round for tea on Sunday." 

She grinned and there was a twinkle in her eye that seemed to appear when she was planning something. 

*********

Nathan was growing impatient, he frowns. "Hey, isn't this train ever going? I want to get to school, I really need the library!" 

"It's just starting," Niki said, peeking out the window as Platform 9 and 3/4 began to creep away. Hmmph. Now Nathan was bored. Already. After not even five minutes. She leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. What with all the excitement, she hadn't been able to sleep well the previous night, and now it was beginning to catch up with her. 

********

"Friends," Nathaniel said, completing the oath, and with that a slow smile lit up his face. 

Nathaniel smiled at his new friends, and for a moment there wasn't an ingrained sullen line on his face. "Friends." he said again simply, this time for no sake other than his own his voice low. 

The mostly black kitten dive bombed Nathaniel's back, landing spread-eagled on his shoulder, clutching with claws and its tail lashing mischievously, and broke what could otherwise have been an awkward moment. 

Whistles on the platform, a sudden increased banging of doors. The train must be nearly ready to leave... Nathaniel pulled a book from his backpack, made himself comfortable in his seat again and made room for the cat as it demanded to sit on his knee looking out of the window. His right hand patted his pockets absently. Where was the little silver filigree set.... damn... he'd packed them in the trunk.... He sighed a little, in that moment wanting his favourite set with a pang so deep it almost stung. 

"Want... silver set..." he muttered to himself without realising it. 

The kitten mewled abruptly and pushed a paw at a pocket he'd just inspected and found empty. The little silver filigree ball set was in a far recess of the pocket... must have missed it.. He subtracted one of them from the pocket and set it to flipping across his knuckles as he looked out of the window. There was still plenty of room left in their compartment, and he wondered if anyone else would join them for the journey. 

Then with a small jerk, the train pulled away. 

Sarah gave out a whoop of delight at the train's movement. Then the train stopped having only moved a yard or two. 

Sarah groaned and moved over to the window and peered out, "Please not leaves on the line. You'd think a magical train wouldn't be bothered." she said to the two boys. 

However, then she saw that the guard was helping a few stragglers onto the train and she turned back inside. The whistle was blown again and Sarah came and sat back down with a satisfied sigh. 

"Hogwarts here we come!" 

********

Arcadia sat with just Pantalaimon in a compartment. There was plenty of room for others of course, and plenty of people came past, smiling at last finding a seat.

But Arcadia didn't have to resort to magic to keep people out. A harsh stare and a growl from pan and they soon left her alone.

Pantalaimon had grown a lot over the summer, some suspected not completely of his own choosing, but Arcadia denied 'helping' him of course.

He was now virtually a fully-grown wolf. His fur white a pure snow, his teeth very sharp and his amber eyes matching Arcadia's perfectly.

The then platform started moving and Arcadia looked at Pantalaimon a worried expression on her face.

"Why are they taking the platform away Pan?"

Pantalaimon whimpered and looked up to the ceiling. Giving the best 'Your not THAT stupid are you?' look a wolf could give.

"Oh. yah" Said Arcadia, feeling just a little embarrassed.

"Well, here we go then Pan, another year at Hogwarts. But this time I don't think I'll bother being nice. Nat seems to think he can just ignore me and I'll go away. Poor boy. He and that dwarf are on the top of my list. And with the help of my 'new friend' I'm sure we will have a very interesting year"

She patted Pan's head. "Now that daddy had that tutor give me lesions with my wand I shouldn't have too much trouble. Still. Not much a wand can do a good potion can't anyway" She patted her robe. "And I've got all the supplies I need".

She sat back, smiling. "A very interesting year in deed"

*********

Breana hadn't meant to join a compartment with others, but Tyris, as usual, had her own mind. To Breana's slight dismay, Tyris had jumped off her shoulder once she had boarded the train and scampered off. At first, Breana had tried to catch the squirrel, but somehow Tyris managed to find a small nook in which Breana couldn't identify, even with a few spells that she had promised Mr. White she wouldn't use. In the end, Breana gave up, and tried to find an empty compartment. 

But, they were all full and the train was starting to move. Some adult told her to find a seat quickly, and Breana bit back the reply she wanted to yell. She randomly chose a compartment, after a glare from the same adult, and opening the door, found that Sarah and two boys she had noticed in Diagon Alley inside. 

She drew back, not really wanting to be seen, but the adult seemed to decide that she had to sit somewhere, and pushed her in, closing the door behind her. Breana stumbled in, blushing red as she dropped her bags to stop herself from falling. Breana tried to hide her head, as she said softly, feeling like a complete idiot, 'Sorry. Do you mind if I stay here?' 

Nathaniel looked up from his seat by the window, automatically pocketing the small silver filigreed ball that he'd been playing across his knuckles, and smiled at her in a friendly way. 

"Plenty of room, Breana, for you and the squirrel both." he grinned. "Make yourself comfy. I'm Nathaniel. The weird kid who looks just like me is no relation at all so feel free to shout at him all you like, his name's Raphael. And I think you already know Sarah?" 

"'The weird kid?" said Raphael in response to Nathaniel. "Look, just because of the leek -" he added, and only then thought... "Wait a sec... You might be right. Hi, Breana...? I'm the weird kid, yeah. Sorry about that. It's a habit." He quickly shook her hand, though he had a weird feeling he'd already done it once, and grinned.

Resuming his place below the ledge of the window, the view away from his eyes, Raphael grabbed his huge rucksack from the compartment above Sarah and started sorting out what he had bought. The first thing that was presented was a short piece of paper, covered in grubby marks and scrawling handwriting. 

"That's all the instruction I got. I never saw the letter from Hogwarts," he said in explanation, "my uncle didn't show me one. 'Spose coz I would have guessed where I was goin'." 

He started producing books, lots of books, and a small set of bags, with ingredients in them. A dress robe was next to join the pile, and Raphael detached the shredded school robe from where he had attached it to the bag. 

He looked at the pile, and checked in his bag. "I wish I'd brought my staff," he said, matter of factly, although he added a sigh at the end. "It took me ages to varnish it - I had to do it one coat a week so my uncle wouldn't get suspicious..." he told the three of them. 

"Hey, Breana. Great to see you again." said Sarah. 

She made room for Breana's things and helped her put her bags away. "Your squirrel off on one of its jaunts then huh?" she said looking around for Tyris. 

"Did I mention that Nathaniel will be in Ravenclaw House with us - Raphael still has to be sorted into his House but I have my fingers crossed." She gave Raphael a little wink. 

Raphael grinned at her, though a tic of worry still remained in his mind. He hadn't got all of his worries out of his mind, although they were at rest, and the simple schoolyard fear of wondering if he was gonna be the last to be 'picked for the team' was still there. 

Ravenclaw would be good. Ravenclaw would be fantastic. He'd have Nathaniel and Sarah then. But... he didn't decide, did he? The hat did. The hat would cast his final judgement. That wasn't good. That really wasn't good. He couldn't even think of a way to bribe a hat: I mean, like, promise to give it tassels or something? 

The confused grin on his face could have been mistaken for something other then pure stupidity. But it would have been quite difficult. 

He looked up to the wink that Sarah was giving him, and relaxed, giving her a satirical roll of the eyes back. How could he worry? It'd be pointless... like using a leek as a weapon... leek... "Oh gods." 

He stood up, and looked at the three of them. "I forgot something. Nathaniel, Sarah, - and Breana, course - would you excuse me for a sec?" 

He stood up, and looked at the three of them. "I forgot something. Nathaniel, Sarah, - and Breana, course - would you excuse me for a sec?" 

Kings Cross station was slipping away behind them. Nathaniel looked evenly at Raphael. 

"If you're thinking of hopping off the train at a slow bit, I'll have to track you down to kill you, kid, but don't think I won't." 

He looked at the book in his lap and didn't want to read it, so he went back to looking out the window. 

"Yes, of course we will Raphael," said Sarah. "Though like Nathaniel says no bailing on us - right?" 

She glanced over to where Nathaniel was looking out the window. She thought he looked pensive. 

"What book are you reading?" she asked quietly wondering if he'd hear her or whether he was too deep in his own thoughts. 

Nathaniel might have been a world away, but he heard Sarah. He tilted the battered cover her way. Firebird - Peter Morwood. "An old favourite." he commented quietly. 

"Now I find I'm wondering if any of it - Baba Yaga, Ivan Ivanovich, the sorceress Marya Morevna, the Firebird - is more that just a story. Once I start believing, where does it stop.... does this thing have any limits?" 

A small dark-haired girl stuck her head into the compartment. "Have any of you seen Ronnie?" she asked. She was short, with curly hair and freckles across her nose, and had the slightly nervous look of a first-year. Sarah and Raphael recognised her as the girl who had been talking to Marvo earlier but they didn’t recall her name. 

"If it's a bedraggled leek, then it's in the litter bin." Nathaniel commented brightly, but the smile didn't quite reach the sadness in his eyes. "Otherwise no... does it bite?" 

"Oh, I hope not!" the little girl said, grinning despite herself. "And he's not a leek at all, he's my uncle. I guess you call him David. And what in the world were you all doing with leeks?" 

She paused, decided it was wisest not to meddle in the affairs of upperclassmen, and added brightly, "I'm looking forward to school! It sounds brilliant!" 

"The leek was Raphael's." Nathaniel quickly distanced himself from that subject. "So you're looking for a man named Ronnie except his name is actually David... I haven't been introduced to any David's or Ronnie's yet; it's going to be my first day at Hogwarts as well. So maybe you're asking the wrong person." 

"Well, his name is actually..." she glanced around and lowered her voice conspiratorially, "Heironymus, but don't say anything, all right? And you're a first-year, too? You're tall." 

"Ronnie, who's actually David, who is really Heironymus? Your uncle must be a busy man, young lady." Nathaniel grinned. "Tall...." 

He stood up suddenly from his slouching seat and straightened to his full, almost six feet worth of height and pretended to glower at the younger girl. "Too tall for first years. Fourth year, but I'll bet you know more about this magicing lark than I do." 

He collapsed again in a seemingly boneless slouch, and the kitten dive-bombed him from the overhead rack. Nathaniel didn't bother trying to catch it, though he knew he could have, just let it thud down on his lap. The mostly-black kitten smirked around at its audience and then settled down to delicately washing one paw. 

"If I meet a man with more names than legs, I'll let him know you're looking for him." Nathaniel told Ruth seriously. 

"I don't know, R--David, I mean--is almost as tall as you. So he might have more legs than names. I'm lucky my gran didn't name me, or I'd have something absolutely ridiculous like...like...Ambrosia." She grinned. "I'm Ruth Friedman." 

"What's in a name..." he shrugged. "A rose by any other name still smells as sweet. A leek is a leek is a leek, in less elegant words." 

He looked sideways at Ruth, and winked. "So now you don't know how many legs he's got either.... you're looking for a millipede with multiple names, aren't you?" 

Sarah smiled at this exchange between Ruth and Nathaniel. The mystery of the 'H' had finally been revealed! 

"Hi Ruthie, I'm Sarah and your uncle is a Housemate of mine. Breana's and Nathaniel's as well though Nathaniel is new to the school and has not met David yet. 

I saw David earlier in Diagon Alley with his friend Jake and I would expect that he and Jake are still together somewhere on the train. Shall I come and look for him with you?" 

*********

Jacob had gotten separated from David Ollivander somewhere along the throngs of people on Platform 3/4. It was easy for him to slide unnoticed into a traincar, as tall and skinny as he was. He only carried with him a single battered suitcase, and that also fit nicely inside. He found a seat that looked a bit tattered but otherwise comfortable, and sat down. 

His hands folded in his lap, and a serious and dark expression settled on his face. The fourth year Ravenclaw hardly ever smiled- and when he did, it was like a dying candle flickering for a moment before vanishing into darkness. 

He looked the same as always. Untamed white-blonde hair that flew in all directions, tall, lanky figure so skinny every bone poked through his much-patched robes. His lint-green eyes were hidden as usual by foggy, scratched glasses so big they nearly fell off his thin face every time he tilted his head. 

There was some dirt under his fingernails, and a most unpleasant expression on his face. David had been most kind over the summer, allowing him to stay at his home. In fact, Jacob had only needed to spend a week at the orphanage, a week in which he returned with a black eye and three broken fingers. 

The boys at the Muggle orphanage didn't like Jacob. He was different, even different than the other wizarding children...though he had the ability to manage to nearly disappear in almost every situation, there was an odd sort of feeling about him that made many uncomfortable. 

Old wounds had healed, with the help of some (secretly done) magic. He idly wondered where David had gone off to...somewhere, for sure. That was fine, of course...he liked being alone. 

Being alone, you couldn't hurt anyone. Being alone, you were able to hurt on the inside without letting anyone see. 

*********

Nathan looked at Niki and saw her seemingly dozing off. He thought to himself that she must be very tired after all that had happened in these dreadful holidays and decided to let her sleep. 

He shuffled the deck of cards and began to play solitaire for a while until someone quietly entered the compartment - Drake. 

"H-hi," he said with a low voice, looking at Niki. "Am I d-disturbing you?" 

"No," Nathan replied quietly, "sit down, she's just sleeping. How about Poker?" 

Drake sat down opposite to Niki and Nathan and began to play cards with Nathan. 

Niki wasn't totally asleep, but it was deliciously comfortable to lean against the soft seat and let the movement of the train lull her into a sort of waking-dream... Dreams. She didn't like dreams. Nightmares, rather. She opened her eyes again, vowing not to fall asleep again until she was in her bed in the dormitory. 

She watched Nathan and Drake. She had heard of poker, but didn't really know how to play--cards that didn't explode were new territory, and interesting. "Who's winning?" 

"I am," Drake replied smugly, "as u-usual, that idiot th-there j-j-just can't bluff..." He smiled at Niki. "H-how are you? D-do you want t-to join our game?" 

"We could play something else, too. Exploding Snap or so if you prefer that," Nathan said quickly with a smile. "Whatever you do, don't play for money with that old cheater." 

He searched his pockets and handed a Sickle and two Knuts to Drake. 

Drake took the money with a grin. "I'd n-never take money f-from Niki. M-may I say Niki or i-is it Nicola?" 

"Only my family call me Nicola, I'd rather Niki," she explained. "Don't stop on account of me--I'm going to see if I can figure out the rules." She grinned. "Or, if you really insist, we could play something else." 

"Y-you don't know h-how to play Poker?" Drake gasped. 

"That's wizard education for you, Drake," Nathan replied with a grin. "Come on, mylady, we'll teach you, it's a fun game. We could play for... how about Every Flavour Beans?" 

He searched his pockets and found a bag, then began to sort them. "Okay, the blue ones are worth one, the green ones five and the red ones ten, that way we'll be able to raise bets quite high... Drake, stop eating my money!" 

Drake looked up as innocently as possible and winked at Niki. Then he and Nathan began to explain the basic concept of Poker. 

Niki listened attentively, but it was confusing, even for someone who hadn't been raised on a totally different variety of card games. Niki watched the piles of Every Flavour Beans with distrust. Some of the red ones might well be something good, like cinnamon, but they might also be cherry- or (euch) blood-flavored. 

"All right," she said after a while, "I'll try. Am I allowed to eat my *own* money?" She grinned at Drake. 

"Eat your money if you want to, but then you won't have anything to bet." Nathan grinned. "Let's just try to play, you can eat your money afterwards, okay?" 

They started to play with Drake obviously trying not to cheat... 

Niki eventually lost, which was not a surprise, although she took longer to do so that she had expected, and was quite pleased with herself. "Beginners' luck," she told the two boys, then sneaked a few beans from each of their piles--to be fair about it--and popped them into her mouth. 

The most extraordinary series of expressions crossed her face, ending in a rather twisted smile. "Never try to eat grass, peppermint, sour apple, kiwi, and...something else...couldn't tell what that was...at the same time," she advised. 

A Big Badda Boom! 

Shinrei rather enjoyed the experience of going through the platform barrier but they have all been herded so quickly up into the train that she did not have much time to savour the experience of being at Platform Nine and Three-Quarters very much. 

She had thanked Nimue for the ride and went off alone to find a place in the train where she could conveniently park her backpack and parcels. She was planning to ask Mahou to go with her but she could not find the other girl around anymore. 

Shinrei walked down the tiny aisle that divided the rows of compartments, scanning for an open, empty one. She was half-hoping to find Jian and make sure he was all right after he had so quickly departed from their group with his bo-staff Portkey. Or perhaps she could find Sarah Taverner and ask her about the dragon kimono. Or maybe her roommates Yvette, Madison and Elia. Where were they? 

She had almost reached the edge of the car when a compartment door seemed to slide open by itself, so lazily it was almost a hypnotic sight. Strange, otherworldly light shone from within--it came out streaks, thin and many-coloured, casting on the aisle an ethereal glow. 

Instinctively, she dropped everything she was carrying and pulled out her wand from her sleeve. She leapt straight at the threshold of the compartment, very quickly so as to take what was waiting for her by surprise. 

"Lumos," she rasped out, the moment her feet had planted themselves firmly by the compartment threshold. The light from her wand conflicted with the strange rainbow light issuing from the compartment. 

But this did not faze her one bit. What fazed her was what she saw in the compartment. A human form swathed in black, sitting cross-legged, facing the door. 

The strange light was beaming forth from a bewitched shuriken, a razor-edged ninja star. Makura, her owl, was perched on the masked man's shoulder. At the middle of the man's forehead was the Kossawa crest, the familiar ancient silvery characters. 

*Gods,* she thought disorientedly. 

Before she could make a move, a deep male voice rumbled out: "Shuriken-HA!" 

The ninja star seemingly exploded in his grasp and a million tiny darts of blinding light hurtled towards her. She screamed as the force sent her painfully against the opposite compartment wall, bright lights shooting all over her. 

She did not realise that the darts were merely illusory. She was too shocked to see the man get to his feet and approach her, going out into the aisle himself. 

The masked figure knelt before her. Makura fluttered to her shoulder and nipped at her cheek comfortingly. Shinrei blinked through her shock and dawning humiliation. 

"I expected better of you," said the masked man, combined amusement and mockery in his voice. "Shinrei Hikari. Or should I call you Shinrei-sama now?" 

*********

Such going on would of course not go unnoticed by the Ministry of Magic. Since the time of The Great War certain precautions had been taken.

With a sound not unlike a very quiet, backwards 'Fizz' three men appear one after each other, no other sound or lights occurred.

The men were all tall. All dressed in exactly the same plain black robes, all holding exactly the same plain black wand and all in exactly the same duelling position.

Their expressions were all the same. That is to say, all completely blank and without any sign on emotion.

"Halt and identify yourself. An unauthorised use of Transportation magic from an unknown source has been track to this location."

The WiB Speaking with a flat, toneless voice stepped forward. "We are authorised by the Ministry of Magic to us whatever means necessary to prevent harm to any occupant of this Train. Cease and desist all Magical activity"

All three wands simultaneously pointed at the Ninja. But no obvious magic was performed.

*********

Back in the compartment where Nimue, Kat and Marvo sat, Marvo continued to eat his fruit.

"I Think Mad Eye has set it up so I can't eat anything that I actually enjoy!" Said Marvo, half-joking, half-annoyed and half grumbling (Hey! It's a magical world! He can have three halves!) 

"But at least I can Still...." Before he finished his sentence his eye flashed red and his wand appeared. He leapt to his feet and ran to the carriage door, waving his wand as he did, so it flung itself open before him.

 "Trouble. You Girls stay here" Before you could reply he was sprinting down the corridor. 

"Stay here?" Nimue shared a look with Kat - this was typical Marvo. 

"I don't know about you Kat but...." Nimue got out her own wand and proceeded to follow Marvo. 

*******

Shinrei's mind swam with the masked man's mocking declaration. *Shinrei-sama?* What in the name of the gods was he playing at?

Painstakingly, painfully, she braced her shaking hands against the wall and slowly rose to her feet. Every nerve ending in her body seemed shot through with tiny rockets of pain. 

Shakily, she faced the three black-clad wizards that stood in the aisle and had their wands pointed at the ninja. "Whatever you do, do not kill him," she said, her voice surprisingly steady. "He wears the garb of my clan and I shall deal with him the way we deal with--" 

Before she could finish her sentence, three more ninjas Apparated into rather key spots around her, enclosing Shinrei in a tight dark circle. They were all wearing the same Kossawa ninja clothing. 

"Traitors," Shinrei finished with a hiss. She watched angrily as one of them bent to pick up her fallen wand on the floor. That did it. She lashed out, aiming a kick that would break the tight circle of the ninjas around her by taking at least two of them aback. 

Midway, she heard the lead ninja say the incantation again: "Shuriken-HA!" But she was ready. She would not be going down alone. 

"RE-DUC-TO!" The wandless spell crackled from her fingertips like red lightning. The compartment behind the lead ninja seemingly exploded. The entire car of the train shook violently. 

Once more, she was sent hurtling through the air by the illusory for forceful dart-like light energy. But she landed in someone's arms. 

"Temper, temper, Shinrei-sama," a voice purred in Japanese, only for her ears. 

"Now, gentlemen, you were saying?" it continued it English, obviously addressing the three wizards in identical outfits. 

*********

They didn't have far to go, as what was happening was close by. Nimue was shocked to see the presence of three of the Ministry's WiBs - the Wizards in Black. Unhappily they blocked her view bur clearly she heard Shinrei's voice 'RE-DUC-TO' and an obvious exchange of magical energy which shook the carriage. 

She could sense that the WiBs had erected some kind of dampening field around the carriage which meant the effect was localised but the idea that one of her classmates was under some kind of attack prompted her to step forward. 

Kat agreed with Nimue, and nodding followed her as she headed in the direction that Marvo had taken. She surveyed the view that they both had of what was going on. It looked as though they might not be much help with the WiBs here. 

Hearing Shinrei's voice she turned to Nimue and whispered, "That is Shinrei isn't it? What do you suppose is going on? Can you see anything?" 

*********

Drake and Nathan chuckled, but then startled as they heard an explosion. "What was that?" Nathan hissed, standing up. 

"I d-don't know... let's have a l-look!" Drake replied and hurried towards the door. 

"Are you coming, Niki?" Nathan asked hastily, already halfway to the door. 

Niki was already on her feet. Curiosity. It was hardly a fault, really. Well, all right, it was. But she was curious, and she wanted to find out what was going on. 

"Of course," she said, following Nathan and Drake out of the compartment. 

The three of them rushed through the train, passing other students who stood blocking their way, chattering nervously, and discussing the explosion. 

After a while of squeezing through the masses, Nathan bumped into Kat and Nimue who were standing spying at something. 

Ouch!" Nathan hissed. "Dammit!" 

Kat staggered a little at the force of someone running into her. "Nathan! You really should look where you are going." 

He moved leaned towards Nimue. "What's going on?" he asked whispering. 

She looked at him for a minute, remembering the Quidditch accident he had caused last year then realised what he had asked. "We're not really sure what is going on," she whispered. All I can see is the back of the WiBs, but I think Shinrei is in there somewhere..." 

Niki tried, with extreme levels of unsuccess, to see over Nathan's head. When she gave this up as a lost cause, she squeezed between him and Kat. Was it students, blasting at each other? Or was there something wrong with the train? That would be very inconvenient. Being late, that is. But it might, possibly, be fun. 

Nimue was trying to get a peek around the WiB whose body was blocking the corridor. All she could see was that Marvo was speaking to a man who appeared to have hold of Shinrei. 

"Yes, I can see her. Someone has hold of her." She said to the others behind her..

********

The WiBs seemed slightly unsure of what to do. Their 'Orders' were to protect the Students, yet this student was asking them not to kill her attackers, and seemed to be taking part in the fray.

But their next action was clear. Subdue the enemy by whatever means necessary. Their wands were ready, aimed and....

"HOLD!" The voice was firm. Marvo came to a halt just beside the WiBs

"Marvo D Ward. Agent K61092 Auror. Desist action. Set up perimeter -standard no aggressive protection"

Without a word the WiBs moved as one. Stepping apart and then standing at either side of the carriage, blocking the way to any who try to pass.

A Hufflepuff who was watching made an 'eek' sound and ran as a WiB glared at him.

Marvo surveyed the scene. "Konnichiwa Shinrei-San. Please tell your 'friend' that I have the

Authority of the Ministry of Magic and if he does not desist I shall take whatever action is necessary"

He glared at the man with Shinrei and then turned to the Ninjas, he bowed slightly to them. His training had prepared him for this, and as he had been aware of Shinrei's 'Past' he had been doing some 'extra' study in the ways of her people. Honour was important. If these people were true to their 'class' they would not attack him without provocation. But he also knew he was no match for all of them, the best he could do was protect Shinrei and the others until more help arrived.

He turned back to the man.

"You will speak to me or Leave Sir. You are in MY land, and this girl is under my protection"

Marvo stood his ground, his face firm and resolved. But inside... he was scared.

********

Nathan ignored Kat's complaint. 

Drake tried to peek inside, but saw only WiBs. "What's Ward d-d-doing in there?" he asked quietly at hearing Marvo's speech. "Thee Magnificent?" 

Nathan raised an eyebrow and tried to look in as well. "What was the explosion?" he asked the girls, then remembered Niki. 

"Nothing to be seen," he whispered, "just WiBs."

"Do you know Shinrei?" he asked Nimue and Kat. "Any idea why she might be in trouble?" 

"I don't know her that well Nathan." replied Nimue, "She is in our dorm but keeps herself to herself. I know that she is under Dumbledore's protection and that she arrived at Hogwarts in mysterious circumstances. I believe she is the heir to her master's position in a Japanese Magical Order - so this may be a kidnapping attempt by his enemies - I just don't know." 

She looked concerned at Drake's remark, "Whatever you may think of Malcolm he is authorised by the Ministry to deal with these situations."

She turned her attention back to the trying to see or hear what was going on moving slightly so the others could see better. The WiB blocking her looked stern but did not protest. 

Niki waited a few moments, until she was sure the stern-faced WiBs weren't looking her way, and risked sticking out her tongue at them. She was, of course, intensely curious about what was going on, but curiosity could wait a few minutes. Anyway, Marvo was there. 

*********

"Saito, tell your minion to give me back my wand." Shinrei's voice came out imperiously, fearlessly, as she wrestled herself free from the grip of the lead ninja. 

Saito Tamenaga was Kanjou's herald and right-hand man; her Master's most trusted confidante. His movements and his arrogant purr were unmistakable. 

Saito did not hold her back and motioned for his men not to engage in a fight. "As you wish, Shinrei-sama." He took her wand from one of the ninjas and gave it back to her.

Shinrei snatched the wand back and, despite all the pain in her body, turned to face Saito, wand pointed at him. "This shall not be easily forgiven." 

She turned to face Marvo and the Wizards in Black; wand still pointed at Saito. "This man--" she waved her wand at Saito--"is Kanjou Hashimoto's herald." 

"Now, Saito, unmask and tell them why you are here and why you attempted to hurt me the way you did. Go on." 

With a flourish and a bow, Saito reached up and removed his mask. The three ninjas followed suit. Shinrei gasped. The three were first-level trainees, no older than she was. This group was apparently not the kind that was sent into rough fights. 

Saito's chiselled, scarred face had a grin, which he directed to Marvo Ward. "You say this girl is under your protection, gaijin? Oh, you are making me laugh indeed." 

"Gaijin," Saito continued, dropping his mocking grin and glaring at the WiBs and Marvo, "we come here to deliver a message from the newly elected High Lord of the Order of Izanagi, Kanjou Hashimoto. The old High Lord Yoshihisa Hama perished from age yesterday and the Kossawa elders have deemed it fit to inform Shinrei Hikari of her new role in our country." 

"We, of course, were merely testing Shinrei-sama's spirit. To ascertain if she is still fit for her new function. It would be obvious that she still very much is." Saito gestured to the compartment that Shinrei had decimated into cinders with her Reductor Spell. 

Shinrei stared, dumbfounded, oblivious to the crowd that was gathered nearby, only blocked by the WiBs. "I do not understand a word that you say," she blurted out. "This place is not appropriate for you, Saito. You have put many lives in danger by your posturing." 

Shinrei turned to face Marvo. "Ward-san, if they need to answer to the laws of this land, I shall not oppose." 

*********

"I saw David earlier in Diagon Alley with his friend Jake and I would expect that he and Jake are still together somewhere on the train. Shall I come and look for him with you?" Sarah had said to Ruth. 

Nathaniel was gazing out of the window when the mostly-black kitten caught his attention by dabbing at his hand with a paw. Earlier the kitten and the boy had spent some intensive training time together, with the end result that the boy started to pay attention when the kitten wanted something without the kitten having to resort to claws. 

Nathaniel was vaguely aware that the lesson should have actually been something along the lines of the kitten learning not to claw him, but the end result had been more or less what was wanted, so he didn't object that badly. 

"What now...?" he asked the kitten, who lay down on the seat on its belly and put its paws over its ears. 

Nathaniel looked at Ruth who was still standing up, and acting on instinct, stood up to move between her and the doorframe. When the explosion rocked the compartment a moment later, Ruth was flung into Nathaniel, not the hard doorframe. 

"Ooooof..." Nathaniel gasped as the young girl knocked all the wind out of him, but as he'd braced himself against the frame, he hadn't been that badly hurt. 

The train ground to a halt. "Do you get bombs on magical trains as well as muggle trains?" he asked Sarah urgently, catching his breath and steadying Ruth. 

People started running up and down the corridor. 

Ruth turned quite pink at falling into Nathaniel, but she shook her head vehemently. "It wouldn't be a Muggle bomb, that's for certain. But there are plenty of magical ways to attack... Still, I don't think it would happen to the *Hogwarts Express*! Nearly all the wizarding children in England are here." She paused. "Well, maybe that's the point," she added. 

"What better way to wipe out the next few generations of wizards, apart from to blow up the school..." Nathaniel smiled a grim smile. "Are there wizards that would like that to happen? Maybe these 'dark wizards' that people keep alluding to but not being any more descriptive... . do wizards have terrorist organisations too I wonder...?" 

He straightened up and pushed away from the doorframe, acutely aware that he'd had the doorframe rammed right through his spine from the feel of it. Still a bruise was a small price to pay... Ruth might have killed herself if she'd hit her head on it hard enough... 

Scooping up the kitten, which was looking suitably smug, Nathaniel tossed it up onto its vantage point on his shoulder. 

"Anyone know what's going on?" he stuck his head into the corridor and got back some garbled nonsense about samurai and the 'Wizards in Black'. 

"My god," he said bleakly, "We're in the middle of a rerun of Shanghai Noon with guest appearances by Agents Jay and Kay." 

"Did they say Wizards in Black?" Ruth wondered aloud. "Oh, dear, that's not good at all. I don't suppose that Dark wizards would want to attack the train...after all, they have children who go to Hogwarts, too." 

She peeked out the doorway and breathed a sigh of relief. "David!" she called, and a tall, skinny boy with a mop of wild white-blond hair hurried over. 

"Ruthie!" he said in relief. "You're all right?" 

As he took in the other occupants of the compartment, nodding to Sarah and looking at Raphael and Nathaniel with interest, Ruth nodded. "I'm fine. This is David, Nathaniel, and as you can see, he's not a millipede." 

"Indeed he's not." Nathaniel nodded at Ruth, still distracted by the goings on. 

"Hullo David, at last I get to meet a man with almost more names than limbs.... hold on, Ruth.... dark wizards have children at Hogwarts.... but what the hell is a dark wizard then?" 

The mostly-black kitten on Nathaniel's shoulder waved a lazy paw at David. 

"A wizard who uses Dark magic," Ruth said, as if this was obvious. 

David rolled his eyes. "There...used to be a really evil wizard. People still don't like to say his name. He and his followers killed and tortured a whole lot of people, and they were finally defeated, but there are still evil wizards in the world. They do Dark magic--you've heard of that, in stories and whatnot?--and so they're Dark wizards." 

Ruth looked very forlorn at the moment, and David squeezed her hand. "But I don't think that's it. They wouldn't send WiBs after Dark wizards, Ruthie. It's okay." 

"And so the manner to defeat these dark wizards is to let their kids go to school with the rest of us?" Nathaniel asked, obviously horrified and confused in equal parts by now. 

He strode back to the window, to the door again, and then back to the window like a tiger paces its cage. 

"Ah hell with it.. Who said this wizarding world had to make any more sense than the last muggle one." he heaved a sigh and glared at the busy corridor. "What's happening, any ideas?" 

"A giant vat of marmalade in one of the student's trunks exploded, and had a rather unfortunate reaction with their admittedly elderly socks," David hazarded. 

Ruth stamped hard on his foot. "DON'T tease," she said firmly. 

"Well, don't ruin my feet! Honestly, I haven't any idea.. Ruthie, I'm going to find Jacob. Can't leave him alone now, all right? Do you want to stay here?" 

Ruth looked around. "Well," she said shyly, "if it's all right with them..." 

"Plenty of room." Nathaniel said brightly. "We'll just throw my trunk out if we run out... You have a perch next to Breana, Ruth, can't have you getting knocked down in the corridor." he steered the younger girl to a seat and nodded at David as if to say that she'd be okay with them. 

"Can you get sparks out of your wand?" he asked Ruth in an attempt to distract her. 

"Not very well," she said in a disappointed sort of way as David hurried out the door and began to move against the stream of the crowd, rather like a salmon, although he would, presumably, not be spawning at the end of his journey. "And I haven't had very many opportunities to practice because magic upsets my Gran. It's a bit weird, really, since Grandad is a wandmaker." 

"Oh.." Nathaniel said brightly, producing his own wand and sitting down next to her. "I wouldn't worry too much, you can already do better than me. Show me your patent pending wrist flick, and show me how its done..." 

He cast a quick glance at the others in the compartment before devoting almost fifty percent of his concentration to Ruth. Best to keep her occupied, if she was likely to get worried and start panicking. 

Ruth grinned and produced her wand from her pocket. It looked chipped and battered, but had been recently cleaned and polished. She waved it a moment, then paused, disappointed, when nothing happened. She gave it another try, and this time was rewarded with a few golden sparks that floated up into the air and vanished. 

"It's not too hard," she said dubiously. 

******

Luis had managed to find an empty compartment in the train and was glad that no one had joined him there. Actually, there were those who asked if there was still room but a well-executed Snape-like snarl of "What's it to you?" was enough to make all of them high-tail it to other compartment options. 

He had just taken out his sketchpad when a sudden explosion made him drop everything he was holding. 

His first thought was that /they/ had finally found out where he was. And they had gone after him, right here at the Hogwarts Express where there were so many other lives that could be jeopardised. 

Luis left the compartment; hand securely gripping the wand nestled within his leather jacket. If ever it was really /them/, he would not be an easy target to contend with. 

Students jostled him and he was thrown backwards by a group of younger students excitedly running towards the farthest end of the car. "There was an explosion caused by a student," a Hufflepuff gasped out when Luis halted him long enough to ask what was going on. "I'm not sure but they're saying it was by a Gryffindor weirdo. Some girl." 

Luis let the Hufflepuff go and wove his way through the crowd. He located Nimue Hawkwood close by the car's far end. He could not see any further, as some strange-looking men in black were blocking the view. 

"Miss Hawkwood" he said, tapping her on the shoulder, "what's all the excitement about? What have I missed?" 

There were, at the moment, very few things Niki would not have given to switch heights with Luis. Or Nathan. Or the wall, for instance. Her view consisted of the lower back of one of the WiBs, singularly disinteresting--particularly because whatever sort of strange fabric it was didn't reflect light. 

"There was some kind of explosion, and the Wizards in Black are here, and now Marvo Ward is in there," she said, then went back to trying to stand on her tiptoes and catch a glimpse of the proceedings. 

Nimue turned to address Luis' question. "It seems something has occurred involving Shinrei Hikari. She was with me this morning in the Alley before we met. I think it is all right - she caused the explosion through a rather vigorous response to some sort of ritual attack that was some sort of testing. The man with her is the herald of her Master Kanjou Hashimoto." 

She could hear Marvo and the other man exchanging more words and turned back to listen 

An Explanation is Provided

Marvo Glared at Saito, his eye red. 

Then he Smiled "Saito-san. You are in my country now. It is YOU who are the 'gaikokujin'" 

Marvo's eye had informed his the meaning of the word 'gaijin', meaning 'foreigner' and that it was a contraction of the word `gaikokujin', 

He knew this was a battle of words, and that was fine by him. "I am honoured that I have made you laugh Saito-san, though that was not my intention. Giving humour to others is a gift in my country. THIS country. Now perhaps you shall give me a gift in return. Have your 'kousei' leave and then give you message. Then leave. There will be no more testing. Unless you wish to dishonour yourself and your Clan" 

He moved closer to Shinrei and looked Saito in the eyes. "I stand by my words. I am Shinrei-San's 'Hogosha', Protector. As I am to all the students here. Wakarimasu ka?" 

"I understand you perfectly," replied Saito with a Smile that equalled Marvo's. "You have spirit, Englishman. And you make me laugh. A dangerous combination and very impressive for someone your age." 

"You heard what he said, Saito," Shinrei growled, still pointing the wand at him, "deliver your message from Kanjou-sama and be gone." 

"Impatience does not suit you, Shinrei-sama," Saito said caressingly, lazily eyeing the wand, "neither would it suit Kanjou-sama." 

"Speak clearly, Saito." Shinrei's head was beginning to swim. A nagging suspicion slowly began to rise from the back of her mind. Gods, it couldn't be...the only way they could call her "Shinrei-sama" would be... No. It couldn't be like that. 

"Very well," said Saito in a voice of mock surrender, "I shall not seek to cause you more distress, my lady." Saito waved a hand and the Izanagi sun pinned on the lapel of Shinrei's kimono shone blindingly. 

Shinrei gasped and turned her head away, her knees buckling. But she willed herself not to fall. 

"You say you are Shinrei Hikari's protector, Englishman?" Saito demanded, glaring at Marvo. He let out a humourless roar. "None but the Izanagi High Lord himself could lay claim to that title. Because Shinrei Hikari would soon becomes his wife!" 

Marvo stood steadfast. "I am not be...." He stopped mid-sentence "Wife???" 

From where Nimue stood, she could hear what Saito had said and the announcement that Shinrei was to shortly become the bride of their High Lord. 

She turned to Luis Verga, not aware if he had heard the announcement but also addressed Kat and the others as well. "He is saying that Shinrei is to soon be wed to their High Lord. I can't tell whether this is good news or bad for her. It certainly is a great honour." 

She looked up at the WiB, "Excuse me this obviously is not an emergency but some sort of ritual encounter. Shinrei needs a female friend to be with her at the moment. Please allow me to pass."

 She hoped Marvo would hear her request. This wasn't a situation she felt he could handle that well once the apparent threat to Shinrei and other students had passed. She at least had more experience of such matters linked to duty and tradition. 

The WiB looked down at Nimue. His face betraying no emotion. "None may pass."

*******

Saito gestured with his hand once more and he and the three young Kossawa ninjas fell to their knees before Shinrei. 

"It is with the greatest honour that we deliver to Shinrei Hikari word that the Order of Izanagi has named Kanjou Hashimoto the High Lord," said Saito, making a red and gold length of cloth materialise from thin air in his hands that were now stretched out towards Shinrei. "The High Lord has bestowed upon Shinrei Hikari the honour of being his wife on the very day she turns fifteen cycles. Kanjou Hashimoto sends you his colours, my lady."

 Shinrei had not moved for many seconds now. She could not even breathe properly. The room slid in and out of focus from her eyes. She could hear Saito and the rest of them in the train, their voices audible yet seemingly very distant. 

The words rang again and again through her seemingly Stupefied brain: Kanjou Hashimoto. High Lord. Wife...fifteen cycles. Perhaps they had made a mistake, a part of her mind insisted stupidly. You are not the Shinrei Hikari they are looking for. Why would Kanjou-sama have someone like you? 

But looking at the kneeling ninjas and her awe-struck classmates, hearing Nimue Hawkwood's persistent voice speaking to the black-clad wizards, meeting Marvo's wide eyes, Shinrei knew they had not made a mistake. 

Oh, this must be a trick of Kanjou-sama's, she thought foolishly again, trying to fend off the weight of reality that was slowly beginning to crash around her. He probably thinks I would find this funny. Why, I *am* his heir. He's too old for me. He's the greatest wizard of Japan for this age, and I am merely a... 

Great Gods. The gold thread on the fine, fine silk held out by Saito winked and shone upon her face. The Kossawa colours. This is maybe what it would be like if she was under the Imperius curse, Shinrei surmised as her hands shot out with a life all their own. The red and gold silk slid gracefully from Saito's grip to her own waiting hands. 

It was a belt, the kind that warriors wore on their kimonos. "Herald Saito Tamenaga, you may now tell the High Lord that it is Shinrei Hikari's honour to accept." 

Dimly, she wondered who said it. But, deep down, she knew it was her own voice, very stiff and very empty. 

Marvo did not know what to say. This was, to say the least, unexpected. 

However, the scene before him gave him a sense of Deja vu! Not that long ago he had been in a quite similar situation with Nimue. Even with all the possible dangers, it was... interesting... to see how different Shinrei's reaction was compared to theirs. 

Still while those Ninjas were still around he wasn't going to let his guard down. He just stood waiting for whatever happened next. 

Shinrei was only half-aware that she was tucking her wand back into her sleeve, half-aware of the whispers all around her. There was no threat, no treachery, no nothing. 

There was just this something that made her want to cry. It was only pride that kept her eyes dry and head held high in the presence of so many people. 

The red and gold silk belt dangling limply from her hand, she heard her own voice say: "You may now rise, Saito. And you may leave. You have caused enough dishonour to the Clan by your melodramatic posturing." 

Saito silently rose to his feet, his three men mimicking his movement. One side of his mouth quirked in amusement as he looked at her then allowed his gaze to travel to the spectators and the Wizards in Black. 

"But it was your hot-headedness that caused the explosion, Shinrei-sama," he replied in a patronising tone. "How so easily you suspect your clansmen to be traitors." 

"We shall speak no more about this," Shinrei snapped. "Where is Kanjou-sama now?" 

"Oh, of course," Saito replied, "the High Lord wishes to express his apologies. He still has not returned from his journey to Siberia. However, he will come for you at this Hogwarts-dojo before your wedding day. The entire Clan extends its good wishes for the union of our two best warriors." 

Before Shinrei could stop him, Saito had walked up to Marvo and the Wizards in Black. He smiled at them with both challenge and menace. "Ever so valiant. I hope we shall meet again under less...ceremonious circumstances. And then *we shall see.*" 

He said the last three words with deliberate drawling emphasis. Still standing before the Wizards in Black, Saito and his men pulled the masks back up their faces. Saito made curled his fingers skyward, at the ceiling of the train. 

"Sayounara, Shinrei-sama," he said. 

"Kame-hame-ha!" he shouted, seemingly to the heavens. A large, roiling wave of very very bright, blinding light erupted from his fingertips and blasted through the ceiling, opening a way towards the skies. 

He and his men seemed to levitate off the Hogwarts Express and float through the opening as if it was a bright otherworldly portal. All four Kossawa ninjas were gone in under a minute. 

"Yes indeed. We WILL see." Said Marvo softly. As the portal came and went Marvo continued to look, only closing his normal eye at the bright light. "Show off" he murmured.

Shinrei removed the hand she had used to shield her eyes from the light and was struck open-mouthed to see that the ceiling was still miraculously intact. So Saito had really made a portal. 

A sudden *pop* in the air caused her to look downwards and catch sight of a tiny roll of parchment fluttering straight into her palms. She caught it and shoved it into her pockets. 

She drew a breath and turned to Marvo and the Wizards in Black. "I am very sorry, Ward-san, gentlemen," she said. "I apologise for the conduct of my clansmen and the disturbance we have caused." 

Marvo turned to Shinrei, "Your apology is not needed Shinrei-San. You were not to blame."

He placed a hand on Shinrei's shoulder. "Are you okay? I mean, with all this? Believe me, I know what such news can feel like. More than you can think"

He turned then and saw the crowd around and the WiBs still holding them back.

"Do you want to be alone a bit? You could go into this carriage, I can make sure your not disturbed?"

"Thank you, Ward-san," Shinrei replied, "but no. It is not necessary for me to be alone." 

She managed to summon a smile to her face, but she knew it was only self-deceiving. Nothing could make her genuinely happy at the moment, even if she had just been betrothed to the most revered wizard and magical hero of Japan. 

"As you can see," she said in a light voice, "I need to find myself a new compartment, though. It would seem I did this one in." A hollow laugh escaped her throat but quickly died away as she made a half-hearted gesture to the debris that had once been a fully functional train compartment. "That is how you put it, ne?" 

Marvo smiled. Not quite convinced, but understanding. "Very well Shinrei. A report will have to be made to the Headmaster of course, and I imagine the Ministry will be sending a letter out. But for now I suggest you get out of here, unless you want to be mobbed by people wanting to know all the details."

He looked over to the WiBs "And Shinrei, I'm here if you need me... for anything. I meant what I said." 

With that he turned and went to the WiBs. "167, 123 and 449. The danger has now been neutralised. You may leave. Report to the Bureau and inform them a report will be forthcoming" 

********

Niki turned an extremely startled countenance to Nathan. "I think we know what's going on, anyway," she whispered. "Do you think we should go?" 

Nathan nodded and used the general distraction to sneak away with Niki, leaving Drake behind with the other spectators. 

They walked back into their secluded compartment where Nathan sat down next to Niki, putting his arms around her shoulder. "Scared?" he asked with faint amusement. 

"Just a little," Niki said, smiling. "I don't like the WiBs, and the thought of Shinrei having to marry someone is just a little...well...it's scary." She turned back to him. "Why, it didn't scare you?" 

Nathan shrugged. "I'd rather label it to be amusing," he then replied with a smirk. 

"What a situation! And Ward all in it, of course... don't you have a weird feeling about him? I mean, I really don't think Aurors should be spying on students, but that's just what he does, isn't it?" 

Niki nodded slowly. "And he's probably going to get the best grades...because he's had so much more training." 

She seemed to be turning something over and over in her mind. "But deciding who you're going to marry at my age--her age--OUR ages... It's a little...oh, I don't know." 

Nathan shrugged. "I don't know, I think marriage is often over-rated. I mean, if there is a great political or financial benefit to it - why not? I don't see the problem, really, logically speaking." 

He became a bit more severe. "I mean, unless you're really in love with someone else, that'd be quite a conflict, a very clumsy situation indeed... but if you're not and the other person isn't too disgusting - why not?" 

He grinned. "Our favourite auror seems to have managed to escape, though... still, I think he shouldn't be living and studying with us. It's unfair, just like you said, and I feel I'm being spied on. Wonder what Dumbledore thinks about that sneaky little guy?" 

"If Dumbledore didn't want him, he wouldn't be here," Niki said firmly. She was not a huge fan of the old wizard, herself. "It's a bit...well... He's very patronising, you know? Kept trying to help me with my revision for the exams..." She rolled her eyes. "Of course, with YOU it's allowed." 

(IC: Chat took place here that may be added to transcript later on.)

"Well, let's see what you look like in 10 years - even more gorgeous, if that's possible!"

Niki blushed. "Don't tease," she mumbled, but looked as though she rather enjoyed it, all the same. 

Just then, Morticia positively crashed into the room. "Nathan! Out!" she commanded. 

Nathan stared at her. 

"Now!" she growled. 

"Sheeesh, come off it!" Nathan murmured, but obeyed. 

The sight of his sister glaring at him with those burning dark eyes somehow convinced him it'd be better to do as she told him. 

Morticia sat down opposite to Niki. "Niki. We have to talk. I mean it. I've been thinking about it for the last 30 minutes. I must know what's going on between you and my brother, because you're my best friend and he's really not the type of guy you should hang out with, believe me!" 

Niki's smile turned into a frown, and she sighed. "Tish, don't you think you're being a little quick to judge--just a little? Nathan did something very stupid, but he's sorry, and he's very nice, really he is..." She realised that she was almost whining, and frowned further. "Anyway, nothing really..." 

***********

Sarah had kept quite calm during the aftermath of the explosion mainly because of Ruth's presence. Plus, she wasn't one to panic or be scared by such things. 

She had leant out of the window and could see there was no fires or anything. She heard a few snatches of conversation between the train guard and the driver who were ensuring that the train had not been damaged and was able to carry on. It seemed to have been a very localised burst of magical energy, which had damaged the compartment in which it occurred but not the train itself. 

Indeed, they seemed more concerned about being late to the Castle as well as for their tea. 

"Looks like the next generation of wizarding youth will make it to the First Night Feast after all." she said to Nathaniel and the others.  "I'm not sure what happened certainly was a 'Big Bada-boom' though. The driver is just going back up to the engine anyway." 

********

Andy had heard the explosion as well, but he thought nothing of it. It was only until he saw a crowd gather that he began to worry. 

He went to investigate - or at least he tried. It was difficult getting by the WiBs. 

"I am a friend of Shinrei's. Please let me through." he pleaded. He hoped they didn't recognise him. 

"None may pass." Said the WiB with firmness.

********

Raphael was walking down the corridor. Having been at the other end of the train, and not being totally amazed by anything much at the time, he'd managed not to think to much of the number of explosions and odd sounds coming from one part of the train, and now wandering down the corridor, he didn't seem to be thinking about it much. 

He was too busy finishing his argument. "...so you can't just go around being an idiot anymore. It just ain't - look, you just won't. I tell you, you won't." 

With that, the tall youngster turned abruptly and walked smack bang into Nimue, who was standing chatting to someone else that Raphael didn't recognise. Raphael had a wand in his hand, a slightly bendy laurel thing that did not look remotely dangerous, just like him. 

"Hey," he hazarded to Nimue. "Whazup? What's going on? Who're all the people?" Yawning a little, Raphael smiled at the Gryffindor girl in a fuzzy way. 

Nimue smiled at Raphael. "Hello, again. How's your head now? Feeling better? I'm not sure what's going on as there are these security types in the way." she gestured towards the solid back of the WiB. 

"I gather it was a betrothal ceremony of some kind which appears to have involved some sort of ritual confrontation. I am not sure Shinrei - who is one of my dormmates - knew what was going on and she defended herself rather aggressively - hence the explosion."

 Realising that Raphael didn't know Luis she thought she'd better introduce him. Not that she knew Luis that well either - they had only spoke briefly in Diagon Alley before Professor Snape had appeared. 

"Let me introduce you - you've already met Kat of course but not Luis." She turned back to Luis. "Luis, this is Raphael Lathander, who is joining us this term. Raphael, may I introduce Luis Verga, a member of Slytherin House, who is returning to Hogwarts after a break in his studies." 

Luis had heard the exchange very clearly and, with his considerable height, seen snippets of what was going on. Shinrei accepting the "colours" thing, the ninjas (who looked straight out of a Muggle movie) kneeling and shooting off light blasts...He found it very hard to think straight. 

"Yeah," he grunted in reply to Nimue's introduction. Some new boy. He vaguely felt himself shaking the boy's hand. His name was Raphael something or other. 

"How do you do, man. Hope you like it here at old Hoggy-warts. Ha ha." 

He brought his presence of mind round long enough to address Nimue. "Well. Think I've had enough movie-trippin' for one day. Gotta get back to real life. See you around, Miss Hawkwood, Raphael." 

Blankly, unaware of where he was really headed, Luis turned on his heel and walked through the crowd of students still gathered by the source of commotion. 

/Gotta get away,/ he thought, weaving through masses of faceless chattering people, /got to think straight. Gotta breathe./ 

It was all becoming very difficult to do. 

Nimue watched Luis leave - something was definitely up with him. 

Maybe he was finding it strange returning to school after such a gap, maybe he was conflicted about speaking with members of other Houses. She felt that in part he was trying to emulate Professor Snape's disdain for others and yet ... 

Her attention returned to the Raphael. "We're a strange bunch at times Raphael. Most wizards in the West are quite happy to use doors and the like in case you think we all come and go in such a manner." 

She turned to Kat - "I'm unsure whether Shinrei is happy with what has just happened here. She's been brought up to be obedient to men, so she may not even consider her own feelings. I think she needs someone to talk to as well as a new compartment."

Kat had been shocked by what had happened, but quickly realised that regardless of what she had said that Shinrei might be better with fewer spectators hanging around. 

"I'll let you make sure that she is ok. I better make sure that everyone is settled again. I'll find you again back at the carriage." 

She turned to the students that had come to see what had happened. "If you would all like to return to you carriages now. The show is over. There is nothing more to see." 

She watched some of the first years whispering at the back stand on tiptoes to see what was going on. "No, move along now." 

Kat waited for the crows to disperse before starting to check the carriages. 

Nimue tapped the WiB gently on the shoulder; "May we join our friends now?" 

The WiB looked down at Nimue "None may Pass" 

But he turned as Marvo spoke and moved to meet the other WiBs next to Marvo. They nodded once in unison and with a quiet sound like a backwards Fizz" they disappeared. 

********

Branwen's car had reached Kings Cross a few minutes before the train had departed. Amazingly they managed to find an empty compartment and to get all the thing stowed before the train lurched away, stopped and then started again. 

Jon had helped Branwen settle in and had spent a few minutes of pleasant conversation with her, Hal and Madison before excusing himself to find his Sixth Year friends. 

He had walking when the explosion occurred and the train stopped. As one of the senior prefects, he did what he could to keep students calm and the passages clear. 

However, when he heard the news from a passing Hufflepuff that something had happened to that 'weird Gryffindor girl whose eyeballs had popped before the History of Magic exam', his stomach gave a sick lurch. (He did however discount the over wrought Hufflepuff's description of the HoM incident). 

He quickly made his way as close as he could to the WiBs in the corridor, though was on the opposite side to where Luis, Nimue, Kat and the Lagrands were. 

His fear that Shinrei had been placed in danger because of his having left her due to his hurt pride was soon replaced by a feeling he couldn't identify upon hearing the announcement of her Clan's plans for her. He focused on making sure that students returned to their compartments once the Clan Kossawa members had left. 

He wasn't sure that Shinrei would want to talk to him but he lingered a little anyway especially once he could see over the WiBs blocking the corridor that Luis Verga had left. There could be no rivalry now - Shinrei was lost to both of them. 

The Journey Continues

"Domo arigatou," she whispered to Marvo's back, in thanks for his kindness at the offer of being there for her. It did not matter whether he heard her say so or not. 

Nothing seemed to matter much anymore. She was so very surprised to notice that she was still standing very stiffly, almost imperiously, at the centre of the train aisle. To the passer-by she would appear very proud and infallible. She took a distant pride in this. 

Kanjou, after all, had made her this way. It would only be right if she would spend the rest of her life with him. He was the reason why she was still able to live until now. If not for Kanjou, she would never have lived in the first place. 

It was only right, she chanted mentally, it was only right. From the very beginning, her life had belonged to him. 

*Kami-sama* she cried in her mind, in silent entreaty. A hot wetness began to sting her eyes and she angrily wiped away a tear. No crying. No pain. No turning back. 

She would soon be the wife of the most powerful wizard in Japan and weakness was no longer allowed. 

She swallowed the lump in her throat and smoothed out her robes, looping the red and gold Kossawa belt, Kanjou's colours, around her waist. The symbol that would tell the world she was now his. 

Shinrei smiled at the people gathered around her. "My friends," she said in a cheerful yet painfully hollow voice, "would any of you be kind enough to allow me into their compartment? I am afraid I have managed to curse mine into uselessness." 

"Shinrei, do come and share with us - there is plenty of room." said Nimue with a smile. 

Like Marvo she well understood how shocking it could be to suddenly discover that your life had been planned out by outside forces and even if she didn't wish to talk about it - she needed to be with others not further isolated. 

"Thank you," Shinrei replied. She walked very carefully to the edge of the decimated train compartment to retrieve her fallen backpack and parcels. Everything seemed intact, though littered with bits of debris here and there. 

She bent down and manually dusted off her things, having no more will to do magic. She winced as she shouldered the backpack. When she tried to lift up her other packages, she let out a cry of pain as her knees gave way under the strain. 

Shinrei crashed down to the floor, breathing heavily. Her things fell once more to the floor as they had moments before she had spotted Saito earlier that day. 

"Kami-sama," she gasped out painfully, sweat profusely breaking out on her forehead. She braced her hands against the debris-littered floor and made yet another unsuccessful attempt to get to her feet. 

It wasn't as if he had waited for one particular moment to step into the scene, but Jian Hupi had nevertheless dropped all his inhibitions when he saw Shinrei Hikari slumped over on the floor, half-covered with her things. 

Jian had been peacefully half-sleeping in a tiny compartment at the farthest end of the train when the explosion occurred. He had then changed into his new black Hogwarts robes and joined the curious crowd gathered at the scene, unnoticed by others. However, one particular thing had seemed to single him out--a black owl. It had refused to leave its perch on Jian's shoulder. 

The owl hooted rather encouragingly as Jian took quick strides towards Shinrei, too quickly to be stopped by anyone else present. At the moment, he did not care that she was female and betrothed to some Japanese High Lord. She was ill and she needed help. And he would extend it. 

"Enough," he said firmly, kneeling right down to face Shinrei. He took hold of both her upper arms so that her weight was shifted to his own grip, not to her already shaky-looking hands. "Miss, do not attempt to get up on your own. You will break either your knees or your wrists." 

*********

Raphael nodded to the girl, who seemed a little unsteady still, said his goodbyes to both Kat and Nimue (his missing Marvo a little pointed) and walked down the corridor. 

"Well," he said to no one in particular outside the carriage door. "Um." 

He opened to the door, grinned at Sarah, and sat down by the window again. "Well, that was... confusing," he commented. 

The train juddered a little and then set off again. 

Nathaniel looked up from watching Ruth make sparks with her wand, and pocketed his own wand again. Only careful observers would note that he hadn't even attempted to make sparks with it. 

"I don't suppose you know what happened then." he asked Raphael. 

To Ruth he said, "Good work. You'll do just fine at Hogwarts. Now I bet you've got better things to do than hang around with stuffy fourth years, but you'd better wait until David gets back otherwise he'll think we've done something terrible with you." 

The kitten pushed its face against his neck, purring a little, and he automatically leant back in his seat so the kitten could lie sprawling across his collarbone. 

Sarah gave a little 'whoop' that the train was starting to move again. 

After Nathaniel had leaned back to allow his kitten to sprawl, she took up the thread with Raphael. "So confusing like how?" asked Sarah with curiosity. "What did you see?" 

"What did I see?" repeated Raphael, looking curiously at Ruth. "Er... I saw... er... very little. Just Nimue and a few others... a guy called... er.. Luis...? And then Nimue asked something from these guys in black. They had like, wands. I think. And then there was another girl... er... can't remember if I know her name... er... then they told us all to keep away. Then when they went Nimue helped the girl into a carriage. I came back here. It was fun. If a little confusing. As I said," Raphael finished with a grin. "Interesting." 

"So," he said to Ruth and Nathaniel, giving Sarah a wink on the sly, "what's going on with all the sparks? Is this girl trying to burn your nose, old man?" 

"Teaching me to turn this wretch into something nicer and more innocent... like a rabid ferret..." Nathaniel said teasingly, and the kitten batted at his nose with a paw playfully. 

"Sounds like someone's term is starting with a bang then." he said in response to the comments about why the train had stopped briefly. "At least we're on our way again, shouldn't be too late. I hope no one got hurt. Did you see David? I wonder where he's got to..." 

David? Who on earth was David? Was it a trick question? What on earth was Nathaniel talking about? Raphael sat down in his usual place, and looked at Nathaniel talking to Ruth. Perhaps it was someone Ruth knew? David? All the people... 

He looked up, and across to Sarah, and back to Nathaniel, and bit his lip so hard that he almost started to draw blood, thousands of conflicting thoughts twisting him about in his head. There had been a reason that he wanted to talk to Nathaniel and Sarah. 

Perhaps he'd been too harsh earlier... perhaps he'd not bent enough... perhaps he'd been a dictator... he didn't know. That was the problem: he simply didn't know. Raphael acknowledged to himself that he could be right in his desire to talk to Nathaniel and Sarah about... about... about his unique status. But... he'd been so against it, Raphael thought... how could I...? 

He sighed, and went back to one of the more easy mysteries of life. "Who's David?" 

"ah.. you'd left, of course..."  Nathaniel struck his forehead with the palm of his hand and rolled his eyes dramatically. "Sorry.  Packed my brain in the trunk, I think.  David is Ruth's uncle.  Went to look for a friend of his I think."

"Ruth's uncle?" Raphael's brain worked feverishly for a second. Perhaps it was because of his uncle, but Raphael knew that there were two types of men: those who got you to do what they wanted, and those who made fools of themselves along the way. Both were dangerous, Raphael thought, both were scary, but the one's who made fools of themselves were the worst... they did physical damage, sometimes. 

He shuddered. "Nathaniel... shouldn't we be calling a teacher by his second name?" 

"He's a Fourth Year, kid." Nathaniel grinned at Raphael. "Never had a big family, huh? I knew a girl once who was an aunt six times by the time she was twelve." 

"he's a... a fourth year? What, Nathaniel? How strange. My family had a thing for only ever really having two similar age kids..." Raphael trailed off, his words losing themselves in face of greyness. Just greyness. 

His left hand was aching. Like, a burning itch. A burning, tickling itch. On his arm. God, it hurt. Like someone had sliced off the entire hand with a red-hot shard of glass. Like someone was burning his raw flesh. God... he had to stop it... what was happening... he had to stop the burning... it was too much... burning... pain... his hand dropped towards his pocket. His neck, too... rope rubbing into the flesh... paper slicing into his face... pain... pain on pain... pain on pain on pain... 

He knew how to stop the burning! His hand slipped into his left pocket, for just a second, and then the greyness receded, and he could focus again, and without thinking he removed his hand from his pocket hurriedly. What had happened? The memory started to fade. 

"What were we talking about?" he asked Ruth and Nathaniel. 

"Families." Nathaniel replied bitterly. "But let's not spoil such a lovely trip with such nasty words, eh? You decided your options yet, kid?" 

The look of fear was etched on the youngster’s face. "Op-op-what?" 

Options? What, was this like some kind of... test? Did they expect him to be able to choose between something? Raphael couldn't help it... in many ways the idea of school filled him with fear... dreadful, terrible fear... fear that pervaded his soul... choices... options... choosing... 

"Told you about them in the taxi, Raph, don't you remember?" 

Nathaniel leant forward to look the boy in the eye, concerned. "You feel dizzy? Head hurt? Black specks in front of your vision? Anything like that?" His left cheek was aching. He didn't know why. 

"Options... Options..." Raphael thought for a second. "Options... I remember... you said... oh yeah... sorry, old man, don't have the ability to keep a conversation in my head for more then a second at a time. So, what did I decide?" he asked, grinning at the other student. "And which teaches fireball throwing, Sarah?" he asked. 

He knew the response would probably be nothing. She hadn't been too forthcoming on the fireballs before. "So, what's this hidden talents gonna be about, I wonder? What hidden talents do students normally have? And I wonder what our hidden talents are? I'm quite good at picking locks," Raphael told all of them, giving Ruth a quick wink. 

********

Nimue was glad that Jian had moved so quickly. 

"Jian, can you carry her into our compartment? It is just in the next carriage. She will be more comfortable there and then we can make sure she is all right. 

Jon Sinclair had assisted in making sure that students returned to their carriages and answered questions - assuring them that all was well. Then the train gave a lurch and then was moving again, picking up speed rapidly. 

Jon had returned to ask if there was anything that he could do yet realised immediately that something was wrong with Shinrei. He could see Jian was holding on to her and that Nimue speaking to the Chinese boy. 

There was no need for him to stay but he had to at least make sure she was not injured. Therefore, he continued to hover near the doorway. 

"Jian." The first name stumbled from her lips with sudden familiarity as Shinrei felt the Chinese boy's strong grip on her arms. 

She raised her eyes to his face and was very, very surprised to see Makura, her black owl, perched on his shoulder. "So my owl found you, did he not? I am guessing he knows a healer when he sees one."

"No, Nimue-san. No carrying. I can walk perfectly well." She started to get to her feet, lost her balance once more and slumped back down. 

"That cursed shuriken spell," Shinrei muttered darkly, her vision swimming. "That was *my* spell. They had no right to go around throwing it at me." 

"I said that is enough, Miss," Jian said, sighing, as Shinrei crashed back down. The thing with this female was that she was very proud, just as proud as any of the brothers in Mian-Ju-Tao. They never showed weakness or pain if they could help it. 

"Your owl came to me, yes," he explained gently. "But I must confess I am not a fully-trained healer." 

Jian turned to Nimue and nodded. "I can carry her without trouble." With this, he swept Shinrei into his arms and stood up. For someone who had showed so much power--enough to destroy a train compartment with a single spell--she was very light, almost childlike. 

"Where is this compartment, Miss Hawkwood?" Jian asked. 

Nimue had been about to protest that Shinrei was in no condition to walk on her own when she had crashed back down and Jian had taken her in his arms. 

"This way." she said leading him out of the door. 

Passing Jon Sinclair she stopped for a quick word. "She'll be all right Jon. Do you want to come with us?" 

Jon who had almost leapt forward himself when Shinrei had fallen looked as though he wanted to but instead shook his head. "No. I'm sure you are right. Let me know if there is anything you or she needs OK?" 

It was almost like floating, Shinrei decided. Jian was carrying her with such ease that it was remarkable for a boy who wasn't so tall like the others. 

As they passed Jon Sinclair, Shinrei turned her head away from his direction. She did not feel like talking to him at this time. She felt too raw, too exhausted, to figure out how to talk to people coherently. 

Nimue nodded that she would and proceeded to move towards the carriage where she, Kat and Marvo had based themselves. Arriving there she moved the flowers onto one seat and made room so that Shinrei could lie down. 

She then sent a quick summoning to Kat Black. "I have summoned Kathryn Black." she explained to Jian. "She also has healing skills. Between the two of you I am sure a great deal can be done. Plus, a little rest will do Shinrei wonders." 

Privately she thought that the news of her betrothal had hit Shinrei as much as any aftershock of the spells. She wondered whether Shinrei's pride and sense of duty would even allow her to admit such. 

She waited while Jian settled Shinrei. 

She smiled at Jian as he settled her down. "Thank you," Shinrei said. "You are very quick on your feet, Hupi-san. No wonder your Order deemed you so special." 

Shinrei turned to look at Makura, still perched pompously on Jian's shoulder, and back at Jian. "Would it be too much if I asked you to stay here for a little while?" 

"It would be my honour," said Jian, "to stay here and make sure you recover, Miss." 

It was a surprise to him how easily his inhibitions and restrictions all fell away when it came to Shinrei Hikari. Perhaps he had never before been presented with a chance to build friendships with people his age, and this girl seemed to be the first one to try to reach out to him--the teenaged boy who lived beneath the facade of the stony-faced monk. 

He sat down beside her and saw the edges of the red-gold silk belt, which was looped around her waist, cascading to the floor next to his feet. He knew very little about marriage rituals but enough to confirm in his mind that this belt was a tag of possession. 

Jian removed Shinrei's black owl from his shoulder and made it face her. 

"Look, Miss. He says it would do you well to rest. And smile more." 

When he realised what he had just said, he blushed furiously and looked away from her. 

"I think it would be a good idea for you to stay as well, Jian. We have plenty of room and Makura will also be good company for my new owl - whose name is yet to be chosen." 

Nimue uncovered her owl's cage so that the two owls were able to regard each other. 

Nimue then settled in her seat opposite Shinrei. "Shinrei, Jian is right you should rest and you should smile more." she said gently. "I am not that familiar with the customs of your Clan or the Order of Izanagi though I understand these matters of succession possibly more than most of our age in the West." 

She turned to explain to Jian, "My father, Lord Hawkwood, is the Head of the Order of Merlin. It is a hereditary position as my ancestor was the founder of the Order and a member of his lineage has lead the Order since its inception. However, in the West a woman is not prohibited from holding such a position and therefore upon my father's death I shall assume his mantle and attendant duties." 

Marvo had returned with them. He was concerned. 

Shinrei had muttered something about 'cursed shuriken'.  If that meant the spell she had cast she would be in trouble. 

He knew he would have to talk with her later, but she did not seem very well at all at the moment, and he didn't want to talk while Jian Hupi was around. 

For the moment he stood silently watching. nodding in agreement to Nimue's words. He mind on other things. 

Shinrei nodded at Nimue's advice and offered the girl a smile for good measure, though she was certain her smile appeared very weak.

"For a while, I believed that they were testing and training me to assume a position in the Order of

Izanagi's Innermost Circle--composed of the most elite warriors, more so when Kanjou-sama sent me this," she explained softly, gesturing to the Izanagi badge on her  kimono's lapel.

"Kanjou-sama used to be a Sohei--a warrior monk--and he had never married or had a child.  Since he raised me since infancy, I seemed the most likely choice to become his heir. Everyone in the Clan believed it as well."

"It would seem that all of us thought wrong, did we not?" Shinrei shook her own head in disbelief. "They were testing me if I was strong enough to bear the child of the High Lord. And that High Lord being Kanjou-sama...Gods, he is about forty-five years in the Western calendar now. I cannot believe he chose me to be his wife.  There are so many women in our country who would accept such an honour."

*Why me?* she wanted to ask.  But Shinrei believed none of them really knew the answer to such a question. She herself had no inkling what was going on in Kanjou's mind when he made the decision of marrying her.

*********

Kat had followed the crowd of sightseers as they returned to their own compartments. She had looked through the windows to make sure that everyone inside was ok. She had found one or two that had banged arms or heads. She had healed them where necessary, but there seemed to be no serious injuries. 

She had not stopped in on Nathaniel, Raphael, Sarah, Ruthie and Breana. They had all looked ok through the small window in the door. So she never looked at Raphael's new injury. She also didn't disturb Tish and Niki who seemed to have thrown Nathan outside. She smiled at him as she passed him in the corridor but didn't say anything. 

As she was reaching the far end of the train she heard the summons. Nimue's voice called her... "Kat come quickly, we need a healer, our compartment." 

She turned round and ran up the train towards the compartment they had found been sitting in earlier. 

She opened the door. "You called me." She said, concern in her voice. She noticed that Shinrei was not looking too good after her encounter, and she did seem to be the focus of everyone's attention. 

She saw from Marvo's countenance that he too was concerned for Shinrei. 

"Shinrei, I can give you healing if you need it. You are not looking too bright after that attack. Can I help?" 

When Kathryn Black peered into the compartment, she smiled weakly at the girl. "Ohayo, Kathryn-san.  Thank you for your concern...but I do not really know what is wrong, save I cannot walk straight.  Perhaps this is an after-effect of their spell. I ran into it twice, headlong."

Her voice was sheepish and self-deprecating, but Shinrei's voice lightened at the idea of being strong enough to remain conscious through two Shuriken-ha attacks.

Andy returned to sit in his seat reading his book, when he saw Kat escorting everyone to their seats. When she rushed off he followed her into the compartment where Shinrei, Nimue and Marvo were with another boy. 

Marvo glared at Andy as he entered, but said nothing. Now was not the time.

He Smiled at Kat as she entered though.

"I think Shinrei-San it would be prudent to allow Kat to have a look at you anyway..... And I would also suggest that you refrain from using ANY magic... at least until we have a chance to have a... chat"

Strange as the request of using no magic sounded, Shinrei nodded at Marvo's words.

"Of course, Ward-san. I likewise have no objection to Kathryn-san's help.  And if you wish to have a word with me, I see no reason why we cannot speak now. Unless it is, of course, very confidential."

She wondered what Marvo wanted to have "a chat" with her about.  She surmised it was most likely something about Saito and his minions and their unnecessary pompous posturing that drew the attention of Western magical law-enforcers.

Marvo's eyes glanced over to Andy, then back to Shinrei. "No. Later will be fine."

Nimue gave an encouraging smile to Andy and offered him some sweets.

No matter how Marvo felt about Andy, she had every intention of trying to help him and she was certain that Kat and other would as well. How could Marvo forget all the fun they had had? Well, maybe 'fun' wasn't quite the right word. 

How could he forget the 'Scooby Gang'? Still with new students here it was no time to drag up the past or address the problem of Andy's missing body.

Jian looked at the girl, called Kat or something like so, who had entered the compartment moments ago. His gaze then shifted to the boy, whom Shinrei called "Ward-san," who seemed to have some authority over the strange black-garbed Western wizards.

He got to his feet and bowed towards the pair to whom he had not been formally introduced to yet. "My name is  Hupi Jian. I am the new student from the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order of China. I will be joining the Fourth Years of Hogwarts this term."

Marvo smiled slightly and bowed back. "Greetings Hupi-San. A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I'm Marvo Ward, also a fourth Year and in Gryffindor House. Have you been sorted yet?"

Since Marvo had decided not to talk with Shinrei - Nimue's took up the previous conversation she'd been having on the subject of the betrothal.

"Forty-five years isn't that old - not for a wizard. My ancestoress was very young when she met Merlin and became his student and then his companion. He is known to have already been of a great age and yet they were deeply devoted to each other."

However, Shinrei had said a couple of times that she couldn't believe that Kanjou had chosen her. 

"Shinrei, would you have chosen him? I heard you accept but it sounded as though you were informed rather than asked. Could you have said no? Was there a choice for you in this?" 

Would Shinrei be comfortable with such discussions in front of Marvo Andy and Jian? She lowered her voice, 

"If you'd prefer not to talk about this, I would understand. However, I do appreciate what such news can be like. Malcolm...Marvo and I were briefly betrothed last year - a decision made for us by our families. It was a huge shock when we were told it had been planned since we were very young. However, we both objected and eventually it was dissolved - with honour."

She looked up at Kat and Marvo at this point and smiled at them.

Kat watched and waited. Shinrei had suggested that there was no point in healing, yet both Nimue and Marvo had suggested she look.

If Shinrei really didn't want this betrothal then Kat could understand why she felt so low and seemed to look ill. It was probably worth doing something, but the question was what. She waited quietly to see if there was actually a desire from Shinrei to marry Kanjou. 

She smiled at Andy, wishing that Marvo was not such a blunt stubborn person when it came to situations like this. 

Nimue wondered if this was not all too soon for Shinrei to talk about. She seemed in shock and with the boys there as well it was far too delicate a subject. 

Therefore, she didn't press her for an answer. Instead, she reached over an took Shinrei's hand briefly seeking to convey to her that she had friends with whom she could talk about these matters if and when she wanted to.

After greeting Andy, the angelic-looking boy she had met around the end of the previous term, Shinrei

decided it was time to put the minds of her classmates at ease.

"Kathryn-san, I believe I have been in the middle of one too many spells for a single day, so I guess you can say I am not that well.  This will subside in a little while--this is quite a normal occurrence, especially with the likes of Saito."

She turned to Marvo and gave a little smile. "You are right in saying, Ward-san, that Saito is a show-off."

Feeling Nimue's reassuring grip on her hand, Shinrei gave an understanding nod and smile.  Jian had been right. It was better when she smiled more. 

"About this betrothal...let us just say that my life belonged to Kanjou-sama from the very start." Her eyes took on a distant sheen. "I owe him everything."

"I understand." said Nimue quietly to Shinrei and she did as well.  Rest seemed to be the best medicine that Shinrei could have.

Interludes to Journey’s End

Mahou heard the explosion, heard the scuffles, and heard the proclamation of Shinrei's marriage.. but she didn't dare take part in any of it. 

Having found a compartment with a few things, along with a sketchbook, Mahou thought that the person who owned the belongings was off gawking at the situation. 

Sitting down, Mahou didn't touch the books, didn't touch anything, her own small bag in her lap. She pulled out a book but didn't begin reading. She thought of all the things that had happened so far.. Someone knew she was an elf, but not half.. and she hoped to keep it that way. 

Through the haze in his head, the repeated echo of Shinrei Hikari's proud voice accepting the High Lord's marriage proposal and the still-excited crowd in the train, Luis managed to trudge his way back into his compartment. 

He was contemplating on how nice it would feel if he just jumped out of a window in order to clear his head. It seemed quite an inviting thought. 

He did not even express surprise in seeing Mahou Amberstone sitting in his compartment. "Hey there," he greeted her, taking the seat across from hers, "seems like the school year started off with a bang. Hah." 

The disdain in his voice was evident. "So...you want me to tell you a secret? So it would even out between us? There's one I really want to get off my system right now." 

Unlike Luis, Mahou had no problem showing her utter and complete surprise. This boy, who was quite older than her, wanted to share a secret?

"Alright," she told him, looking up from her lap.  "If it will make ye feel better."  She smiled encouragingly at him and set her things on the seat beside her.

Looking around and noting the door to the compartment was closed, Mahou pulled off her hat, glad to be rid of it for at least a moment.  Her hair ignited in the light of the sun from the window, her thin features cast in mute shadows.  She looked at Luis with her strange, vivid eyes, her hands clutching her hat.

"Oh," she interjected, before he could begin, "thank ye fer tellin' me this.. I guess no one else kens it, aye?"  She waited for the young lad to begin.

Luis looked at Mahou for a long moment, contemplating his decision. Finally, he scowled to himself and reached for his sketchpad on the seat beside her.

"Yes, no one else knows about this." He took the sketchpad into his hands and leafed over to the centre pages, where the most beautiful face in the world stared back at him from several pages.  A face that belonged to a girl he would never have the chance to call his own.  The very thought cut deep.

He unceremoniously handed the sketches over to Mahou. "You just heard her being engaged to some high-and-mighty lord back there, no?  Dios mio, why the hell did I ever think--or hope--she would give

 someone like me the time of the day?"

"The first time I saw Shinrei," he said in much softer tone, "I knew she was different.  Special. I never

even thought of the reason why she drew me in, so suddenly."

He averted his eyes to the passing countryside and crossed his arms on his chest.  He had said his piece.

 The pain was searing through him like lightning bolts.  He hoped Mahou would get the message that it was pointless to engage him in further conversation.

Mahou stared at the sketches with fascination as she listened to Luis talk. She didn't know what else to say.. she longed to help the boy.. to help him achieve his heart's desire.  She gazed long at the picture, long after Luis had finished speaking.

Still holding the pad of paper, Mahou just sat.. letting the time slide around her and Luis, wishing against all she had that she could help the boy.  She found a sort of friend in Luis, she surmised, and thought that she might try to help out, at least.  If he would help her.

Looking up at him, the girl put her hat back on her head, holding the pad gingerly in her lap.  She contemplated telling Luis her story.. all about the fabled school of Cerridwyn's.  But she couldn't.. not yet.. She noticed that he didn't want to talk anymore, so she scooted forward a little in her seat, reaching across to lay a small, slender hand on the boy's knee.

No words were spoken, just an expression of sadness and hope for the boy bore deep into her strange eyes.  Her thin features showed no threatening signs, no anything that would denote that she thought him stupid, or anything of the sort.  She just.. sat.. with her hand on his knee, hoping that she would be able to be his friend, and perhaps help him with his problems.

Sitting back, Mahou looked at the picture again, smiling to herself as she traced the features with her finger, but never touching the paper.  She was happy Luis found someone to feel such for, but sad that he hadn't been able to share those with her yet.

"Luis," she began softly, not looking up to him, "I'll share one more secret with you.. that not even my parents ken o' me.."  She glanced up at him.  "Cerridwyn's is nae th' best place I made it out ta be.."  She lay the sketchpad beside her, gripping her hands in her lap, staring at those hands. 

"I nae had any friends.. I be half an elf.. half a witch.. an' nae anythin' in b'tween."  She shook a little.  

"I was ridiculed, beat, an' humiliated b'fore th' whole school.  It was this past year.. an' it be Samhain, or Hallowe'en as ye call it, an' we were ta have a ceremony ta pick th' Lady an' Lord o' the Samhain Feast.  I got picked.. but.. it had been a horrid joke played by everyone in th' school.  E'en th' teachers laughed as a cauldron o' thick candy mix was poured on me.. they all laughed as I ran from there.. ta me room.. while e'eryone else.. feasted.. an' chose a new Lady."  She bit her knuckle.  Putting her hand back in her lap, she finished.  "Tha's why I hope tha' no one else kens o' what I be, Luis. b'cause I nae want tha' ta happen again."

She looked at him finally, knowing that no more words would be spoken, only a silent understanding of secrets shared, and secrets kept.

*********

Sarah had been feeling somewhat jumpy for the last few minutes. She gazed out of the window watching the countryside pass by. She was somewhat concerned about Raphael - that knock to his head. 

"Hidden talents? Oh, it's theoretical I think. Be cool if we get to try stuff. We'll have to wait and see. In duelling you get to have mock fights with each other so there's you place to practice fireballs. 

"You need to do things that you feel are interesting for your options. You really like the idea of blasting things huh?"

 She then smiled at the boys and Ruth (and Breana I think she is still there quietly), "I'm going to stretch my legs and take a walk down the train. I'll be back in a few minutes OK?" 

"I'm going to stretch my legs and take a walk down the train. I'll be back in a few minutes OK?" 

Looking up at Sarah, who was standing and about to leave the carriage, Raphael could do nothing but stare at her. She moved so slowly and... to Raphael... gracefully. Her hair, softened by length, moved a little, flickering about her head; her eyes were glittering. He could stay like this for an eternity and watch her, simply to see how she moved - 

Perhaps it truly was her eyes, in the end. They made contact, Raphael knew, when they wanted, often while she laughed or winked... deep pools that drew him in. Raphael wondered to himself... perhaps... perhaps he could see the magic in them. 

If he could, then he'd be able to tell Nathaniel that he should definitely be on the train... and he could teach the old man the same trick... find out if he, Raphael, was meant to be here... thoughts and memories of the past day surged into his mind. Perhaps with this sudden drawing into the world of Hogwarts and wizardry, he had been changed. 

Raphael knew he wasn't as stable as before. He did not know why. 

Sarah was still there. Still standing. As if Raphael's need to watch her, to think in the instants of time about what and who he was, had frozen time - given him just a moment to think for an eternity. He could feel his hand grasped around the wand in his left pocket, but this wasn't magic - just a need for time to still. A need for a moment of stability. He had had stability, these last six months, or at least the semblance of stability - he had fought, screamed at, kicked, punched his uncle... but no blackouts, no loss of memory, no strange happenings that he hadn't been able to halt. So, the last six months had been stable, if rock bottom in terms of emotions.

 ...and what about before then? Pain shot through his forehead, causing his vision to swim for just a second, and for time to start again, it seemed. Sarah left. 

Was she okay? Raphael wondered... if he hadn't got stability... why? And how could he cope without that... that... without any... safety net? He stood, and looked at Nathaniel for a moment, trying to tell the other with his eyes of his concern for Sarah and what they came from - concern for himself as well as her. "I'm - I'm gonna check on her for a sec, okay?" he said, and quickly exited the small room. 

Sarah was in the corridor outside, and as he snapped the door to the carriage closed, he caught her attention. Walking closer to her, Raphael asked simply: "you okay?" 

As Raphael approached Sarah she appeared to be examining the tattoo on her upper arm with a slight look of concern on her face. 

However, upon hearing his voice she looked up. "OK? Yes, I think so. Just was feeling a little warm in there."

Much of today was uncharted territory for Sarah and she was slightly panicked as to how she should behave. She was quite capable of doing some playful flirting or teasing as she had with 'Magnus the Magnet' but that obviously didn't mean anything. She'd never felt the slightest bit of awkwardness around the boys in school. 

However, Nathaniel and Raphael were different and she wasn't quite sure how you were suppose to behave around boys that were your friends. She couldn't deny she was feeling awkward. It was an interesting feeling though at the same time a scary one. 

Raphael looked at Sarah, and wondered. Wondered if she was okay. She seemed a little... flustered...

Sarah had managed to cover her slight flusteredness by suggesting she and Raphael take a walk down the train. Back in the carriage the card game and the bags of food they had bought at Kings Cross helped make the time fly by. 

But, a good walk later, when they sat down, and started to play the oddest game of snap that Raphael had ever played back in the carriage with Nathaniel it slipped his mind, just like it slipped his mind to be worried about the school, magic, Nathaniel himself, or anything.

Then, the train started to grumble to a halt. "Oh, gods," was Raphael's only comment. "Are we... here...?"

He started throwing things into his bag, the mess he was making showing just how nervy he was. "...books... clothes... get the cloak on... put the robes... er..." so when he stood up, and pulled on an odd looking, thick and luxurious looking cloak (totally unlike any of his other, remarkably tatty clothes) with his bag over it, and announced he was ready, he had to pull it off again and put in the last of his second hand books that he'd missed.

As the train neared Hogsmeade, Sarah had taken Ruthie and Breana into another carriage so they could get changed into their school robes. She privately thought that Ruthie might be nursing a little crush on Nathaniel.

As was allegedly traditional, Sarah did her best to wind Ruthie up about the dangers and terrors she and the other First Years would face once inside the Castle.

*******

In a corner seat, in the last carriage of the train sat Piotr Rachinov, his personal space bubble and sheer disdain radiating several seats from him.  The closest anyone dared sit next to the sullen looking boy was about four seats away.

He turned to stare out of the window momentarily and instantly regretted it.  The flashing of the scenery hurt his sensitive eyes and the very motion of the train made him feel slightly sick - not that he would have admitted such a thing - oh, no.

So this was it.  Hogwarts.  He sneered at himself in derision.  Fancy deciding to come here out of sheer spite.  He should have stuck to his original plan and held out for continued home schooling - but even he knew that his chances of success were virtually nil.

He closed his eyes behind his sunglasses.  Trying to get sleep was futility itself: the pressing need to

take his potion at increasingly regular intervals meant that daytime naps were out of the question.  The only way he successfully got any sleep at all during the night was to take a bigger dose that would allow him to sleep in four-hour bursts.  

The chatter of the other students on the train irritated him and he fought down the urge to bark out in anger at them.  Softly, softly, he coaxed himself carefully.  It was going to be hard enough.  No point in making things potentially worse for himself before he even arrived at the stupid school.

All in all, not a happy camper.

********

Nimue, Kat, Shinrei, Andy, Jian and Marvo were able to spend the much of the journey in quiet conversation without further dramatic incident. The rolling fields of the English countryside soon giving way to more desolate moorland and then into Scotland where the terrain grew more mountainous. 

"Time to get changed." said Nimue slipping her black school robes over her dress. It felt good to be wearing them again. 

Diplomatic Dispatches & Rumours

A Letter from the Order of Izanagi to the Order of Merlin


To Lord Emrys Hawkwood

The Order of Merlin, England

Benevolent leader:

We greet you from our side of the magical community.

It is, however, with the greatest sorrow that we share

with you word of the demise of the High Lord Hama

Yoshihisa.  He has been a great man and superior to

all wizards and warriors of Nippon and his name will

go down in the pantheon as the one who led our ranks

during the Great War of decades past.

We also bring you news of the selection and

appointment of our new High Lord, Hashimoto Kanjou

Souren, and hope you will continue to support our

Order under his leadership. Hashimoto-sama is one of

the best-known heroes of the Great War and recognised

as Nippon's supreme healer.

We likewise request your kind indulgence in extending

protection to his betrothed one, Hikari Shinrei, who

has been sent several months ago to the Hogwarts

School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Hashimoto-sama is

at present in a quest in Siberia and deemed your

country and this particular school the best place for

the continued protection of his betrothed.

With the greatest honour to be in alliance with your

Order,

Kou Tashika

High Scribe

The Order of Izanagi, Nippon

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

A Letter to Albus Dumbledore from Kanjou Hashimoto


To: Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster

Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry

My friend,

I greet you most warmly and heartily and likewise send

my apologies for not sending an owl the moment Shinrei

Hikari Apparated into your school.

I hope you are not angry, Albus-sama, at my little

trick of trespassing the school's barrier.  Kindly

consider it as my idea of a surprise between old

friends.

Perhaps you know by now of the recent move of the

Order of Izanagi.  They wanted new blood in the

leadership and my election was rather inevitable

despite my absence.  Yes, I am still at Siberia as I

write, tracking down word about Voldemort and his

Death Eaters. So far my warriors and I have come

across remains of rituals for resurrection, but still

we possess no proof that such Dark rituals are in

preparation for Voldemort's rise from the dead.

How are you, old friend? It has been nearly twenty

years since we last spoke.  How is Minerva-sama? I am

certain Shinrei would be well taught under her wisdom

at Gryffindor House.

As you read this letter, my Herald should have already

delivered my colours to Shinrei Hikari on her way to

Hogwarts.  I have been advised by the Innermost Circle

of the Order of Izanagi to wed and have a heir that

would continue the line and not leave it open for

conflict the way former High Lord Hama has done.  It

was only Fortune that granted me the honour of such

leadership.

My choice for a wife was very clear and singular from

the very start and that is Shinrei Hikari. Perhaps you

might have noted what a remarkable warrior she is, old

friend, during her stay at your school.

I most humbly ask one favour from you, Albus-sama: 

Kindly ensure my bride's safety.  I deem you the man most 

capable of doing so.

For doing so, I and the Order of Izanagi would be in your debt.

Old friend, I shall send you another owl as time and 

circumstance will permit.

May the Kami grant you blessings,

Kanjou

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

To: Kou Tashika, 

High Scribe. 

The Order of Izanagi, 

Nippon 

Incident: L4420/7 

It has come to our notice that an incident occurred on the Hogwarts 

Express not long after leaving Kings Cross station, England. It has 

also come to our attention that the aforementioned incident involved 

members of the Order of Izanagi. 

A Full report will be sent to your Ministry in due course, along 

with information regarding repair costs to an Express Carriage. 

Although I am sure this incident was unintentional, and no harm 

was caused. I have to formally complain as a representative of the 

United Kingdom Ministry of Magic about the way this incident occurred. 

No more action will be taken on this matter, as diplomatic relations 

between out great nations is good and it would be a shame for such a 

minor occurrence to have any detrimental effect on our longstanding 

friendship. 

I would however advise that if any further 'messages' need to be sent, 

that notification should be made in advance to avoid the need for Ministry 

personnel to be involved.

I should also remind you that any magic transportation in and around the 

Hogwarts ground is strictly forbidden not to mention extremely dangerous, 

due to the protections already in place. 

I am sure this whole affair was merely a misunderstanding, and that no 

further action will need to be taken. 

Yours in friendship. 

R. Twiddle. 

3rd Level Clerk. 

Ministry of Magic 

London 

England. 

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

To: R. Twiddle., 

3rd Level Clerk. 

Ministry of Magic 

London, 

England. 

Sir: 

We thank you for your continued acceptance 

of our diplomatic ties and likewise send our 

deepest regrets for the recent events aboard the

Hogwarts Express. 

The four emissaries were heralds of Clan Kossawa and 

acting under the direct orders of the newly-elected Izanagi 

High Lord, Hashimoto Kanjou. Such messengers have 

already delivered their reports to the Order and have informed 

us that the incident, though causing no casualties, had 

resulted to the partial destruction of the school train. 

In this regard, we will be sending to Hogwarts School 

one thousand galleons for the repair costs of the Express. 

Rest assured that your advice as regards messages and 

magical transportation to Hogwarts has been taken into account. 

With gratitude, 

Kou Tashika 

High Scribe 

The Order of Izanagi 

Nippon 

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

As people were leaving the train one, or more of the following can be heard whispered among small groups: 

A Gryffindor eat one to many Fizzing Whizbees and EXPLODED! 

100 Ninjas apparated into a carriage to try and kidnap a Japanese princess that was hiding out in Hogwarts and then 100 WiBs apparated too and the battle destroyed the carriage 

A group of Gryffindors and Slytherin got together and had a big fight

 Some Ravenclaws got together telling each other how brilliant they were and their heads exploded! 

Someone snuck a troll onboard.

 Someone snuck two trolls onboard.

Some Slytherin tried to see how many second years they could fit in one carriage, then they cast engorgement spells on them! (Messy!) 

