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First Night Feast and Frolics

Transcript continues on from the previous at the First Night Feast.  Begins with Message 10820 and ends with 11103 with a few later messages included to tie up threads. One scenario was played out in Slytherin Common Room and this is included in last section.
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Meeting the Angel & the Phoenix

Without saying a word to either of them, letting his eyes do the work, Raphael simply grasped Sarah and Nathaniel into a hug, the shaking of his limbs stilling as he relaxed.

Sarah just relaxed into the hug enjoying the sense of closeness.

She stroked Raphael's back whispering 'sshhhh. It's OK now."

"Take it easy, kid." Nathaniel said quietly.  "It's done with."

As he drew back, something caught the youngsters attention. His hand. His knuckles. His hand... grasped around... slowly, Raphael prised open his sore fingers with his right hand, and let the wand roll loose.

He let the tears run down his face freely in the moonlight.

Sarah looked at the wand and then at Raphael.

The wand itself glittered black, a twisted warped oaken thing, strands intertwined in it of pure darkness that burned.

Nathaniel swore softly and turned Raphael's hand up to the moonlight, ignoring the wand which fell to the ground. Raphael too ignored it.

"What is it? Where.....has it hurt you?"

Looking at his hand, it quivering slowly from shock, he didn't seem to be able to hear her, instead letting his breath slow, finally.

"And people were trying to tell me wands were a good thing to have." Nathaniel reached into his pockets and pulled out a large clean handkerchief, wrapping it gently round Raphael's palm.

"Most wands are..." said Sarah softly, "Most..."

Raphael's eyes met Nathaniel's, and he whispered to him: "what happened to you?"

"I... was Sorted."  Nathaniel replied softly.

Sarah remained silent, listening...

The wind rustled through the trees, rolling the gnarled wand across the stone steps, falling down one of them at a time. Each strike echoed in Raphael's mind: he was forgetting something.

The mostly black kitten leapt up onto the low wall next to them and mewled.

Glancing across to him, Raphael stood up, and let his eyes touch Sarah's and Nathaniel's once again. Without speaking, he placed her hand on his arm, Nathaniel's on hers, and his own on Nathaniel's, forming the triangle.

Nathaniel held steady, though Raphael's fingers pressed against the recent bruises.

Without a word, Raphael stepped away from them both, breathing deeply as the dizziness once again threatened to overcome him.

He stepped into the shadows that the castle cast, where the moonlight couldn't penetrate, and seemed to be searching for something.

A pair of blue eyes lit up in the darkness.

"You okay, kid?"  Nathaniel said softly.

No sound came from Raphael or the eyes, no sound whatsoever, until Raphael stepped away and slowly walked back to Nathaniel and Sarah.

"He's with me," said Raphael in explanation. "You both deserve to know: he is with me."

"Who is with you?" said Sarah.

Nathaniel lifted a hand to rub his left cheek, closing his eyes briefly.

Sarah looked at Nathaniel - she had seen him make this gesture before.

"Him," said Raphael, pointing into the darkness, where a form was crouched, a form... blackness folded around it... a pair of icy-blue eyes... huddled in the darkness.

Sarah's eyes - which were very acute in the dark saw.

"His name is Zephyr. He was..." Raphael said, and choked, slipping towards Sarah, tears afresh from his eyes

"An angel."  Nathaniel whispered.

"He was Rose's."

With that he slipped down past them, falling on the steps, unable to look up, unable to see past the blinding darkness.

"How did Rose attract an angel - they are very rare creatures." Asked Sarah.

Nathaniel was there by his side almost instantly.  "It's alright." he said softly.

And even when the tears started to run out, when calmness returned... ..he looked past Nathaniel, into the darkness, into where the night reigned.

Sarah remained staring at where Zephyr was - her eyes wide.

Nathaniel just put his arm around Raphael's shoulder, and waited.

Slowly from the shadows, the figure started to slip out, ice eyes burning with fear, sticking to the shadows, not willing to creep closer then the last shadow into the light.

Sarah stepped closer to the boys not quite touching but close.

The creature wouldn't break the contact from Sarah's eyes, wouldn't look away, and couldn't look away in fear of her.

But yet... as he stepped closer... as the dim light cast through the door that they sat outside of started to light him, Zephyr stepped towards Raphael, Nathaniel and Sarah.

A face... covered in crawling laurel leaves, some touching his skin, some just an impression of greenness in it, and some twining into his hair... and a long hand reached out to Sarah, fingers twig-like in the darkness... Zephyr touched her cheek where the tears had flowed. And then fled into the darkness, leaving only three black raven feathers, floating into Sarah's hand, and on to the steps.

"I won't harm you Angel." she said in a whisper.....

Sarah looked at Raphael, "He loves you very deeply."

Nathaniel just watched in silence...  and from the darkness a whisper came: "tears of love, Sarah Taverner, and a feather for each of you."

Raphael glanced up, and looked at where Zephyr had fled, and smiled, pressing his feather to his lips. "Thank you, my friend." he murmured to the darkness..

Deeply moved, Nathaniel dared not speak of it.  Instead he said lightly, "and I get a cat."

Sarah looked at the feather in her hand with wonder...

"Quite a cat Nathaniel." she said to him.

Raphael looked up at Nathaniel. "You get that cat," he said, looking at it. And then he smiled, and reached for Nathaniel and Sarah, giving Nathaniel his feather.

Lightening the mood slightly she added, "I get a snake all it does is slither."

"Yes," said Raphael, looking at Sarah. "I bet it's good at slithering."

Nathaniel took the feather.

"Beth."  he said suddenly, without knowing why, and looked twice as confused.

"Beth?" asked Sarah, "who....?"

Raphael looked at him, wonder in his eyes. "For Beth," he said in response, unsure, there was... something...  ...but then the feeling passed, and he looked at Sarah and Nathaniel. "I don't know."

"Who's Beth?" Nathaniel looked at her, frowning.

"It was you who said that name - do you mean Elizabeth?"

"What?"  Nathaniel looked from one to the other in bewilderment.

"Elizabeth - Nimue she has a magic that touches Nature." she said in explanation. "The Green"

"I'm ... it... the...."  Nathaniel tried, looking at the feather.  "Forget it."

Raphael let his glance slide from one of them to the other, letting green eyes burn into green and blue eyes. "Somewhere else," whispered Raphael. 

"Someone else," he said to Sarah, confused, but... sure of the words he said.

"A memory of a dream of a thought."  Nathaniel made the feather disappear into a pocket, and he too stared off into the night.  "I didn't like the Sorting Hat either, Raph."

"Mine was traumatic as well - I don't talk about it." remarked Sarah.

"What a way to begin life as a spellcaster - serious traumatisation." Nathaniel sighed.

Raphael shook his head. "I think he realised... that..." trailed off Raphael, and looked at Sarah for a second.

Sarah looked at Raphael with a questioning look.

He looked at the ground. "There are so many things that we hide, inside ourselves."

"Sometimes without even knowing it."  Still the distant look.

"Yes" said Sarah, suddenly finding the ground very interesting.

Raphael didn't even speak, for a second, finding his mind slipping, finding the memories slipping away already. he let them go.

She was convinced that if these boys ever ..... found out they'd not like her at all.

He knew that he wouldn't remember in the morning... the cliff... the cliffside where... where...?

But the feather, in his hand, that was all that mattered. Even Zephyr could see what they meant to him.

"Still friends, right?"  Nathaniel jerked his gaze back from the night, and stared almost desperately at the others.

Glancing up at Sarah and Nathaniel, Raphael registered.

"Yes," said Raphael instantly, harshly. Then he repeated it softly: "yes, old man."

"Oh yes...." said Sarah with a smile.

Nathaniel smiled a smile full of relief.  "Good."

Looking from one to the other, Raphael couldn't speak... for a second... "Sarah... Nathaniel... thank you both. For tonight. For giving me... a reason... to..." he murmured, letting the words fall away.

"You're welcome." said Sarah. "We should you know...."

Something hit Raphael. Hunger. In the stomach. "Do we get dinner?" he asked Sarah, suddenly, a smile on his face.

"Thank you both for giving me a reason to get on that bloody train." Nathaniel nodded at them both.  "Yeah, we ought to go in."

"Thank you for ...well everything. Making me feel..."

She didn't know how to proceed with that thought.

Raphael smiled, and touched her cheek where Zephyr had.

"Wanted?"  Nathaniel supplied softly.

"Something like that... included." her eyes were bright with tears.

"Strengthened."

Nathaniel nodded and got up, meandering down to collect Raphael's wand.

For a second, he looked down at the steps. Touching the feather once more, to reassure himself, he stepped up to the doorway, grinned, and motioned: "to the food?"

"Let's hope so. I could eat a horse." said Sarah. "Not literally you understand..."

"To the food."  Nathaniel handed Raphael the wand, adding quietly, "I'd get rid of this if I were you."

For a second, Raphael looked at the wand curiously in Nathaniel's hand. But then he lost interest, and laughed shortly at what Sarah's said. "I did wonder. Hogwarts custom?"

Taking the wand, and slipping it into his left pocket, Raphael stepped towards the door. "Let's go."

"What bit - the feasting? Wizards love to eat!" Sarah smiled, took both boys hands and stepped towards the hall.

*******

Marvo looked over to the Ravenclaw table and smiled to Kat.

He saw Nathaniel, Sarah and Raphael come back to the table and frowned. *Looks like a new Ravenclaw gang has formed* He thought to himself.

Nimue smiled over at the Ravenclaw table as well, then commented to Marvo. "How exciting for Sarah. She seems to have matured some over the summer don't you think Marvo?"

"Or at least sorted out her..." He mumbled to himself then stopped.

"True, but I'm not sure about that Raphael chap. something very 'odd' about him. When I've talked to him I get the distinct feeling I'm being watched. and I don't like that!"

"I'm glad Amy is with us, and Shinrei will be pleased Hupi Jian is in the same house."

Kat smiled back at Marvo. As Sarah and the two new Ravenclaws returned she tried to work out what had been going on between them.

"Is everything ok, Sarah?" she asked. She knew that Sarah was perfectly capable of looking after the two new boys, but she wanted to know if she could help.

"Everything is fine, Kat." Sarah said. "Raphael just needed a little 

air." 

Sarah had been effected deeply by the encounter outside the castle with Zephyr but she surmised that back in the atmosphere of the Great Hall and the general cheer of the Feast that what the boys needed was a sense of belonging to the school itself. There would be time for the depths….

She was sure that the warm atmosphere of Ravenclaw and its House members would make Raphael and Nathaniel feel welcome at the school. It was a very easy House to be part in her opinion. Professor 

Flitwick was a delightful Head of House lacking the height perhaps of Snape and McGonagall but deeply respected for his ability to communicate with students. 

*******

Fiona had arrived late. Her parents were almost as scatterbrained as she was, and between the three of them, they'd completely forgotten that today was the day she was due back at school. So instead of their regular method of sending her to school, which was to send her to London on a Muggle train so she could catch the Hogwarts Express all the way back up to Scotland, Fiona's parents had utilised their somewhat cranky Floo network. 

It had taken four attempts and all the Floo powder she'd possessed to hit the right spot, but she had eventually emerged in Hogsmeade and bustled up to the school. Now she slid into the Great Hall and sat primly at the Ravenclaw table, watching what was left of the sorting with great interest. 

She had noted Sarah's absence, and when she came back in, her face lit up. Over the summer, Fiona's diet and exercise regime had continued grimly, and she was barely recognisable. She'd traded in the thick-rimmed spectacles for contact lenses and her neat bob had grown out, and her fair hair hung now beyond her shoulders. The difference in her whole stance was quite dramatic. She looked less like a schoolgirl and more like the young woman she was becoming. 

A snuffling from somewhere in her robe reminded her that her familiar was probably hungry. She knew the rule about familiars technically not being allowed at the table, but they made an allowance in her and Arcadia's case. Arcadia because she and Pantalaimon were so closely linked, and she because McTavish was one of the last of his species and would most likely be eaten by a cat if he were left to roam the castle. 

She smiled warmly at her friend and glanced a little shyly at the two men. "Hello, Sarah," she said. She was a little disappointed not to have her best friend to herself: she wanted to show her the letter she'd received from Profes...Anders over the summer thanking her for her help in clearing his name. She still had a mild crush on the ex-teacher, who, she noted was actually sitting back up at the teacher's table, which only mildly confused her. 

From behind Sarah, where he'd been standing, having let go of her as they walked back into the hall to slightly shrink behind her, Raphael took a deep breath. Right. Now. Do it. 

He stepped from behind Sarah, and greeted Kathryn with an inane grin (he could feel it burning on his face, but soon forgot) which was accompanied by a rattled speech. "So," he said, pushing down memories of the night so far, "where shall we sit and when are we eating, Miss Prefect?" 

He did let his eyes slide flicker towards his pocket and pocketwatch, looking for the time, for just a second, wishing now that he could sleep, but he'd make an effort. HE ought to. However tired he'd got... 

Kat grinned at him. "Miss Prefect eh?" She giggled at the name. 

"You can sit anywhere you like really, as long as it is at this table. But," she glanced at Fee as she spoke. "if you sit here," she ushered a few third years to shuffle up a bit to make room for the three of them. 

"Then Sarah can catch up with Fee as well as keep you company." She glanced round at the other 4th years sat nearby. "Have you been introduced to many of the other 4th years in our house?" 

At this point Zidane was sorted.

Kat stood up again, turning to Zidane as he approached the table. She beckoned to him, smiling. "Hi, you are joining the fourth year, yes? I'm the prefect, Kat. Please come and join us." 

She waited for him to join the group of 4th years, before starting her introductions. She grinned at Raphael and Nathaniel. "For the benefit of all three of you then..." 

She turned to the group that she was sat with at the table. "Ok, we have Sarah Taverner, Branwen Evans, Fee Monroe, Breana Aiyla, David Ollivander and Jacob." She pointed out the individuals as she said their names. "Raphael and Nathaniel you know each other," she pointed them out for Zidane's benefit. "And I you are Zidane..." 

She smiled. "Ok, I think that is everyone. The other person that it might be useful for you to know is Isaac. He is the other prefect sitting over there." 

She pointed to a boy with mousy hair with his nose stuck in a comic. "I think the sorting is nearly complete now." She motioned for the other 4th years to shuffle up a bit to let the new comers join them at the table. 

Sarah was delighted to see that Fiona had arrived during her trip outside with the boys. She looked in excellent health and much more confidant. 

"Fee – may I introduce you to Nathaniel Greenleigh and Raphael Lathander – Kat and I met them in Diagon Alley and well they've both now been sorted to Ravenclaw. Isn't that great!" 

"Nathaniel and Raphael, this is Fiona Munro who is a Scottish lass from the Highlands." She beamed brightly and winked at Fee. 

Sarah also was surprised to see Anders Grimalkin seated at the Teacher's table. She winked at Fiona "So what's up? Why is Anders Grimalkin here?" she turned to Kat, "I saw you with him at the station and in Flourish and Blotts – so what gives. Is there a new DADA teacher after all?" 

She also was a fan of Anders Grimalkin though not to the extent that Fiona was – she wasn't the type for crushes. They inevitably ended in one's heart being squished – which is why she surmised they were called `crushes'. 

She didn't want Raphael or Nathaniel to feel `out of the loop "See that young tall, long-haired man at the staff table he was our Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor last year – but he isn't now or at least I thought he wasn't. He's quite famous really for being one of the world's best Quidditch players." She omitted the more colourful details of his career. They were bound to hear anyway. 

Kat grinned at Sarah. "Oh no, he's not teaching DADA again this year. I guess he still has some things to hand over to the new guy." There was a twinkle in her eye that told of her knowing more, but she wasn't going to say. 

"Anyway, he's bought a house over in Hogsmeade so we can expect to see him around occasionally. I suspect he will pop in from time to time to see Dumbledore." 

Again there was a lot more that she could say, but this was not the time. 

Sarah nodded getting the point that Kat knew more but knowing it was pointless to try and wheedle it out of her. She cast an eye in Nimue Hawkwood's direction but Nimue was engaged in conversation with some of the new students at the Gryffindor table. 

Sarah was sure she could make time to tease her later. Gryffs were fun to tease in general because they tended to be *so* serious like Marvo for example. 

She also had noted his looking at the three of them returning to the Hall. She looked forward to getting hold of a copy of 'Witch Weekly' to see what Rita Skeeter had to say this time about Marvo. She did act a little weird on the train station. Almost girlish, over the Junior Auror which was a truly terrifying prospect. 

"Hey, Kat - has Marvo said anything about Rita Skeeter interviewing him? Wouldn't he blast her into 

next week if she tried?" 

Kat looked surprised. "Marvo? Interviewed by that woman? I would have thought he would blast her into next week for just trying to interview her, but that isn't what you meant is it?" She looked confused. If she tried what? 

Kat also wondered why Marvo had consented to an interview with such a woman. More to the point why hadn't he told her about it. Probably just slipped his mind again with all the excitement on the train. 

Suddenly all around, the table he was on burst into wild cheering. Even as Raphael spun around and searched for the source of all of the Ravenclaws excitement, not being able to hear through all the commotion, it didn't make much sense until the guy who'd been under the Sorting Hat approached their table. 

A touch of happiness flooded through Raphael when he heard himself think that: this was their table. He was a Ravenclaw. With Sarah and Nathaniel. Glancing around to see Sarah as she greeted a friend on the Ravenclaw table, he checked himself, and instead glanced as Kat engaged the new guy in her intro speech. 

"Zidane," he repeated to himself, quietly, looking at him from the corner of his eye as Kathryn introduced everyone else on the table. His eyes... something... walking over, Raphael extended his hand to the newcomer, a half-grin forming without a thought. "Hey, I'm Raphael," he said, catching the others attention just in time to find Sarah talking to him. 

"Nathaniel and Raphael, this is Fiona Munro who is a Scottish lass from the Highlands." Sarah finished. 

"Right, great to meet you, Fiona..." said Raphael, moving away from Zidane and finding a seat on the table, leaving two spaces for Nathaniel and Sarah in between him and Fiona. Looking at Zidane standing there, Raphael indicated the seat on the opposite side. "We'll get food, apparently, if we wait around..." 

A Final Sorting and the Headmaster's Announcements

One could almost taste the anticipation of the Feast and yet there was still another to sort. 

The Deputy Headmistress looked at the girl in the shadows and called out: "Carina Darnell".

*A Slytherin without doubt* McGonagall thought to herself - the family name was known to her from long ago to have that allegiance. 

***********

"Food and plenty of it will be soon I am sure." said Sarah taking the seat next to Raphael. "We just need to wait for this last new girl to be sorted and then the Headmaster will make a few announcements to start the year off and signal the start of the Feast. Then we'll stuff ourselves silly and go off to bed. Nice thing is - no classes until Monday - so we can hang out and explore the Castle tomorrow."

Once settled Sarah continued to speak with Kat about Rita Skeeter. "Maybe she didn't interview him as such. She said she was doing an article on Junior Aurors and that she understood that one of our classmates was one and tried to find out stuff about him. She was very gushy and I think it had all ready been written and that she considered Marvo was the best thing since the invention of Chocolate Frogs." 

The incident came flooding back to Sarah's mind, "Arcadia Fudge was there and she was coming out with some really outrageous things – as you can imagine like that he and Tish went out at one point and about his dancing with Joss at the Yule Ball. Anyway, Andy, Tish and Winifred also came over during the conversation and Raphael was there too." 

This gave Sarah a chance to smile at Raphael. "You recall that loudly dressed witch who was with us just before Marvo came over?" 

She turned back to Kat, "Morticia told Rita Skeeter that she was talking rubbish and Arcadia – well most of the stuff she'd heard was second-hand from Hufflepuffs." This indicated the source was notoriously unreliable, "Once the feast is in progress I'd go over and find out from him. I mean I didn't see you guys on the train much or I would have mentioned it then and with all the excitement with the Ninjas it went out of my mind." 

Kat was very surprised that Rita Seeker would think Marvo was wonderful. Last time she wrote about Marvo is was because of the break up of his forced betrothal to Nimue. Kat wondered what Rita Seeker could be up to this time. She was convinced it wouldn't be anything good. 

"Perhaps I will ask him later." Kat thought about it for a minute. 

"So Zidane" Sarah said addressing the other new Ravenclaw, "Where are you from? You're not British with that accent. Do I detect West Coast upbringing? You don't have any relatives named Buffy do you?" 

Sarah, a huge fan of the muggle TV series Buffy the Vampire Slayer - had a great hope that it might be a documentary programme like 'COPS'. 

As Sarah started asking Zidane questions Kat smiled. "More to the point... Do any of you play Quidditch? Our team has been a little short on good players recently." 

As Sarah was talking loudly to Kat about the witch on the train, Raphael did nod to her, agreeing, although... his mind was somewhere else... on his stomach... but when Kathryn black started questioning him, Zidane and Nathaniel, he was brought back with a bang. 

"Quidditch? Team?" Raphael was instantly intrigued, although he didn't know why... he hadn't heard of it before. At home, though, the last six months had been about playing games... little else to do... throwing himself about in the trees, whether it be learning to climb to the highest point of any gnarled old beech tree, or cliff, or fall down without hurting himself, or swing across the chasms that the rivers ripped into the landscape... or throw himself in the rivers... but... was there a wizard sport? "That sounds..." he said to Kat, desperately thinking of a word on the spot, "that sounds... cool... what's Quidditch? Is that like... a game? A wizard game? Are we gonna be taught that... or..." 

********

Carina had sneered slightly when her name was called. Trust a Gryffindor to miss a name off the top. Sweeping down the hall from her place, she gave the Deputy Headmistress a sickly sweet smile before sitting her self upon the stool and placing the hat upon her head.

//So your family finally made a reappearance. You're a little late aren't you?//

*Hat, I'm not here to play games. You spit out anything other than Slytherin, trust me, you've sorted your last. I've had plenty of time to practice fire charms in all their forms*

//Temper Temper. Of, course, with a Darnell, I shouldn't have expected any different...//

*Just get on with it!*

She heard the hat sigh before yelling out in its normal fashion. "SLYTHERIN" As she took it off, she heard it mutter //Some things never change//

Standing up, she grinned before walking smoothly down the hall towards the Slytherin table. She surveyed the faces until she reached a set of people, who she thought must be fourth years by their looks. Sitting herself in a space near them she looked them over, before speaking.

"I'm Carina Darnell. You are?"

"Nicola Pheidippides," Niki said, offering a hand. She smiled pleasantly at Carina. "Are you transferring? I can show you around, if you like. I've been here since last Christmas." 

Carina looked at the hand for a moment, before nodding and shaking it gently. No point making enemies before allies. 

Smiling a little, she spoke up. "If you would, this castle is bigger than our chateau. I should catch on quick enough. And no, I'm not transferring. There are..reasons...for my late start." 

She looked at the others. "Would you care to introduce me Nicola?" 

Arcadia looked the new girl up and down as Carina walked towards the Slytherin table. "Darnell? hmmm. I wonder if she's any relation to Darius Darnell?" she said to herself, and Pantalaimon just gave a sniff of indifference. "Nice hair though" 

Niki smiled. "Certainly." She peered around. "This is Randal Fudge"--a handsome blond boy with strange yellow eyes--"and that, over there, is his twin sister Arcadia--I'd stay away from her if I were you... Err... That's Winifred, she's a bit quiet... Down there is Nathan"--she stopped and waved to a sixth-year down the table, who waved back and made her go a little pink--"who's Tish's brother... That's Tish, sorry, Morticia Lagrand. They're the French ambassador's children, and their little sister was just sorted into Hufflepuff. Err... Hal DDraiggoch... That's everyone I see just now." She shrugged. 

"Chateau? Is your family French?" she asked.

From the other side of the table Arcadia GLARED at Niki. (Pantalaimon having very good hearing, heard her remake to Carina) "Watch it Pheidippides." She whispered "You're already on my list!" 

Carina looked round the group. Not a very loud bunch that was for certain. Except for Arcadia, who seemed to have the look of a person who wouldn't be an easy rival.

*Probably best to have her on the same team then* she told herself. She spoke in a guarded voice. 

"A very well descended lot by the sounds of it. I'm sure we will get to know each other a bit better." 

Looking round again, she noticed a very pale boy sitting alone at one end of the table. He had an almost vampire like complexion. She turned to him. "And who might you be?" 

*********

Professor McGonagall checked her list again. That did appear to be the last name. She smiled at Dumbledore as she headed back to the teachers' table and ushered one of the Hufflepuff prefects to move the sorting hat and stool out of the way. 

Now the Sortings were complete Professor Dumbledore stood to address the school. 

"Welcome to all of you who have joined us this year. Now before I start this feast I have a few announcements to wait." The was a groaning from a number of students, particularly those on the Slytherin table. Professor Dumbledore held up his hand for silence. 

"This will not take long I promise you." He smiled at the students. 

Then his expression changed to be quite serious. "Firstly the bad news. Some of you may be aware that the boats that carry the first year students to hogwarts sank on the way here today. This is not something that anyone expects to happen, and I am aware that sabotage is a very likely cause. I cannot allow that sort of behaviour to go unpunished so as of now, all Hogsmeade visits are cancelled until further notice. That means that any student caught in Hogsmeade will be punished. When we find those responsible that privilege may be re-instated, but until then I expect to find you ALL obeying that restriction." 

Some of the students started to object but Dumbledore gave them a look that silenced them immediately. 

His expression changed again. "Right, now that the nasty bit is over I have some rather better news. With the help of the people at the ministry we have the pleasure of being able to participate in an Inter-School Quidditch tournament." 

He let the news sink in as the whispers ran round the great hall. "We will be forming a school Quidditch team to play against Durmstrang and Beauxbatons. It is quite a while since we embarked on an inter-school competition so I expect that it should be good fun. 

In addition, because there is to be a school team as well as your individual house teams I am proud to announce that we have a new Quidditch coach that will be aiding Madame Hooch. So, I am pleased to welcome back Anders Grimalkin to hogwarts in a capacity to which I hope he will be better suited." 

A round of applause came from the students. Most of them had been aware of the trial that Anders had endured last year. The students had rallied together to prove that Anders had been manipulated by his stepfather to perform dark magic allowing him to have his Quidditch licence re-instated. He could have returned to professional Quidditch again where he had been the seeker for the Welsh team, but Dumbledore had persuaded him instead to attempt to coach the best school team he could. 

Dumbledore continued to explain about the arrangements. "We need to establish a school team as soon as possible, so those who are interested should sign the form that I will put up on the notice board in the main entrance later tonight. Trials will be on Monday night!"

 "Finally I have two new appointments to announce. Firstly some of you will have met Drake Brixton last year. He has now been made an assistant Muggle studies." Professor Dumbledore scanned the room for Drake. "If you could stand up Mr Brixton then everyone will know who you are." 

"Mr Brixton may seem quite young to you all, but I can assure you that he is highly qualified. I hope you will treat him with the respect he deserves!" 

"The second appointment is our new Defence against the Dark Arts teacher, Aidan Smyth. Professor Smyth has a lot of experience in defending himself from dark magic, particularly ancient forms. I am sure that a few of you may even have heard of some of his archaeological discoveries. He has a lot to offer us. Welcome Professor." He smiled across at where Professor Smyth was seated. The professor nodded his thanks. 

"Now all that I have left to say is have a great year and Enjoy the Feast!" With that the plates on the tables magically filled and the feast began. 

**********

Nimue felt numb at the announcement that Hogsmeade was now 'out of bounds'. 

She looked over at Marvo and said quietly, "Does this mean we won't be allowed to visit Anders tomorrow? What am I going to do?" 

She had counted on the weekends to see Anders in the village and now ... he would be at the school on occasion with the coaching but .... 

She looked over and tried to catch Kat's eye to see if she was distressed about not being able to see her brother - of course, Kat did play Quidditch and so she'd be able to see him and maybe because they were related she might be allowed out with him. 

She expected that Anders would be joyful about coaching the School team for such a prestigious event and she didn't wish to rain on his or anyone's happiness over this announcement. 

At first Marvo was unconcerned by the removal of Hogsmeade privileges. Partly because he wasn't too bothered, but also because he was sure he could 'get there' if needed. 

But when he saw Nimue's face his heart dropped. He understood how she must feel, having spent a lot of time away from Kat when he was training, he could really understand. 

"See me later" He whispered to her, with a Wink. 

Then the announcement for the inter school Quidditch was made and he 'politely' clapped. He was not at all interested in Quidditch, a waste if time he thought, and all those strange students coming to the school. it would not be fun. 

Nimue wasn't sure what Marvo had in mind but she took the wink as meaning he would endeavour to help. 

"Marvo, shouldn't we do some investigation into the sinking? Maybe we can discover who did it and then that might help solve the problem without you know....?" 

Nimue wouldn't pass up any offer Marvo might make but she hated breaking rules or going against Dumbledore's instructions. 

Marvo smiled to himself at the 'we' comment. After all, technically it was his job to investigate such things, well... okay, so technically he was only supposed to observe and report, but he knew what they meant. 

"Oh yes, I'm sure 'we' will be looking into it. but first lets get the banquet over with. plenty of time to see what official investigation will show..." 

He paused "But I bet the Slytherin were involved someplace. Many one of the first years trod on that wolfs tail or something at the station." 

Down the table Amy smiled at Jian, "I have a lot to learn also!" Her plate magically filled up with food, and she began eating. She didn't realise how famished and freezing she was until now. She had a feeling she would like Hogwarts, and being part of Gryffindor as well. 

**********

Anders had blushed furiously as Dumbledore had made his announcement. He'd know about the Quidditch tournament since before the end of the previous term, and it had been desperately hard to keep it a secret. He had, of course, blurted it out to Kat, but she had been as good as her word and not said anything. 

He felt himself choke up with emotion when people clapped and cheered, apparently genuinely pleased he'd accepted the job of part-time coach. He'd known that a lot of the students had been instrumental in his acquittal, and he was glad that he was able to keep ties with the school. Of course, he thought, slow realisation sinking in, between Quidditch training, law studies and the part-time tuition Dumbledore had offered him, he wasn't going to have much time for other things, like eating or sleeping, but hey - he was young. 

When Dumbledore handed out the punishment for the 'prank' with the first year boats, his cheerful face crashed through the floor. The student trips to Hogsmeade were the only time he and Nimue had figured they would get any quality time to themselves, and now it wasn't going to happen. His heart heavy with disappointment and his face registering the injustice he felt at Dumbledore's decision, he turned to meet Nimue's eye and gave her an encouraging smile. He'd still see her about the school, after all - and the punishment surely wouldn't last all year. 

Would it? 

*******

Before he could continue sprouting questions to Kat and the others, Dumbledore spoke a little about the school team and other announcements. Sitting back in his chair, Raphael seemed to blank out for a moment, at least until the food appeared, where a ripple of slight cheering passed along the tables, which he echoed. 

"...so what's this about Quidditch and school teams and stuff?" he asked them through his first mouthful, grinning to Sarah at his right. 

"It's a sport - it's THE Wizard Sport." said Sarah trying not to talk with her mouth full.... 

"Kat here is a whiz on a broom and well I am pretty good though I've not had a chance to prove myself in a proper match. Each House has its own team and the game is played high in the air on broomsticks - well not too high because the crowd in the stands need to see." 

"It's very exciting because there are a bunch of enchanted balls, some of them try to knock players off their brooms, but other players are there to make sure they don't. There is a red ball called a Quaffle that the two Chasers endeavour to get into a goal and a Keeper defends the goal. There is also a very special small ball called the Snitch that the Seeker - that's another player - tries to find at the right time because catching the Snitch wins the game. It's a very fast game - did I say that?" 

She smiled at Kat, "I am sure Kat knows how to explain it better than me. Anyway, have you ever flown before? Looks like there will be more than House teams - be interesting to see how Prof.. I mean Coach Grimalkin manages to get players from different Houses to co-operate." 

The mostly black kitten was hiding in Nathaniel's sleeve after having realised that familiars weren't usually allowed at table, and Nathaniel fed him tit-bits in between every mouthful. He listened quietly to the discussion about Quidditch and broomsticks. 

"Looks like I need to learn to fly a broomstick." was his sole addition to the conversation. "Tomorrow, if possible." 

"If trials are going to be Monday, I'd say tomorrow sounds an ideal day for it. Wit Hogsmeade out of bounds weekends are going to drag!"

She turned to Kat, "Does that sound like fun? You interested?" 

"Yep, that sounds like a great idea! I don't suppose we will be the only ones out there practising tomorrow either." She grinned. 

"I'm definitely up for a lesson." She was supposed to have been going to visit Anders for tea tomorrow. Now she guesses that would not be happening. She checked her pocket again to see the kitten still sleeping. Gently she put a hand in and ruffled his ears. He purred loudly at her, changed position and went back to sleep. She closed the pocket again. She would have to give Anders the kitten at school. Perhaps after the feast. 

She wondered how Nimue would cope without being able to visit Hogsmeade. She glanced across at the Gryffindor table. She could see the long face that Nimue had, and glancing up at the head table she could tell that Anders was trying to put on a brave face too. She hoped that this restriction wouldn't be in force too long. 

After introducing himself to the other Ravenclaws nearby, Zidane took a seat and decided to join in the conversation. 

"Don't you suppose someone would be willing to teach me to ride a broom even?" he asked Kat and Sarah with a sheepish, boyish grin on his face. "I've read, like, five books on Quidditch over the summer--including Quidditch Through The Ages--and, man, does it sound a whole lot better than basketball." 

"I'm from California," he added, grinning at Sarah. "Got no relatives by the name of Buffy, though. But, yeah, we have the beach, and surfing, and, of course, lots of sun throughout the year. Not to mention the awesome L.A. Lakers." 

"I'm sure you can come and join us." Kat smiled at him. "All beginners together eh? I don't mind anyway. We could do with a few decent players for the house team too. Maybe one of you will be the wonder kid we have been looking for." 

She winked at Sarah. "I have to say, though... and I know that this is a little strange as a Ravenclaw, but reading books is a little different to the real thing..." 

"Thank god," commented Raphael to the others. "I haven't had access to that kind of book. It'd make it kinda difficult for some of us," said Raphael, not quite looking at Zidane, trying to pass off the comment. "Kathryn... does that invitation cover all of us?" he asked her. Although... perhaps Sarah'd be willing to teach him, too... willing to have a few... perhaps... he didn't really want to get on a broomstick first time with everyone there... an idea started forming in his mind. A good idea. 

Then something else hit him, a comment Zidane had made a few seconds before. "Basketball? Do you play basketball, Zidane? I haven't played basketball in... in... well, in ages..." 

"Basketball is good." Nathaniel commented, helping himself to some more teppan fried noodles and what appeared to be duck and chicken stirfry. "I'm good at that. And rounders. And cricket. But not hockey or swimming." 

He noted idly that the magical platters seemed to provide different dishes, almost according to the whim of the hungry person. The mostly black kitten sat inside the folds of his left sleeve and he ate with one hand; feeding the kitten titbits every other mouthful. 

"Is there like a beginners course to broomsticks?" he added. "And uh... do they fuel themselves or are we supposed to magic them into working? If the latter, I could be in trouble, I can't even do sparks yet." 

"Last year Anders Grimalkin was talking about organising some more muggle sports. Maybe if he's gonna be a coach he'd see the advantage of using other forms of sports to help with training." 

"We have a whole afternoon of sports every week and there is only so much Quidditch so we do other things as well. Basic running about stuff. No swimming pool though there is the lake. It does have a giant squid in it - which can be a little off-putting for most people." 

She was aware of what was going on with Nathaniel's kitten and she would have sneaked a couple of titbits in its direction except it would have looked strange to keep putting her hand up Nathaniel's left sleeve especially sitting on his right. 

"Broomsticks are enchanted - so no magic needed to power them. Just a steady seat, a strong grip, good balance and head for heights. Oh and nerves of steel are useful. Sparks unnecessary." she said with a grin. 

"This is going to be fun Kat!" So many Ravenclaw boys were too bookish to go in for much sport but Zidane, Nathaniel and Raphael all looked as though they were willing to have some fun. 

Zidane grinned broadly at the mention of Muggle sports. The sports of what used to be /his/ world, where everyone had and still thought that he was a /mutant/. It was like being in a twisted prolonged episode of the X-Men. 

"I'd like to try out a broomstick," he said, "I've only imagined them to be used by long-nosed hags with shrieking laughter--you know, the kind that you see in the movies and in comic books. Fairy-tale stuff. The way you people put it makes 'em more practical-sounding." 

"Well, being a Californian and all that, I play basketball and volleyball. There's also soccer and surfing. Too bad there's no beach nearby. It would be really cool to shred the waves once in a while." 

Zidane omitted the fact that he had never shared his sports experiences with other people. His parents had seen to his isolation, lest others "see" his abnormality and cause trouble for the family. 

He forced himself not to think of the past anymore. 

***********

At the Slytherin table Piotr swung his curious eyes on the new girl and his mouth curled in a slight sneer. "Obviously somebody who pays better attention to this ridiculous Sorting ceremony than you, Carina Darnell." He paused for a few seconds, assessing her. 

"Piotr Rachinov," he said, finally. "Anything else you want to know? My age? My birthday? The combination to my personal diary? Just ask." 

With that, he fell silent and stared down at the food on the table. Even that irritated him. He had helped himself to a plateful of the vegetable stew that had been thoughtfully provided for him, but he'd only eaten one or two mouthfuls of it. 

He looked around the Hall and watched the other students laughing and tucking in. He'd not been at all interested in the Quidditch announcement, but it seemed that that was the main topic of conversation around the hall. Anders Grimalkin. The famous murderer. THAT was mildly interesting, but after assessing the shy, timid-looking young man at the teacher's table, Piotr's attention had drifted elsewhere. 

Next to the Slytherin table, a Hufflepuff girl was happily tucking into a large steak and he watched her intently for a few moments before pushing his plate of food away, getting to his feet and leaving the Hall. 

There were some things that gave him a headache. 

Carina, normally very quick to retort, was for once unable to reply. She merely glared at him, grey eyes narrowed, before turning her attention back to the others. They seemed friendly. Allies are useful she told herself again. Not that she'd necessarily return any favours sent her way. In fact, it was highly unlikely she would. She'd had plenty of practice at using others for gain rather than pleasure. You learnt not to trust anyone much, with what she was... 

*No* she snapped mentally *The way you WERE. Stop brooding. And say something, otherwise they'll start to be suspicious. You don't want to go make yourself overly conspicuous now do you* 

She gave a grudging smile and turned to Arcadia. "Are all of your family quiet? Or just your brother?" 

"She's not quiet," Niki whispered, "although maybe it'd be better if she was... I do think you should stay away from her. She doesn't like prettier girls." Which, in itself, was a sort of backhanded compliment. "And she's very good at potions, so...be careful, that's all." 

*********

Up at the head table, Severus Snape's thin face was aglow with a self-satisfied smile. It had been he who had suggested to the Headmaster that revoking Hogsmeade privileges would be a suitable punishment for the whole school, and he felt somewhat pleased with himself. 

He had watched the Sorting in his usual impassive manner, his eyebrows raising into his greasy hairline when first Piotr and then Raphael had set the Hat to shrieking. He'd expected it from the Rachinov brat, but the Lathander boy? There was one who obviously needed watching. 

Like McGonagall, Snape was not at all surprised that Rachinov had been sorted into Slytherin, and he felt a strange sense of pride at the addition of such a good potions brewer. Between Piotr and Arcadia, he would produce two of the best potions experts Hogwarts had seen...maybe then he might get some recognition. 

Another sneer. Recognition. Hah. He had spent much of the summer producing the final report on his theory behind Anders Grimalkin's deflection of the Killing Curse, and instead of receiving the acclaim he'd so desired, all the credit had gone to Grimalkin for actually doing the thing. 

Still, he accepted (a little bitterly).  Anders had protested that Snape had done the real work and demanded joint acclaim, which had been granted. Snape had been convinced that this time, Albus Dumbledore couldn't fail to give him the Defence Against the Dark Arts job. 

Instead, Smyth had got the post. Snape was not best pleased. 

And now all this ridiculousness about Quidditch. Snape enjoyed watching a good Quidditch match as much as the next wizard (who was also Professor Sprout, and everyone KNEW how excitable SHE could get sometimes), but he foresaw months of concentration on nothing but the stupid sport and not on homework. 

Thinking of all the detentions that could be due, he smiled to himself and sat back in his seat, exuding an air of smug satisfaction. 

Shinrei's Dungeon Encounter

Shinrei took in the Headmaster's announcements half-heartedly. She did not really mind much about the change in the staff and teachers, but something within her stirred at the mention of the school Quidditch team. Maybe she would have the chance to join. Maybe. 

The Hogsmeade visit prohibition was...she had never been to Hogsmeade in one of those well-loved Saturday visits. She would not know what she was missing. Rules always came first, anyhow. 

She stared at the staff table and wondered if the teachers already knew what happened on the train. Of course they did. She wondered how they would take it, how they would react when they knew she had decimated the compartment as if it was merely a twig or something equally easily destructible. 

All the students were eating heartily. But of course. The Sorting took quite a long time and it was cold. But she was never really hungry, especially at a time such as this. 

She stood up. She needed air. She needed to think, to stop giving the smiles that did not reach her heart. 

"Pardon me," she said to no one in particular at the Gryffindor Table. Then Shinrei skulked out of the Great Hall. 

It was either to the dungeons to check out her old Chishio draught brewing place or outside into the raging storm. 

Nimue watched Shinrei leave. 

"Do you think she's OK?" Nimue said to the other Fourth Years. "Shinrei's been through a lot today and she seems quite 'down'. I don't think she is at all happy about this betrothal. She says it's a great honour and all but that isn't being happy. She hardly touched her food." 

She'd been around Shinrei long enough to know the girl's formality prevented her from opening up. The only person she might have to was Jon Sinclair - but Jon was down the table engaged in excited conversation about the upcoming Quidditch tournament and anyway since Diagon Alley there appeared to be problems between he & Shinrei. 

Jian was caught in an internal debate whether or not to follow Shinrei. She did not look well, for certain. Her demeanour showed a disturbed spirit, more than a disturbed physical body. 

"Her spirit is hurt," Jian replied. "Do you think I should follow her?" 

"I agree with you, Jian." said Nimue quietly, "It is a matter of her spirit. The castle is very large though and you could wander for hours in it without finding her. There are a lot of nooks and crannies to lose yourself in and she did a lot of exploring last term. I am sure she will make her way to Gryffindor Tower later - she always does." 

She paused, "I think though that she would welcome your friendship as you have much in common." 

She turned the subject to other matters. "Jian, do you fly? I know Shinrei is very keen in Quidditch and will no doubt be trying out for the House team." 

"I shall wait for her to return tonight," Jian said. His voice was soft but merited no argument from anybody. He looked for a moment at the direction to which Shinrei had gone and reluctantly turned back to his food. Such rich fare...so different from the plain dishes they had at the temple. 

He shook his head a little ruefully at Nimue's question. "We are not taught to fly broomsticks, Miss. We have...other ways to travel. My Portkey is one way. There are others." 

*******

Randal had remained quiet since the announcements. They didn't effect him in anyway: Quidditch was of no interest and Hogsmeade wasn't that exciting anyway. 

However what did interest him was the disappearance of Miss Hikari. He had not been involved in the incident on the train, but he had heard about it. And then there were the strange things that had happened to her last term. He briefly wondered if she had anything to do with the secret room that he had found at the end of last term that had smelled of Ravens. She had always smelled a little strange. He had drawn his own conclusions about her... 

Deciding to try and pre-empt her plans and convinced that he would catch the person who had been using that strange room, he glanced briefly at the Ravenclaw table where Branwen was sitting with her friends. Then left the hall. 

Once outside he looked round and crept into a dark corner. No one was there to see his image shimmer slightly as he transformed into the cream wolf and a small hole in reality form as he made the door into the dream world. Quickly he ran through into the dream world, closing the 'door' behind him and headed down towards the secret room that he had found last term that had smelt so strange. In the waking world the room had a door that only opened at certain times of the day, at least through the dream world he could walk directly to a room regardless of the obstacles. 

Once he entered the room, he created another door back to the waking world, slipped through and changed back into his normal form. He would be waiting in the shadows for her if this was where she was headed... 

*********

Shinrei's keen senses had picked up roaring thunder and heavy rain outside the castle. It would be pointless to walk in the middle of the storm trying to think. 

She took her usual route down to the dungeons, to her secret room. She needed a place where she would not be seen. A place where she did not have to put on the mask that had long since been an integral part of her existence. 

She found her way without trouble. The dungeons were musty and cold as always, and darker and more sinister than ever before. 

She did not have her potion-making things. They were along with the rest of her possessions. There would be nothing to do in the secret room. There would be nothing there, only the cold blank stone walls. 

Shinrei reached the hidden doorway at the end of the dark corridor. She held out her hand, as if waiting to touch something precious, then made it come into contact with the wall. 

The stone swirled and dissolved and gave way into the familiar round opening that led into the place that had kept her darkest secret during the previous term. It was dark and-- 

Someone else was there. Not another visit from Kanjou's ninjas. 

Her wand slid effortlessly into her hand. She held it out into the darkness. "Show yourself or suffer the consequences." 

Randal stepped out of the shadow, his yellow eyes glowing in the gloom. "Hummm... Not bad." 

There was no wand in his hand, but his demeanour was dark and imposing. He was confident that he had the upper hand in this situation, and now Shinrei had given away something else about herself. 

"So you have heightened senses too. *Most* interesting." He surveyed Shinrei's appearance. She was not carrying anything except her wand. Would she be the one who was using the dead Raven and herbs down here? She had managed to find this room, and he knew that the entrance would not be one that anyone could blunder into. He decided to chance it... 

"So... What are you doing here in the heart of the Dungeon. It is a dangerous place for a Gryffindor. And you have not brought your dead raven and herbs with you today, why not?" 

Randal stared at her. Waiting for her to make her next move. Underneath his senses were very alert. He was ready for anything, his work here pre-dominant in his mind. 

Shinrei stared right back. His very strange yellow eyes were burning straight into her soul, mercilessly, giving away nothing but his certainty at his words and actions. 

The more rational side of her brain wheeled around frantically. He was a student. A Fourth Year Slytherin she had not met personally but had heard about. Top in duelling class--yes, that was it. She had very nearly gotten the highest mark but he had bested her. 

The name clicked into place. Fudge. Randal Fudge. 

Kami-sama. How did he know about *this* place? How had he managed to catch her right in the act? What kind of power did he have to know about her actions--and the raven's eyes and her Chishio Draught herbs? 

Her voice was steady, as was her wand, which was still pointed at him. The denial slid smoothly from her tongue. 

"I do not know what you speak of," she said softly, not daring to blink. "I have no plans to harm anybody or anything. I wanted some time to myself and yet here you are accusing me of something I am not even aware of." 

Shinrei was already contemplating casting a Memory Charm on him as she said: "What is it you want?" 

Randal continued to stare at her. Now he trusted her even less. So he had made a judgement that it was her behind the smell of the dead raven, but that final intuitive leap had been made because he believed it... He suspected she was lying, trying to confuse him by denying all knowledge, but how to prove it. 

"Why, Miss Hikari, are you saying that you have never been in this room before? I think not. You left the great hall and came straight here. You could not have just happened on this room in the time it has taken you to leave the great hall and arrive here, so you must have been here before. Especially as this room is kept secret by the spirit of the school itself. No, you would have had to search quite hard for a room such as this. And were that not enough, then your air of confidence as you walked through what appears to be a wall would have been enough to tell me that you had been here." 

He treated her to a small smile, and his eyes twinkled as he reached the next conclusion. "And, you have already demonstrated your heightened abilities. Had you been here before you would not have failed to find the traces of the body fluids from the dead raven, nor the few small leaves of the herbs, both of which I found in here last term after you had arrived. You would not have been blind to them and still been able to detect me in this room just now..." 

Now he had convinced himself too. But there was still a feeling of doubt. What if he was wrong. What if she had just stumbled on the room somehow. 

"As for what I want." The look in his eyes gave nothing away. "I want to know who has been using this room and what they have been doing in it. I want to know who is responsible for the presence of dead ravens." His voice was getting louder. "I want to know the TRUTH Miss Hikari!" 

"The truth?" she asked in a soft, empty voice, the complete antithesis to his loud question. "What truth are you talking about? Why would I bother telling you the truth when you obviously have *created* your own--the ones you have already believed in even before I stepped into this room." 

"I know of this room, /Mister/ Fudge--" she addressed him with no Japanese honorific--"because I have been here last term. I have said to Sarah Taverner that I explore the dungeons because the presence of so many people in the Great Hall overwhelms me. I found this room one time and have taken to staying here when I need to be alone." 

She shook her head almost sadly. "How so easily you distrust, Mister Fudge, and how so easily you lose your patience with someone you do not even know." Shinrei shoved the wand back into her sleeve. She did not have the energy to fight. The half-truths she was voicing smoothly were draining her remarkably of what little strength she had left. 

Why in the name of the gods did she have to go to a place such as Hogwarts? How long would she have to wait until Kanjou came for her? How long would she still keep her secret with so much fear in her heart? 

"I am a medicine woman of my clan, Mister Fudge. I do not deny that I make potions from our own native traditions and even the magical equivalent of Muggle vitamin supplements. You can ask Alpha Rich, Yvette Monclere or Madison Avalon." 

"That is all I know." Her eyes flashed but her soft tone did not change one bit. "Oyasumi." 

After her speech, Shinrei turned and began to take her first step away from him. 

Randal watched her turn to go. Loose his patience? He grinned inside if she could see the calm logical reasoning that he was doing he would hardly say he had lost his patience. He must be getting a little to good at the old intimidation trick. He noted that she had avoided a denial about the traces of herbs on the floor. At least now she had given him a reason for the presence. 

"The headmaster has told me that you are classed as a medicine woman where you come from. I am also aware that you applied to assist Madame Pomfrey in the infirmary and were turned down. And it is not surprising that you find so many people overwhelming considering where you have come from. But that does still not explain the dead raven. If you are using the remains of any raven in your potions then you should be aware that in this country an ingredient like that would only be used in dark spells." 

He watched her carefully, making sure she was listening. "Your background is a great excuse, but you should be aware that in this country the ravens are considered important. There are even some Ravens that live in the Tower of London that are protected in the eyes of the law. It is an accepted fact that their body parts are only illicitly used for potion brewing. You would be wise to find a substitute. Or if you cannot then do not carry your ingredients around hogwarts. There are those that would seek retribution on you if they were to discover them." 

Perhaps she would not take the warning seriously, it did not matter to him. After all he wasn't talking to Branwen right now anyway. Although he had promised to tell her when he found out. 

"As for me," he said softly as almost as an after thought. "I do not form an opinion unless the facts are there to confirm it. I may suspect and I may accuse but my opinion is my own." 

Shinrei had dead stopped in her tracks. What he was saying cut deep, though he would never know how deeply they did so. 

The raven's eyes were one of the most important ingredients of the Chishio draught. These sustained her sight and more or less stopped her eyelids from bleeding whenever she experienced meltdowns. 

At the back of her mind Shinrei knew Randal was somehow enjoying this. She had justified her actions and he had just discovered a secret of hers. She had just claimed weakness and he had said his self-righteous warnings. Gods. He even knew practically *everything* she had told the Headmaster about her situation with Clan Kossawa. 

Why did Headmaster Dumbledore give him power to, somehow, meddle? And in her life at that. 

She needed no one to give her warnings. No one to probe into her activities. She was not doing any harm. Shinrei was trying to survive through another day. Without the Chishio draught... 

"I thank you for your advise that I take caution, Mister Fudge," she replied, turning back to face him. "I shall, of course, bear your words in my mind as I go about." 

"Your opinion may be your own, but I hope you do not cast judgement on things that you do not know. I think you suspect me a Dark wizard or something of the sort, do you not? Why else would you bother to know so much about me and what I do around this school--when there are so many other students here?" 

Something in her welled up at the thought. Shinrei knew she was getting emotional but right now she did not care. This self-righteous boy knew *NOTHING* about what she was going through. Shinrei was only half-aware that her wand had slid back into her grip. She was only half-conscious of the fact that she was raising the wand and-- 

"Just because I can do something like /this/--" her voice was like a quiet feline growl as the tip of the wand erupted with countless bright illusory ninja stars, hurtling towards Randal only to disappear midway into thin air--"DOES NOT mean I thrive on the Dark Side." 

Randal did not even blink when Shinrei performed her spell. He did not believe that the spell she had chosen to weave would hurt him in anyway, although he had not seen it before. 

Inside he knew why he bothered to know so much about her. But of course he could not tell her that in fact it was his job to know everything about everyone and to report on what went on in the school. No, Shinrei could make her own conclusions. But he would still be watching her. 

He stared into her eyes for a minute. His yellow eyes glowing in the dim light in the room, and his blond hair trying to spoil the effect by hanging a little too much over his face. 

He pushed his hair back in a relaxed manner. "Well I am glad you will take heed of my warnings. And I am sorry to disappoint you, but you are not the only student in this school that I am watching." 

He gave her one of his most charming grins and the smile lit his eyes too. There was no sign of malice or any other emotion there at all. "I'm sure we will *bump into* one another again soon." 

He bowed slightly to her in the oriental manner and then brushed past her and out of the room. 

"I would be most thankful *and* pleased if you stay out of my life and my activities, Mister Fudge," Shinrei drawled, replacing her wand. "Believe me. There is nothing regarding myself that will interest you, unless you so passionately believe that I am a Dark wizard." 

"Then again...that would not be so terrible, ne? The good trying to defeat the supposedly evil. I heard you are proficient at duelling. Perhaps we shall soon see how proficient you really are." 

It was a challenge. This was the first time Shinrei had issued something of the sort outside of Clan Kossawa. 

She smiled genuinely at his retreating back and allowed herself to blend into the shadows. 

Randal had already left and did not hear what Shinrei had said to try and provoke him. In the corridor outside he slunk into the shadows and headed back towards the Slytherin common room. He had a report to write before the other Slytherin's returned. One that he felt he ought to show the headmaster some of as well.... 

Slytherin Connections

Leaving the chatter and warmth of the Great Hall behind him, Piotr moved swiftly down the corridor, desperate to put the contentment and frustrating happiness behind him. He hadn't banked on finding it *this* hard to be amongst his peers.

 ~ How did Andrei STAND it? ~ he wondered to himself, recalling how the Almighty Andrei would return from a term at Durmstrang enthusing about the friends he had and the pursuits they followed. Of course, Andrei had long left school - there were nearly ten years between him and his impossibly perfect older brother. 

Cursing himself roundly, he tried to derail the train of thought, but it ploughed on ahead, dragging up the memories of his childhood. Ostensibly happier days, and indeed, they may have been until his father had interfered. 

Andrei had always been protective of his little brother. Ivan Rachinov was not a violent man, but he had a bad attitude that Andrei had been able to avoid through sheer dint of his indelible good nature. Piotr was not so lucky. He was more fiery than Andrei had ever been, and answered his father back from a very early age. Andrei had stepped in on more than one occasion to stop his young brother from being ripped to shreds by his father's scathing tongue. 

Piotr, of course, hadn't appreciated it. All he could ever see in Andrei was the mark of his own failure. Powerfully built, blond, ridiculously handsome and intelligent, Andrei was Piotr's polar opposite in more ways than one. As the child grew, he become more and more bitter. Every year more awards, more commendations for the Almighty Andrei. Every year for Piotr was one year closer to his pre-ordained fate, his twelfth birthday looming closer and closer. 

It was the way, of course. The 'honour' of the family line went to the second child of the household, the one traditionally considered to be the less fortunate in terms of parental bond. At first, Piotr had looked forward to the ritual and the initiation, and for a time, Ivan Rachinov had high hopes for his son. But then Piotr began to realise just what would be expected of him, and he did not like it one little bit. 

He didn't want to be what his father was. 

By the time he'd realised this, of course, it was too late. The primary initiation was already about 30% underway. 

When he regained control of his own senses, Piotr's initial reaction was one of awed amazement. He'd developed certain powers and talents that would, his proud father assured him, develop even more with the passage of time. He would be highly skilled and persuasive by his sixteenth birthday, when the primary initiation effect completed the transmogrification of his being from human to a member of the Umbra clan. 

The Umbra clan. Marked by their peculiarity of having no shadows. Piotr had already noticed his own starting to waver and occasionally vanish altogether. There was nothing he could do about that. But there was something he could do about the transition of his biology. 

He had countered the infection with the potion, which he had discovered through painstaking research and trial and error. It blocked the passage of the infected cells, subduing the constant lust for blood that would drive his change to completion. He had even become a vegetarian in an effort to fool his body. 

But the change was winning. Daily, the potion was having a lesser effect. He dared not increase the dosage - he was already taking more of it than was advisable, and it left him feeling ill and frail a lot of the time. 

It was so unfair. He wanted the powers. He LIKED the powers. 

But he did not want to be a vampire. 

He wanted to be able to go outside during daytime without fifteen layers of factor 50 suncream and dark glasses on. He wanted the best of both worlds. There had to be a way. And Piotr Rachinov had determined to find it. Because, frankly, it would drive his father mad. 

He walked the halls of Hogwarts, no destination in mind, cutting a lonely figure in his beautifully tailored robes, the hood pulled up around his head. 

********

Anders had more or less wolfed down his dinner, as was his fashion since the return of his appetite. Over the summer whilst he'd been staying with Nimue and her family in Italy, her mother had told him that it was a good job he had such a lot of nervous energy, otherwise he'd be the side of a house. 

After he'd downed his third helping of treacle sponge, topped with a veritable vat of custard, he got to his feet and stretched languidly. "Cigarette time," he beamed happily at Professor Flitwick. 

"Haven't you give that up yet?" squeaked the tiny Professor. "Really, Anders, it's terribly bad for your health...I have an anti-nicotine craving charm somewhere, perhaps I could look it up for you..." 

"Yes," said Anders, meeting Nimue's eyes meaningfully as he began to walk towards the exit. "Yes, you do that, Professor." 

Then he was gone, outside the side door to his customary smoking spot. He resisted the urge to light up, even though he had a new pack in his pocket. He HAD told Nimue he'd given up, and had been managing to do quite a good job of fooling her. 

He hoped she got the hint, and stood outside waiting. 

Nimue did get the hint but she didn't want to leave too soon after Anders. She was aware that those who knew her and Anders would expect that they would need a chance to discuss the matter of Hogsmeade before the end of the evening and wouldn't pay her leaving any mind. 

"Please excuse me. I'll return soon. Marvo - if things break up before I'm back I am sure you can take the new students to Gryffindor Tower and give them the password." 

Marvo nodded and gave her a knowing smile. She picked up the warm cloak that she had arrived in from the back of her chair. 

In a few minutes she had exited the Castle and joined Anders at his customary smoking spot. 

"I guess you won't be cooking us tea tomorrow then." she said quietly to break the silence. 

Anders sighed heavily. "No. At least you'll be spared a culinary disaster. Damn it, Nimue, it's not fair! I mean, you had nothing to do with the sinking of the boats, why should the whole school have to suffer the same punishment?" 

He was aware he sounded faintly petulant and adjusted his stance. 

"I guess I'd better be thinking about making a move home," he said. "But I wanted to have a little private time with you before I went." 

He looked around and shivered slightly. "Do you feel like we're being watched?" 

Before she could answer, he laughed. "I'm still so paranoid. I still think that my Da...that Dafydd Grimalkin...will show up any time. But he's not going to. I know that. The only father I have to worry about is Sirius Black showing for an impromptu visit and criticising my housekeeping." He still looked faintly worried, though. 

He reached out and pulled Nimue into his embrace, kissing the top of her hair. "It's so unfair," he repeated. "I was really looking forward to showing you the house and everything, now it's not going to happen for ages. I guess you'll see me around school, but it's going to be so hard to speak to you."

Again, that unnerving sensation that someone was watching them. Without letting go of Nimue, he looked around uncertainly, but could see nobody. 

"I know it isn't fair but Marvo did say that all the boats were hulled which is pretty serious. I don't think any student would have had time to do something like that under the noses of Hagrid. I mean everyone was on the train and getting off." The suggestion was there that other dangers might be threatening the school but she didn't want to worry him overly. 

She shook her head, "Anyway, Marvo also said he might be able to help, so we'll see. Still if an exception is made for one ..... " 

She tried to smile about the matter. "Let's not be too discouraged. We're both going to be very busy and the time will fly. We'll be writing each other often and well ... I am sure it won't last that long. Maybe if Sirius drops by we can have a family outing which is allowed." 

She hugged him fiercely not wishing to let go, "I still wish we could see your little house and you mustn't leave before seeing Kat." 

She was a little worried about how the little kitten would fare would Anders take it with him between London and Hogsmeade? 

She noted that he seemed a little on edge. "Are you still feeling like we're being watched? Do you want to go indoors?" 

Anders nodded wordlessly, then laughed aloud. "How foolish am I? But maybe you're right. We should go back indoors. Perhaps I'll feel less exposed inside." 

He tilted Nimue's head up and lowering his own, treated her to a gentle kiss. "Feels good doing that knowing I'm not your teacher any more," he said with a shy smile, threading his fingers through hers and heading back towards the castle. 

It was a delicate kiss and deeply appreciated. Things had changed so much for them from the previous year. It wasn't just that Anders was no longer a teacher. 

That Sirius Black and Emrys Hawkwood were old friends and approved of their son and daughter having an understanding, as yet informal until Nimue was of age, meant that there was so much less pressure for them to snatch every moment of time. They knew they had a future rather than a seemingly impossible relationship. 

She held his hand as they walked back inside though of course they were more discreet once heading back into the Great Hall. 

Still they entered together to find Kat Black. Nimue was very excited about the kitten and couldn't wait to see Anders face. It would be a good time for some of the new students to meet Anders as well. 

*******

The darkness shifted ever so slightly to reveal a tall, slim figure clad in black robes. A pair of violet eyes glittered in the gloom. How very precious and sweet, he thought with a sneer. Still, it was always useful to pick up snippets of information about people, and it appeared that Little Miss Prim had a weakness where this Anders Grimalkin was concerned. 

He filed it away for future reference. 

Piotr was a creature of the night by dint of what he was. He inhaled the scents of the evening air, the faint aroma of leafmould, the pungent smell of wild garlic and the overwhelming scents that emanated from the castle itself. He put a hand out to touch one of the stones. It wasn't just his imagination. This castle had a life all of its own. It had probably absorbed enough magic over the years to become almost sentient, he reasoned. 

The stone on which his hand lay seemed to grow unbearably hot to the touch and he snatched it back, glowering at the building. "I don't like you much, either," he said, immediately feeling stupid for speaking to a pile of stone. 

He began to investigate his surroundings. He'd given himself the guided tour of the interior when he'd visited before. Now to find out what it was like outside. What the hunting prospects were. Piotr knew that when the Thirst got unbearable, he WOULD have to kill. But he would not kill people. 

Blending effortlessly into the shadows, he prowled the exterior of Hogwarts, stealthy, silent and very, very deadly. 

*********

Arcadia looked Carina up and now. She was prettier close up. That might be a problem. Imagining how she would look bald, Arcadia smiled. "I'd watch that tongue of yours 'little Nicola' unless you want to lose it!" 

Arcadia put out an extremely well manicured hand to Carina. "My Brother is always brooding. He should have been a Gryffindor. I'm Arcadia. Darnell? Any relation to Darius Darnell?" 

Pantalaimon gave Carina a single look up and down and turned back to watching (and listening) to the others. 

Carina took the hand and shook it matter of factly. Arcadia seemed to her to be a Slytherin to the bone. Such people were worth knowing, on past experience. 

"Fighting talk. I assume, of course, that you are The Minister's daughter. And yes, Darius Darnell is a relation. He's my father in fact." 

She looked down at the wolf, and raised one blonde eyebrow. "I didn't notice 'wolf' on the pet list." 

"Father? Interesting. Have you inherited his gift for potions?" Arcadia had not made her mind up about this girl yet. "Pan is NOT a pet. He's my... Companion." 

That was two strikes against this girl, and two for. She better choose her next words carefully. 

Niki went very pink at the mention of her height, and looked as if she wanted to say something, but thought better of it. She hoped that Carina wouldn't make Arcadia angry, but, on the other hand, it would be nice to have another friend. One whose brother she wasn't dating. 

Carina didn't make any further comment about Arcadia's wolf. She unanimously decided that there was every reason not to infuriate it. 

"Potions. No, not my forte. Charms, on the other hand, are. That's where my mother's, well, what could be called talent lies. Mother never was the greatest of witches. But she was good at Charms." 

Unseen by most (as they are usually engorged) A house elf, looking slightly more worried than usual, very quickly runs up to the Slytherin table while Niki is talking to Carina and picks up a few unused or dirty plates. Then runs off again. 

Nobody notices its hand waver for a moment over Niki's goblet, or saw it's face look over to Arcadia in fear, or hear the slight 'plink' noise as 'something' falls from it's tiny hand into the half full goblet. 

Niki had been staring across the Great Hall in the general direction of the Gryffindor table (who, me? Never!), and totally ignored the house-elf. She took a few bites of dinner and then reached for her goblet, taking a long drink. 

Almost immediately, a strange expression came over her face. Her mouth twisted, and she swallowed hard several times. 

"Now, now, dear," she whispered. 

"There's nothing to fear. 

"My, this is bizarre! 

"Things have gone too far! 

"I speak all in verse 

"It must be a curse!" 

Arcadia smiles. "Oh look" She says, to anyone wishing to hear. "Looks like our Little Nicola has gone mad! poor thing. Runs in the family I hear" 

Niki glared. "You're a terrible person, I don't think I know a worse'un." 

Her face went pale, then, and her eyes filled with tears. 

Without another word (or rhyme) she pushed back her chair and scurried out into the entrance hall. 

Arcadia smiles, crossed her arms then gave a 'shocked' look to her face 

"Nothing to do with me!" She said, with a 'hurt' sound to her voice "Why does she blame me! I never touched her!" 

Carina had to bite back laughter as Niki started talking in riddle like rhymes. When the girl had left the table, she let a sneer out. "An amusing kind of madness though, you must admit Arcadia." 

Arcadia decided she liked Carina. For now at least. "Very amusing. And I have a feeling Miss Pheidippides will be giving us a lot of amusement this year" Arcadia winked at her. 

"Charms can be very useful, I'm more a potions person myself. Perhaps we can swap notes sometime. Would you like to sit down?" 

Pantalaimon shifted slightly, but continued to watch the hall. "So why are you starting at Hogwarts this year? What happened at your old school?" 

Carina bit her lip. *Tact, Darnell, Tact* she told herself. *Don't let anything slip.* 

Smiling, she shifted up the bench to where Arcadia indicated, careful to give Pan a wide berth, before replying. 

"Oh, I haven't been to a school before. My family travels a lot. Only just settled really. Home-tutoring...you know the like I'm sure." 

She hastily changed the subject. "So, tell me, is Hogwarts the social haven my mother called it or the muggle and Mudblood-loving hell my father says. Or neither?" 

She hoped silently that she'd got away with it. 

"Far too many Mudblood and half bloods about for my liking. But it's okay I guess." She smiled, aware that Carina had 'change the subject' "So why come to Hogwarts now?" 

Carina thought quickly on her feet. "My father has just finished researching a new potion that meant he had to travelled a lot. And we had to travel with him. Now he's finished, we've settled, which means I can come here." 

She turned her eyes to the task of looking round the hall. It was safer not to meet those amber eyes, that felt to her like they saw through her pretence. "So, tell me a bit more about people in our year. Gryffindors especially. Best to know your enemy." 

Arcadia decided she had teased Carina enough for now. Obviously there was something she was hiding, but it would wait, a little while. 

" Well, lets see…." She looked down at Pantalaimon who looked back up at her Amber eyes to Amber eyes. 

" There's Hawkwood of course, She's one to watch. A prefect and her nose is so up in the air about how posh and important her family is it's a wonder she can see where she's going. And she gets high marks 'cos she flirts with the older teachers! Then there's Jonathan Sinclair. He's the other prefect. He is so Gryffindor it's a wonder he hasn't got a beak and wings! Warden. I don't know much about him. He disappeared last year, but there's something very odd about the way he smell…. Looks" 

She paused to look at Pantalaimon again "Rhydderch. He's just a Mudblood dumb welsh boy. And Magnus Prutz…." 

Again she paused and looked over to Magnus "Leave him alone for now. I have plans for him. Oh yes. And 'The Magnificent' Malcolm Ward. Be very very careful around him. He works for the Ministry. Sent here to spy on us. He's got a magic eye and a nose he pokes in everywhere. He even sneaks into the girls' dorms and sniffs around things, so don't leave anything… incriminating about. Other than that they're just a bunch of boring muggle lovers who deserve everything they get!" 

She looked back to Carina " But if you stay with me, I'm sure you won't have any trouble" 

Oriana decided to introduce herself to Carina. "Hello Carina," she said. "My name is Oriana. I am also in Slytherin. It's very nice to meet you." 

She had a feeling Arcadia was giving her an 'evil eye'. 

Interaction at Various Tables

"The broomstick thing does sound fun... never had anything like that at home," Raphael said, avoiding the whole muggle or not muggle subject, especially... especially in front of Nathaniel. Mentally he added that idea to the list of thing he had to do tonight... somehow, the thoughts and the lists... seemed... to clear his mind, if only a little. Lists. Two things on the list, then. 

What a day. 

Even as he started munching through his barbecued trout (how long had it been...? it was lovely!) and the thick-skinned roasted potatoes, he wondered to himself just what had happened today. Another list, then... another way of keeping his mind clear... a while ago... there had been the hat. He skipped over that without thinking about it. Then before, on that train, with Sarah and Nathaniel. And then the Leaky Cauldron and Diagon Alley. Oh, the Leaky Cauldron. He'd hit his head to badly... without a thought, he poked it, and assured himself that it still hurt like the dickens. And then... before that... t

he train journey up. A much duller ride. Oh, so much duller. And then before that... ...screaming at his uncle in anger the night before... ...had that only been a day ago? How was that possible? And just after that argument... hitchhiking down to the station. His last walk through the woods. Woods. Already... a day... he missed the woods, their loneliness, the misty shrouds that covered everything... 

...the light places, where the breeze flowed through open meadows... He set his mind back and remembered somewhere he hadn't thought of. It wasn't far from his uncle's place. A lonely clearing, in a thick docket of trees. There was never much light... but sounds and feel of the forest, so silent there... it had been a place of power, of beauty, he remembered that much. It was a dance-circle for the magic - he remembered one night there, one night when life was not worth it, one night when although the worst was to come he'd been melancholy... lonely... hating. And they'd danced, for him, in the light. They'd danced for him. ...but why else was that place important?

...and then the dark places. The heart beating in the forest there was black, mineshaft black, spectre black, and the dew dripped from the trees blood. The cliffs, nearby... driven to the cliffs... looking down at the crashing water below. Looking down. Looking down and wondering if the water was real... if when you struck it, it shattered you into a million pieces, if at night it wasn't water at all but a tunnel straight down in the darkness to hell. And why... why with so much water could none be found? His hands... he remembered looking down at his hands... shaking... drying... he'd needed to wash them... cleanse them... why... why... 

Shuddering, he dropped his fork on his plate with a clatter. Looking up at the others, he said to them simply, saying the first thing that came to his mind: "is there a forest around here?" 

"Mmmmmm." said Sarah having a particularly taste bite of something. 

"There's a forest that borders the grounds. It's called the 'Forbidden Forest' - that's kind of a clue. We're not really supposed to go in but .....people do all the time. At least just a little way inside." she shrugged. 

******

When they reached the door to the Hall, Anders reluctantly let go of Nimue's hand and held the door open, allowing her to enter first. The familiar wash of chatter came over him and he sighed with a mixture of contentment and loneliness. 

"Best go speak to Kat," he said, as they headed towards the Ravenclaw table. "If I don't say goodbye to her, she'll be gunning for me. And she scares me rigid." There was a twinkle in his bright blue eyes as he spoke. 

Sarah was delighted when Anders and Nimue entered and headed over to the Ravenclaw table. As they got close she winked at Nimue liking the fact that made the Gryffindor prefect blush. 

"Hey ...." Sarah started.. "Umm what do we call you now? Coach Grimalkin? Mr. Grimalkin? Anders?" 

Anders stared briefly at Sarah, then laughed aloud, something none of them had really ever heard him do during the previous term. But then, he'd not had much to laugh at, all things considered. 

"Just Anders, Miss Taverner," he said, treating her to one of his killer grins. His eyes were filled with fun and enthusiasm. "I hope you'll be trying out for the team - I seem to remember you were quite a star on the broom." He leaned towards her. "I have a brand new broomstick that I treated myself to with some of the money the Ministry advanced me from my compensation. Just you wait until you see it. It's a Meteor Shower 2001." 

A much-talked of broom, not yet technically available in Great Britain, the Meteor Shower was already becoming more of a legend than the Firebolt, its closest rival. The company that made it, Meteoric Rise, were a small Australian team who had finally realised they were missing out on a lucrative market. The Meteor Shower 2000, their first effort, had been a spectacular flop, all of them having been recalled within the first month due to the fact they had a tendency to overheat and sink to the ground, where they'd stay, hovering about two feet above ground level and fizzing rather ominously. 

However, the team had gone back to the drawing board and had come up with the newer, sleeker, vastly improved model, which was under trial by the Australian national Quidditch team and, it seemed, Anders Grimalkin. 

Sarah's eyes were bright with the prospect of seeing a new broom in action. She's heard about the Meteor Shower of course - who hadn't but no one had actually seen one in action as yet. 

"Oh yes I plan to try out. Definitely!" she said, "However, that isn't what I wanted to ask you about as such." 

She turned to indicate the new Fourth Year Ravenclaws: Raphael, Nathaniel and Zidane. 

"Kat and I were talking about getting some broom lessons in tomorrow being that it is Sunday and as our new House members here haven't flown on brooms before. If you are going to be around perhaps you could give them some pointers? " 

Raphael found himself staring at a bit of his pudding in trepidation, even to the point where the conversation started washing over him and he didn't quite listen... he'd had so much to eat... more to eat then he'd had in ages, days, weeks... months... too much. Now he wanted to move. If he stayed still, he'd be forced to eat more of the treacle pudding, and if he eat more treacle pudding, it'd hit his stomach and he wouldn't be able to move... stuck at the table forever... he found himself grinning. 

Looking around at the others on the table, Raphael wondered to himself if any of them had finished. A lot of the Hufflewhosits had eaten all their food dead quick and were looking at some weird board. Some of the even some of the younger Ravenclaws, looking half starved, had attacked and finished their food. Was he a quick eater? "Who's finished? Who wants to show me around... like to the common room..." he added, his mind still working furiously. 

Only then did Raphael notice the new... coach, wasn't it? ... standing by their table. "That'd be brilliant if you could show us, well, how to fly a little," Raphael said to the newcomer, totally forgetting the fact that he might possibly be a teacher. 

Anders turned his attention to the newcomer and nodded vigorously. "I want *everyone* to have the same chance, beginners or not. I'll arrange for a beginner's session for half an hour at the start of each try out. Believe me - it won't take long to catch the basics as long as I teach you properly but hey - that's my worry, not yours." 

He grinned widely at Raphael. "The main things you need to be a good flyer are enthusiasm, and the ability to laugh at yourself. The main things you're going to need to be on my team are a sense of team spirit and the ability to accept defeat gracefully." 

Anders glanced briefly at the Slytherin table. "I hope that the team will consist of a mix of students from all four houses," he said. "So it's going to be interesting to see just who gets on with who." 

"It always is." Jacob remarked quietly, but not too softly to be heard. He was looking at Anders with an odd sort of smile, one of his half-smiles, for he could no longer remember how to stretch his face into a full one.

After speaking, the boy gingerly sipped at some apple cider. 

Kat looked up at her brother. She wasn't going to be able to see him tomorrow for tea as they had originally arranged, and she was going to have to show the new house members to the common room soon. 

"Well, I expect you will come and join us if you are around tomorrow?" It was a rhetorical question. "However, as I can't come round for tea tomorrow I better give you your house warming present now..." 

She opened her pocket and looked at the sleeping tabby kitten. Carefully she put in a hand and scooped it under him. He stirred a little as she lifted him out. She tickled his ears and he started to purr. 

"Here he is! He doesn't have a name yet. I found him in the pet shop when Nimue was looking for an owl. He's quite a little alley cat. Lots of personality." 

She grinned at him. The tabby kitten in her hand stared up with big orangy brown eyes. He stretched and yawned, and then sat down again. He was quite small, and his long fur was ruffled. He mewed at Anders pitifully. 

Anders stared at the kitten, his eyes filling with tears. He'd had the conversation with Kat over the summer how he'd always regretted not being able to afford a familiar during his school days, and this was just the most wonderful gift she could have given him. 

He took the kitten, which eyed him, suspiciously at first and then with big eyes that begged Anders to fuss him. Which, of course, the softhearted man did. "It's perfect," he said, smiling. "And as for a name..." 

He considered the little creature thoughtfully for some time. He'd never been in a position to give a name to a pet. Various ideas flicked through his mind, and he eventually decided on one. 

"Wilbur," he said. "After the main character in my favourite Muggle book when I was a little boy." 

Nimue's heart was almost bursting with happiness to see Anders' face light up over 'Wilbur'. She gave Kat a big hug. "It was the perfect present. He is just so adorable...." 

She then reached out to stroke the little kitten and then got a little cream from one of the desserts so that the kitten was able to lick it off her finger. 

"Oh you must bring him to school with you when you visit Anders. Like Nathaniel's kitten ..." he smiled at the rather quiet Nathaniel. 

She noted Arcadia Fudge was having a rather pointed conversation with the new girl Carina Darnell who had been sorted to Slytherin. They looked like they were getting on well. 

She sighed then turned her attention back to her friends and the new addition to the Grimalkin household. 

Kat grinned happily at Anders response. She blushed a little at seeming to have found something that he liked so much. "I'm glad you like him. Wilbur is a fine name." 

She smiled at Nimue. "And yes you must bring him to visit sometimes if we cannot come and see you. I'm sure Mulder and Scully can help you out with any little problems you might have training him." 

She looked round at the students. Most people had finished now and it was getting late. She would have to lead the new members of the house back to the common room and make sure that they found their dorms and settled in. 

"Well I suppose I better start getting some of the newer members back to the common room." She sighed a little. "I look forward to the trials on Monday, and if you are around to give a few lessons I'm sure the newer members of hogwarts would be appreciative." She smiled at him. 

Anders tickled the kitten absently behind the ears and Wilbur dug his claws a little deeper into his arm. "Guess I'd better be off, then," he said, reluctantly. "Look, I'll be in touch, and I'll be up in a couple days for initial trials anyway." 

"I'll send my new owl with a letter tomorrow. Maybe you can help me think a name for him and *do* bring Wilbur to the castle with you. I can fuss and look after him while you work with the team." Said Nimue hopefully.

Nimue was not a Quidditch player or particularly a fan though she was making an effort to show some interest in the sport. 

Anders put his free arm around his sister and hugged her gently. "Thank you for Wilbur," he said. "You have no idea what that means to me." 

Then he turned to Nimue, hearts in his eyes. "I'll miss you," he said, in an undertone that only she could hear. He kissed her cheek, a little too shy to do any more than that in public view. 

The young man strode to the door and turned, waving shyly before disappearing from the Great Hall. 

*******

Magnus had been sat at the Gryffindor table throughout the sorting. He'd acknowledged the new Gryffindors as they arrived at the table without any of the laughing and cheering that his housemates seemed to revel in. He'd smiled sweetly at the new first years, and at the solitary new fourth year sorted girl, Amy. 

However, his attention often wandered and he found himself staring over at the Slytherin table. He had said last year that all the good-looking girls were in Slytherin, and now it appeared even more were joining. He didn't yet know their names, but he would find out. 

But that wasn't the real reason he was looking in that direction. Arcadia was over there. She was looking stunning. Perhaps not as "cuddly" as she had looked at certain times last year, but still good never the less. Pantalaimon turned his head towards the Gryffindor table, and aware of the link between it and Arcadia, Magnus dragged his eyes away and back to his food. 

He sighed. He'd noticed that all the students around him had seemed to get something to eat that was special to them, as if to make them feel at home. He'd figured it was probably to ease any feelings of homesickness the students might be feeling. Well, somebody had obviously mis-educated the house elves, and it wasn't funny. He pushed away the plate of pickled herring and rested his head disconsolately in the cupped palms of his hands, both elbows on the table. 

His eyes fell on Arcadia again. Would she ever notice him? 

Arcadia was well aware that Magnus was looking at her, and a sly smile crossed her face. He was actually a lot more handsome than she remembered, and the look he seemed to be giving her was not one of malice. 

Absentminded her hand began to stroke Pantalaimon. 

But of course... He would still have to pay for what he did last term. she had no choice really. but she was interested to see what he would do once she had her revenge. It would be... interesting. 

********

Luis had agreed with Winifred on how interesting and eventful the Feast was shaping up to be. Normally the event was dreary and very boring, except for the really great food. 

Eating quietly, he had observed the comings and goings of students and people from the Great Hall--the really freaked-out Ravenclaw boy, the new Slytherin Rachinov, the new coach Grimalkin, and Flitwick with the grand-entrance American. 

And of course Shinrei. 

She had left sometime in the middle of the feast. He was surprised that neither Sinclair nor Hupi had followed her. She may be meeting someone else, somewhere. 

After he had eaten, he muttered an excuse to Winifred and got to his feet. He might as well go to the Slytherin Common Room and write a letter to someone at The Three Broomsticks to find a way to send his acoustic guitar to Hogwarts. He had nothing else to do for the night. 

Or maybe he could use a good walk outside the castle. By the Quidditch pitch. He was interested in the school team and he might as well get a feel of the "playing ground" as early as he could. 

As he passed Arcadia Fudge and the newly sorted Slytherin Carina Darnell, he overheard them talking about Gryffindors. He stepped forward and, grinning, added, "See that monk over there? He's got a temper. And he also has a new girlfriend, who by the way blew up a good chunk of the Hogwarts Express earlier today. More-superior-than-thou Gryffindors." His voice dripped with disdain as he pointed out Jian Hupi. 

He dropped a matador's bow to each girl. "Luis Verga. Fourth Year." 

He looked at the girl with the yellow eyes. This was /the/ Arcadia Fudge that Drake had "warned" him about. "Pleased to meet you, Miss Fudge." 

He then turned to the new girl. "Miss Darnell, welcome to Slytherin." 

Arcadia and Pantalaimon looked up at Luis *nice* 

"Hello Luis."  Then she frowned "Aren't you a bit old to be a 4th year? Or did you have a problem with an ageing potion? I could help with that. I'm very very good with potions." 

Then she looked over to the Gryffindor table. "Now that's an idea. Wouldn't they all look interesting with long white beards" She said with a wicked Smile. 

Carina cackled in a high laugh. "White beards could become fashionable. Though anything to do with Gryffindors is immediately *un*fashionable." 

"Well, allies are certainly useful Arcadia. Against Mudbloods and Mugglelovers, with the champion of them all in charge of the whole school, you can't fight alone. At least, not as far as I've noticed." 

She turned her eyes back to the Gryffindor table and looked at the boy Malcolm, and the girl Nimue Hawkwood. Neither looked like someone she wanted to argue with, both proud looking Gryffindors. But, one the other hand, who'd want to argue with Arcadia. She was on the right team, she was sure of that. All she had to do was stay there. 

"Alone?" said Arcadia, seemingly to herself, in an almost enigmatic way. Then she smiled. "Oh yes, Allies, safety in numbers, I do tend to find that they tend to gang up." 

The conversation was creeping him out, but Luis maintained an expression of detached attention, a sort of patronising look that men had when women argued over the merits of certain eyeshadow shades. 

"Ah, a botched ageing potion attempt would have been more exciting on my part, Miss Fudge," he replied to Arcadia's question. "However, the way I look is because of natural circumstances. I am already seventeen. I quit school for three years but decided to come back and continue." He punctuated the statement with a self-deprecating grin. 

"I think I shall go ahead, then. I hope to see you both in the Common Room later." His smile deepened and his gray eyes twinkled with amusement. "Have a good evening." 

He inclined his head respectfully to both girls and strode to the door of the Great Hall, his black robes billowing. 

Arcadia watched Luis leaving, and raised an eyebrow. "An older boy? hmmm. Interesting. I think we might want to look into that" She winked at Carina. 

She also glanced over to the Gryffindor table. "Have you been to the common room yet? We should go and make sure you get a good bed too."

Carina shot a look over at the Gryffindor table. "They would. Gryffindors don't know the meaning of standing alone. Nor do Ravenclaws or Hufflepuffs for that matter." 

She shook her head. " And no, I haven't been to the common room yet. Listen, we've been here long enough. I've eaten my fill at least. How about ou show me the dormitory, amongst other things." 

She grinned. "You can also tell me more about things I should know, away from prying ears." 

Peesemould just sat there waiting to be introduced. But the occasion never arose, so he, quite stealthily, sat and listened to what was going on around him. He then seized his opportunity when Oriana came across. 

"Er.. I don't believe Nikki introduced me" he said moving down the table a bit towards Carina "I'm also in the 4th year," he said with a little smile "I couldn't stop myself from overhearing your conversation, it was very interesting." 

His smile grew wider but then faded when he said "I, too, dislike muggles or in fact mud-bloods!" He turned to look at Arcadia "Ahh, hello! How are you this term?" 

"Oh Hello Peesey. This is Carina. A new fellow Slytherin. And 'my' Friend." 

She emphasised the 'my' just to make sure Peesemould knew that Arcadia thought she was okay and he was not to tease her like some Slytherin did to new students. 

"And I think this is going to be a very enjoyable term. We were just about to head to the common Room. Want to follow?" 

She looked over to Carina. "Oh, and this is Peesemould Grunfuttock. A fellow Fourth Year." 

Carina smiled guardedly at Peesemould. "Nice to meet you."

She got up, swinging legs daintily over the bench to stand. She looked to Arcadia.

"We going then? Xerxes will start to wonder where I am in a minute. He's my Kneazle. He not only hates Muggles but Muggle-borns too. Just about copes with half bloods though, unfortunately. I've tried training him against it, but, well, he is only an animal."

She grinned her normal, slightly sinister grin.

"As long as you don't try 'too' hard!" Said Arcadia with a smile.

"Er," Peesey said when Arcadia asked him "yes, I think I'll come along, I've finished here" he said looking at his empty plate. "Ah! I Kneazle - ay?!" He said "I've never seen one of those before!?"

*******

Oriana got up from her seat, winked at Arcadia, and walked over to the Gryffindor table. 

She sat next to Magnus. "Hi Magnus," she said excitedly. "How was your vacation?" 

She smiled, got the vile of potion out of her pocket, and held it in the palm of her hand so that no one could notice. 

When Oriana approached Magnus, Arcadia looked away. But Pantalaimon continued to watch.

Magnus continued to stare in Arcadia's direction. "Vacation?" he muttered. "Oh, vacation!" he tore his eyes away from the sumptuous Slytherin and turned to see who was addressing him. 

"Oh, hi there, er," he struggled to pull the name from the depths of his memory, "Oriana? You really wouldn't find it interesting if I told you." 

He could feel his eyes drifting back to the girl of his dreams, and, despite how rude he knew it to be, he couldn't help it. Not keeping an eye on Oriana probably wasn't a good idea either... 

Arcadia was of course aware that Magnus was looking at her. Not that she was looking back, Pantalaimon was. Not that she didn't 'want' to look at him. But she was still a little mad at him, and he needed to be taught a lesson.

Was she blushing? She took out her makeup and re-applied.

********

After Dumbledore's speech, Nathan began to hecitically gesticulate in Drake's direction, gave up finally and rushed over to him, ignoring Arcadia completely although she sat next to Drake.

"Quidditch! So THAT was the 'important plan' Papa had to arrange during the holidays!" He beamed excitedly. "Wow! This could be so great!"

"J-just that you're n-n-not allowed to play," Drake replied coolly, "y-your father e-even sent a letter tu D-dumbledore, r-r-remember?"

Nathan's face fell. "Merde!"

"Won't help y-you to curse," Drake replied with the hint of a smirk.

Nathan glared at him. "Whose side are YOU on anyway?" he hissed. "I'm going to try anyway! I won't make it after all, but I'll just have the fun to try, okay? And YOU won't tell!" he snarled, then his face softened and he looked at Drake with big blue boy's eyes. "Will you?"

Drake sighed. "N-no."

"Good." Nathan smiled. Then he noticed something was going on with Niki and started to walk toward her.

*********

While Magnus had his head turned, Oriana took the vile and poured the potion into Magnus's drink.

She noticed that all of his attention seemed to be on Arcadia.

"So Magnus," she said. "I didn't get a hug."

Pantalaimon saw Oriana place the potion into Magnus' drink.

"Yes. Let’s go.” Said Arcadia, “Nothing more to see here."

With that she headed out of the hall. Ignoring Nathan, but very briefly looking over to Magnus.

Carina caught up with Arcadia, keeping just a little behind so she could take note of the way.

"Trust me, I don’t intend to.” She said continuing the theme of her Kneazle’s training. “There are far more important things to be doing with now that I'm in a school with that kind of riff raff."

She grinned. "So, have you anything planned?"

Mahou's Forest Encounter

Mahou was all alone in her wanderings, as she didn't know where the Great Hall was, and she had been off somewhere while all were filing in. With her extra-sensitive hearing, she heard the laughter and the talking, the announcements and the food. 

"Quidditch," she whispered to herself as she went outside. She always felt more secure and happy out of doors. "I do hope I get on as Seeker.. but that's a long shot. Everyone will want that position." Strolling along, Mahou didn't really care who saw her, for she didn't know if she was breaking the rules or not. 

Her hat clung to her head as the chill air caught her. Smiling, the girl slipped off her cloak and draped it over her arm, loving the feel of the crisp air on her skin. Taking a look around, Mahou saw that she had come to some sort of forest.. 

"Is this the Forbidden Forest?" she asked herself in a whisper. "It doesn't look so bad to me." Taking a few more steps, she touched a tree, feeling a chill as the spirit of it connected with her. "Lovely tree you are," she murmured. Running her hand on the trunk, the girl leaned against it, whispering inaudibly in a strange, yet musical language. 

As the Feast began to break up, Professor Snape decided to take a walk in the grounds to stretch his legs but more importantly to get away from the relentless 'good cheer' that pervaded the Great Hall. 

In passing close to the trees of the Forbidden Forest, he spied the form of a student standing close to one of the trees. Drawing closer he recognised her from that morning as one of those new students accompanying Nimue Hawkwood in Diagon Alley. He had taken no time for introductions when he had escorted the party to the waiting cars. 

Whatever nonsense she was now getting up to, he would have none of it. He cleared his throat and stood there waiting for her to realise that she was no longer alone. 

********

Mahou and Severus Snape were not the only two in the Forbidden Forest. 

Piotr had been quietly following Mahou. Not for any nefarious reasons, but simply because he enjoyed silent stalking. It was probably part of the change, he reasoned. Why fight it? He had watched incredulously as she had spoken to the trees, barely containing the snigger he'd felt rise to the surface. 

Then he'd heard Snape clear his throat and had melted into the shadows, his violet eyes half-closed, remaining as stock still as he could and as quiet as he could be.  Which, believe me, was extremely still and quiet. 

He had formed his opinion of Snape instantly during their meeting at the end of the previous term and he decided that he still didn't trust the Potions Master. It might be a two way street - Snape had made his distaste of Piotr almost palpably obvious - but Piotr planned to find some way to achieve dominance in *that* particular relationship. 

He remained still, barely even breathing, whilst he watched. And learned. 

Mahou talked with the tree about Quidditch, Hogwarts, and her loneliness in the whole situation. She talked about Nimue, her parents, Dumbledore, and many other things that had happened to her. But upon hearing the clearing of a throat behind her, Mahou shrieked and whirled around. 

There he stood.. Severus Snape in all his black-clad glory. Mahou's eyes widened as they seemed to glow in the dark. "I-I be sorry Sir," she stammered, clutching her cloak to her. She hoped he hadn't heard her talking in Elfin. If he was a professor, then he surely would know what the language sounded like. "I dinnae ken where I was.. I saw th' trees an'.. me heart jus' took me tha' way." 

She stared up at him, her heart beating so fast if threatened to burst. Snape's hair is what caught her eye first, like a wave of midnight that the moon overlooked. His eyes made her stare openly, like a Faery drawn to a bowl of honeyed cream. Looking away, Mahou put her cloak back on, wringing her hands in nervousness. "I be sorry, Sir," she muttered, looking back up, a strange sort of admiration in her eyes. "I dinna ken.. I be new here." She knew she must sound stupid, and she wished she didn't. 

She just stood there, not knowing what to do, and not daring to tell him the truth. And she didn't know of Piotr.. yet. ;) 

Severus Snape sighed audibly. He had indeed recognised the language the girl had spoken, which identified her as the half-elven student that the Headmaster had advised his senior staff was joining them this year. He also recognised that her nervousness was not the justifiable fear that his presence should strike into the heart of all students but the beginnings of a schoolgirl crush. 

He went to great pains to avoid such nonsense but there was inevitably one foolish student who annually mistook his demeanour as being that of a melancholic anti-hero. Experience proved neutrality was the best course of action in such instances. 

"Miss Amberstone, I would suggest you consider disciplining your 'heart' as well as your feet. The forest isn't for midnight strolls and there are creatures within quite happy to snack upon unwary students not matter how confident they feel." 

He indicated that she should follow him back to the castle. 

"Creatures...quite happy to snack on unwary students." Piotr felt a slow, cruel smile spread across his face. How very, very appropriate. He wondered, momentarily, if Snape was actually aware of his presence, but deemed it unlikely. When Piotr didn't want to be seen, he usually wasn't. 

He did reconsider his plans for venturing too far into the Forest though, after hearing the Potions Master's words. He might have been a deadly creature himself, but that didn't stop him being a potential corpse if he strayed too far into unknown territory. He was not a full vampire yet. 

He shifted slightly in his position and fixed Mahou with his intense eyes. Well, well. There was another useful piece of potentially potent information that could be recalled at a suitable later date. 

A sudden twinge at the back of his head forced him back to reality with a bump. He was overdue for his dose of potion. And he dared not move to take it out of his robes all the time such movement would give him away. 

Silently, he willed Mahou to follow Snape without question. The sting in his head was spreading fast, and he hated the pain more than anything. 

Mahou averted her eyes from Snape's harsh look (as he always has that ;) ), her vivid green, slanted eyes taking in the texture of the grass at her feet. She looked up at him again, squaring her shoulders and looking quite defiant. 

"I'll follow ye back ta th' castle," she told him, her tone quite neutral yet musical as her elfish accent bled through her Irish one. "But Headmaster Dumbledore did tell me tha' I can go inta th' forest as long as Hagrid be wi' me, sir." 

She looked at him with an expression of interest and questioning. "But e'en though Hagrid nae be here, as I ken ye would point out, I dinnae ken tha' this was, indeed, th' Forbidden Forest tha' Ma told me about." She suppressed a smile. "I suppose there nae be a sign ta point out such things ta those who had nae e'en heard o' Hogwarts? I wouldna ha'e come ta th' forest if I had kenned tha' it was th' Forbidden Forest." 

Walking beside the man, Mahou took Blackfoot out of her pocket, setting her on her shoulder. The small fox sniffed at Snape and yipped happily, pawing at him, wanting to be paid attention to. 

Giggling, Mahou petted the animal on her head and looked up at Snape. "Ye ken me own name, sir, but," She didn't offer a hand since they were walking, but dipped her body in a sort of travelling curtsy. "Wha' be yer name, if I may inquire o' such?" She reverted back to Cerrydwin's usual politeness in dealing with teachers. 

Turning her oddly glowing eyes forward, Mahou hummed a soft tune, her voice sounding sweet as shortcake. She took out her piped from the pocket that Blackfoot had been in, likening to hold them. 

"Ye ken, sir," she began, hoping to just make some pleasant conversation on their trek back to the castle, "I got top marks in potions in me auld school. I was hopin' ta talk ta Professor Snape, I think was his name, abou' takin' Alchemy along wi' Potions this year. An' Headmaster Dumbledore," she added hastily, knowing that the Headmaster would probably have some say in it. "I love potions class deeply an' I would love ta take a class tha' would help me learn more o' it." 

She sighed, clasping her hands before her, her eyes forward on the looming castle. "I just donnae ken if I'll be able ta talk ta him. I donnae ken how ta ask him abou' it." Quirking her mouth, she patted Blackfoot on the head again, glancing at Snape out of the corner of her eye. 

*****

Piotr watched as the two began walking off and heaved out a shuddering sigh of relief. He hadn't been aware that he'd been holding his breath until that moment. 

The spreading pain in his head had reached his eye sockets and he closed his eyes, trying to will the pain away with sheer effort of thought, which he knew was going to be pointless. He had to leave it some time before heading back to the castle - if he caught up or overtook Snape and Mahou, or even if they spied him following them, they'd know he'd come from the Forbidden Forest, and he couldn't be bothered to answer questions. 

Instead, he slid down against the tree whose shadows he had blended in with so spectacularly and, pulling his knees close to his chest, buried his head in his lap and tried to breath normally. The pain in his head was slowly fading, to be replaced by the strange, buzzing, tingling feeling he always got when the Thirst started.

 // Don't think about it, // he urged himself. But he couldn't help it. Mahou and Snape...had been within such a short distance. He could have... 

// DON'T think about it! // More angry this time. He unfurled from his position, his pupils dilated so much that his violet irises were barely visible. In the half-light, Piotr looked as though his eyes were totally black, black as coals, black as midnight. He was so *thirsty*. 

A sound of a twig cracking somewhere in the Forest made him look up. He ran a hand through his hair. This was a Forest. Surely there would be...squirrels. Rats. Anything that he could discreetly avail himself of. Going back to the Owlery was too much of a risk. He got to his feet and moved deeper into the woods. Had anyone been in the immediate vicinity of the forest, there would have been heard a squeal, a sickening crunch, and then nothing. 

When Piotr emerged, some minutes later, his pupils were still dilated, but there was a touch of colour in his alabaster cheeks. He raised his sleeve to wipe his mouth and stared impassively at the dark stain that showed up as a patch of wetness on his black robe sleeve. Better cute, fluffy little animals than one of the students, he justified, considering he'd given himself long enough to wait for Snape and Mahou to have got out of sight. 

He walked slowly towards the castle, looking like someone concentrating on the simple art of moving forwards. Under his breath he was counting the steps to the door. He'd be inside, soon, would be able to get to his potion, would be able to control it. 

What would happen the day the potion no longer became effective? The day the immunity to the ever increasing, all consuming lust for blood became his driving force? 

He refused to think about it. Instead, he tried to think of Snape's face the moment the Potions Master had realised Mahou had a schoolgirl crush on him. A thin smile lifted the corner of his mouth. That had been priceless. And Piotr was sure the opportunity would arise to extract something in return for a promise not to pass on such...sensitive information. 

******

"Miss Amberstone" he said sharply - finding her manner cloying to say the least. It might work on someone such as Dumbledore who probably found it and her musical lilt charming but it made no inroads into Severus Snape's good books. He was also not one for 'pleasant conversation' with students. He avoided that sort of thing even with those few whose company he could stomach. 

"I am Professor Snape. If you had enquired this morning undoubtedly your House Prefect would have advised you of that fact. As for your participation in the Alchemy Class if you consider that your grades in Potions warrant your inclusion place your name down for the option and it will be considered along with the others before Tuesday." 

Mahou stopped walking, her pointed ears twitching beneath her hat.  She had heard something back in the direction of the forest.  She turned her head to look, but saw nothing, her ears straining to hear something.  Then she felt her blood run cold at Snape's harsh addressing of her.

Looking up at him, Mahou still didn't move, her feet seemingly planted in the ground like so much grass, or like that tree she had spoken to.  ~At least the tree was pleasant,~ she thought bitterly.  ~Oh well..~  She didn't look at him, rather stared meaningfully at her interesting shoes, or what she proposed was interesting.  She had been hit with a ton of bricks;  this was Professor Snape.  She had been trying to make conversation with the Potions Master of the school.

She curtsied rather elegantly, her Cerrydwin's teaching coming back full force in her nervousness and embarrassment.  "Forgive me, Professor," she implored, her head down and eyes averted, as she had been taught, "I did no' ken it was ye."  She clasped her hands before her, her form shivering, not in fear, but embarrassment.  She didn't know what else to say, only that she couldn't move.  No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't will her feet to make her walk.  She stood there, rooted to the spot, her lime-green eyes literally glowing in the dark.  Blackfoot growled at Snape and barked loudly several times.

"I only jus' met th' Prefect at th' end o' last term," she explained, smacking Blackfoot on the nose with a hushed, ~Quiet~ in elfin.  "I didna see her since then, m'lord.  I donnae e'en recall wha' she looks like.  Th' only person I've talked ta really since then be.. um.. no' th' Prefect b'cause he wansa o' me own House."  She dared not mention Luis's name, figuring that this sour man was the Head of Slytherin.  Her elfish accent overpowered her Irish lilt, her embarrassment and nervousness overtaking her.  She stood there, planted like so many daisies.

*What on earth was wrong with this girl's memory?* thought Snape.

"Miss Amberstone, correct me if I am mistaken but were you not in the company of Elizabeth Hawkwood, the Fourth Year Prefect of Gryffindor House and Mr. Luis Verga of Slytherin House in Diagon Alley this morning? Was I imagining your presence there or have you a twin?"

He glowered at her fox cub whose yapping annoyed his almost as much as her accent. Thank the gods she hadn't been sorted to Slytherin.

"Come along and don't dawdle!"

Mahou could have slapped herself.  She had forgotten about that completely in her train ride with Luis where she had spilled her secrets about Cerrydwin's.

"I forgot about tha', Professor," she told him, truth ringing in her voice. "I was wi' Miss Hawkwood and Sir Verga earlier, yes.  But I am nae lying when I tell ye tha' I forgot."  She stood there, her mouth a thin line, her form rigid as a redwood in a storm.  "An' I would aske ye politely nae ta glare at Blackfoot.  She be only a pup."  With that, Mahou stalked on ahead of Snape, wishing she had her broomstick to whap him over the head. 

~Wha' in th' worlds be wrong wi' me?~ she thought as she slowed her pace, feeling a twinge in her back.  That had been starting to hurt a lot more lately and she didn't know why.  ~He be insufferable, but.. ah well.  I guess I do ha'e a crush on 'im.~  She didn't dare glance back, though.  She looked to her right and saw something marvellous.. a ring of mushrooms.  She tried to stay on her course to the castle, but couldn't contain herself. She raced in that direction, not caring about the consequences.  This was a

Faery Ring.. something she hadn't seen since Ireland.

Slipping in her haste, Mahou gathered her wits and stepped into the Faery Ring.  Only someone who could truly see the spirits of the forest could see a blinding light that burst from the mushrooms as Mahou stepped in.  She smiled as she stood, spreading her hands as if to embrace the light, embrace the feeling that she felt; the feeling of being home.

The light dyed down and Mahou smiled still, her body feeling weak and weary from her brief dance with the Faery in their Realm.  Her body had not gone, but her soul had.  She fell to her knees, supporting herself with her hands, her breath laboured slightly.  She tried to calm herself and regain her strength, knowing that the sourpuss Snape-man wouldn't like this one bit.

~*Who cares wha' he thinks.. this be me nature,*~ Mahou whispered to herself.  ~*I donnae stop him from being sour, do I?  So why should he be able ta stop me from dancin' wi' th' Fae like Da told me ta?  He told me, whene'er I see a Faery Ring, Dance with the Fae as if 'twere Spring.*~  She looked up at Snape, her face ready and able to deal with whatever he had to throw at her.

Mahou's sudden detour to do her little dance in the fairy ring almost pushed Snape over the edge in terms of annoyance. Still he maintained his calm ... somehow.

He had decided that any attempt at normal conversation with this girl was futile, as she was obviously not quite all there. In her case 'away with the fairies' was quite literal. He could just imagine Flitwick's enthusiasm when he found out - Snape resolved not to tell him of course.

When she had finished and looked up there was merely a look of bored indifference on his face.

"If you are *quite* finished Miss Amberstone."

Broomsticks before Bedknobs

While other folk at the Ravenclaw table were talking Sarah asked Branwen if she could talk to her later on. Branwen had asked what was wrong and Sarah had explained her dilemma - that she felt as thought she was acting more like a 'buddy' rather than a girl and she was confused. 

Branwen had suggested a 'pep talk. 

Sarah had smiled, "Yeah a pep talk would be helpful I don't even know how to tell if a boy likes me!"

"How do you know?" asked Branwen with a smile, "Look just let me know when you're free then."

Sarah had smiled and said "OK" and then Raphael had come over and said he needed to talk to her. They went outside the Great Hall. 

"Anyway you wanted a private word before we headed to the Common Room?" said Sarah stating the obvious.

"Er... Sarah... look... um..." Raphael suddenly looks pensive. "Er... you sure you want to teach me broomstick stuff tomorrow?"

"Yes, why wouldn't I? I enjoy flying and I like spending time with you."

"I just thought... oh, damn... I just thought..." he trailed off.

"You thought...what?" she trailed off.

"You've just been... er... I didn't mean to get weird."

"Weird?" she smiled. "I can handle weird."

"Yeah," he said, unhappily. "But... are you really okay?"

"Yeah, I'm cool." she said.

For a second, he debated... "then... what was all that with Branwen? I mean... I didn't scare you or anything... did I?"

"Oh that", Sarah was embarrassed. "Branwen was just trying to boost my confidence a little. You did mean when we were talking just now?"

"er... yeah," he said, softly. "...boost your... confidence?"

Sarah realised that she had just entered dangerous territory.

"Sometimes I tend to be a little down on myself. Think I'm a bit too weird to have friends you know?" She smiled, "Branwen as you probably can tell is very confident about herself."

Sarah thought to herself, *which is why boys line up to date her.*

Without thinking, Raphael slipped his hand into Sarah's, suddenly relaxed. Was that all? he thought to himself. "Yeah." he said noncommittally.

"Cheer up, old thing," he said, grinning at her. Thinking to himself, Raphael asked himself: how thick could I be? she thought I was being weird to her!

"OK, I will" she said smiling.

"We're friends. And I know... are you really that tired tonight?" he asked.

"Why? You want to explore or something?"

Grinning at Sarah, Raphael said to her: "let's go get Nathaniel. When I make a fool of myself I only want you two there, okay?"

"OK, let's go get him!" she said with enthusiasm.

Raphael leads Sarah back into the Hall, still with her hand in his... and she didn't protest in the slightest. She had held hands with Nathaniel earlier so in her mind it was parity.

Walking back into the hall, hand in hand and slightly leading Sarah, Raphael quickly approached the Ravenclaw table. After a quick chat with Sarah... one that had left him both embarrassed and relieved... what a stupid thing... he suddenly needed to, er... 'talk', supplied his mind... to Nathaniel. Right. Okay, he thought. Easy. 

Except for the crowd of Ravenclaws still around. That could cause a problem. Zidane... Kathryn... a few others, like Jacob... and Nathaniel in the middle finishing his dinner. Difficult. 

Strategies flashed through Raphael's mind. It couldn't be to go to the dorm, because then they'd have to show Zidane up there. And he didn't want to offend anyone. But on what pretence could he ask for Nathaniel and Nathaniel alone? 'I'm not clever enough for this,' thought Raphael to himself. 'I bet the old man'd come up with a scheme.' 

Everyone was looking at him: he'd dropped Sarah's hand and leant on the table... too businesslike, too forward... think of something to say, think of something to say! 

He cleared his throat. "Er... hi all. Um... Nathaniel... you know you were saying about..." his mind blanked for a second. What was he saying about? "Er... juggling." Phew, relief! But... what now? "Well..." he continued, "Sarah's found a set of juggling balls... and... er... we wanted you to come and tell us if they'd do if, um, we wanted to learn." 

Sarah just stooped there with a slightly wicked grin on her face while this interchange was going on between Raphael and Nathaniel. She sort of had an idea what Raphael had in mind. 

She turned to Kat, "Don't worry I'll make sure the boys get up to the Common Room at a decent time if you want to head that way with Zidane and the First Years." 

Kat watched Sarah disappear a little worried about the fact that they were wondering off so late. Sarah should have known better than to wander off when they were supposed to be heading for bed. Kat didn't want to start the year with points lost because someone like Snape had caught them not in their common rooms at the required time. 

Still there was nothing she could do to stop them. "Make sure you are back before curfew!" she called after them. 

She turned to Zidane. "Well I better show you to the dorm. The feast is just about over and I need to make sure everyone knows where they are going and how to get in." She looked at the gathered first years at the end of the table. "I need to make sure they know too..." 

Nimue smiled at Kat. "I am sure Sarah is smart enough to know that Snape is bound to be the prowl tonight. Plus, there is a while yet until curfew and the doors are locked." 

She looked over at the Gryffindor table. "I guess I'd better think about gathering my little band as well and get them off to Gryffindor Tower to get settled in. I haven't seen Mahou Amberstone anywhere. Have you? I do hope she didn't get lost." 

Nimue then said goodnight to Kat and the other Ravenclaws before heading to the Gryffindor table to collect Jian, Amy and those First Years who hadn't already gone up with Jon Sinclair.

**********

Sarah and Raphael vanished together, but Nathaniel hardly noticed. He was having difficulty with the tableware. In particular, he was having difficulty getting the right dessert. He'd adapted quite quickly to the fact that the tableware produced the food he most desired to eat, and after a couple of false starts where the platters in front of him produced baked liver and onions, and then an entire tureen of sausage stew; he'd ended up with the desired teppen fried noodles and chicken and duck stirfry. 

In actual fact, he'd been thinking something along the lines of pork stirfry but the kitten in his billowing sleeve had also been looking intently at the platter at the time so Nathaniel didn't like to send it back and try again. Close was good enough in this particular instance, and the kitten didn't have any complaints about the mouthfuls of succulent chicken and duck it kept getting throughout the meal. 

Most of the conversation had happened without Nathaniel's contribution, due to the combined facts that he was suddenly and chronically hungry, the kitten wasn't supposed to be at table and so he had to be slightly surreptitious about feeding it, and the chopsticks he was using kept trying to turn themselves into miniature alligators. Thusly his average rate of eating was slightly less than Raphael's, who seemed determined to eat something of everything on the table, including the pot of mystery meat that someone had accidentally conjured in a vague reminiscence (or was it a nightmare?) of school lunches in the Muggle world. 

By the time he'd thankfully got rid of the chopsticks with the identity crisis and got to the wishing for dessert stage, his concentration seemed to have wavered somewhat. He got in rapid succession: a tureen of chili con carne; an entire breakfast platter of eggs, bacon, mushrooms, sausages, black pudding, hash browns and fried tomatoes; chocolate ice cream that practically screamed MIGRAINE at him; and finally (and he was certain that the kitten had something to do with this) a tureen of king prawns in anchovy sauce. When he DID get the fruit salad he was wishing for, it was singing a Hawaii chant at him, and whether he was a wizard-in-training or not, Nathaniel drew the line at eating something that was still voluble. 

When Raphael and Sarah returned, he'd just managed to get himself an orange and was wiping the orange juice from his fingers. The kitten in his sleeve had curled up happily and was purring a somewhat rusty purr that kept getting Nathaniel some strange looks from people who hadn't noticed the kitten in his sleeve. 

Raphael dropped Sarah's hand and leant on the table, cleared his throat and began to speak... "Er... hi all. Um... Nathaniel... you know you were saying about... Er... juggling." 

Nathaniel tried not to wince. The last thing he wanted was for everyone to know about his contact juggling. Up until the Hogwarts Express, only he had known about it. Sarah and Raphael might not realise it but they had been his first ever audience. 

"Well..." Raphael continued, blithely unaware, "Sarah's found a set of juggling balls... and... er... we wanted you to come and tell us if they'd do if, um, we wanted to learn." 

Nathaniel got up quickly before other people started asking questions. The kitten scampered up out of his sleeve and found itself a pocket to curl in, sleepily full. If he'd been any more confident about himself, he might very well have commented that at that given moment in time he was carrying about six contact juggling balls of varying sizes and substances, but he wasn't, so he didn't. 

"Yeah, sure." he mumbled instead, and waited for one or both of his friends to lead the way. 

Out in the corridor it was Raphael's turn to wince. "Gods," he said, repeatedly banging his head on his palm, "'would these balls do?'" he said in a crass impersonation of himself. It didn't do much to improve his headache, which he'd neglected to mention to Sarah just how bad it had become, but... luckily a certain vision of late-night flying managed to push any idea of 'getting an early night' right out of his mind. 

He stopped aggravating his head when he realised the expression on Nathaniel's face. It wasn't a bad expression, exactly: more like a generic dourness that Raphael remembered from when he'd caught the guy in the face with a glass of water. Acceptance. Slight darkening and... was there a frown there? It seemed to Raphael that Nathaniel had the most amazing frowns: the guy could achieve easily what it'd take a day of custard pie jokes to get with a normal person. Looking at the expression with consternation, Raphael betted with himself that he'd be able to remove it by the end of the night. It just would be a bit of a challenge that was all. 

"Right," Raphael said, rolling his 'r's and assuming his most serious expression, which he wasn't totally aware was like someone had hung lead weights from his eyebrows: it was so forced he consistently never managed to keep it up for more then a second or two. "Sarah Taverner and I," he told Nathaniel, "have come up with a plan. A 'plan'," Raphael said, adding to the emphasis with a hasty 'okay' sign. "We're gonna go have some flying lessons. But only after I write my name down on the list for trying out for the Quidditch squad," Raphael said, looking around and finding it immediately on a noticeboard nearby. 

So while writing his name under everything he could find (and then hastily removing it from under the "cheerleader" category) Raphael told Nathaniel: "Sarah is our official pathfinder in this little expedition. Just when I remember how to write," said Raphael, for the third time cracking his knuckled under the unfamiliar strain of actually holding anything vaguely pen or quill like, "she is going to lead us two adventurers to the, er, broomstick closet." 

Sarah had giggled almost to the point of falling on the floor when Raphael had put his name down under 'cheerleader'. 

"Well that would be most interesting Raphael and the wizarding world is very big on equality between the genders and I am sure none of the girl players would complain one bit at the show of support." 

She grinned about leading them, "It's a broom shed not a broom closet and it's situated out by the Quidditch field. You might as well practice on a school broom as that is what the trials are on rather than a fancy model." 

"If they're globular and not made out of lead, I can juggle pretty much anything." Nathaniel said, somewhat dryly, as he leant past Raphael and scrawled an ungainly 'N Greenleigh' here and there on the board. "There, I'm nothing if not optimistic. Now I'd better be able to get one of these broomsticks off the ground." 

He looked at Sarah with a grin that didn't quite reach his green eyes. "Lead on, brave witch." 

"Grab your cloaks as it might be a wee bit chilly out there." she said with a smile that did reach her eyes after putting her name down for things including cheerleader. "Oh course, we cannot be seen and we'll have to make sure we are not followed - so it'll be 'sneaking time'." She winked at them, grabbed her cloak from a peg in the hall and headed towards a side door beckoning them to follow. 

He decided as they were stalking towards the side door to the cold outside, where dampness and darkness was ruling, that he had to do something drastic. Something life altering. Something that would deem the situation safe in his opinion. 

Sarah, after all was right: they shouldn't be sneaking around after dark, and they certainly probably shouldn't be striking the broomshed for a bit of midnight flying action: it was probably in violation of a million school night-time prohibition rules. He didn't know of course - schools and especially their type of rules not being his strong point - but it seemed to be logical. 

So, stealth and quick movement was on the agenda. Hmm. Drastic action, drastic action. Peering left and right, Raphael skidded ahead of the others towards the door, unlatched it silently, and slipped out, a shadow, into the damp dew beyond. 

Then, skidding around a small corner of the castle triumphantly, Raphael brandished his smooth wand like a gun, did a quick look-left-look-right James Bond action, threw himself back towards the door, slipped and fell face first onto the wet grass. "So much for stealth," he commented through the door to Sarah and Nathaniel, grinning away. 

Nathaniel prowled out into the gloom. He liked the dark, and it seemed the dark liked him. The shadows welcomed in the boy in the black robe, with the long black hair that swayed in his face. "Poser." he commented acidly to Raphael. 

Raphael stood in the darkness and grinned at Nathaniel. "Dirty old man," was his only comment to the striking figure that Nathaniel made, a smile taking over his face. 

The darkness also welcomed Sarah, she was quite used to moving quietly in the dark. This wouldn't be the first time she had gone out into the night though she preferred the darkness of the underground. 

With a grin she offered Raphael a hand up and hoped he hadn't got too soppy wet on the wet grass. 

"Come on" she said to them, "we now have to cross a very exposed bit of the grounds so keep the horseplay to a minimum. Time enough for that!" 

She then led the way over the grounds to the Quidditch field and the broom shed. 

It was then that Sarah started leading them across to the field, the darkness of night swallowing the other two - and then swallowing him. 

He could feel the darkness around him, comforting, another cloak, almost... like in the darkness he could truly pull around himself a shield. Glancing back at the castle, he could see the dark form of the Forbidden Forest. He'd never been a creature of darkness... before... he could almost hear splashing water and he knew that he was pulling a pair of midnight oil black wings around himself to be one with the darkness. 

It was a good feeling, and like the other two, Raphael blended into the night. 

Soon they were there: the Quidditch field. Raphael, looking around him, saw the stands, the huge hoops, and... where was the broomstick closet? "Sarah...?" he prompted. 

"It's that shed...over there." Sarah indicated the small building standing to the side of the field. She wondered if it would be locked or not.

She went over to it and tried the door. Of course, it was - well now there was a choice. They would undoubtedly be in more serious trouble if they broke into the locked broom shed than if she summoned her own broom from Ravenclaw Dorm where undoubtedly it had been taken by those House elves who had seen to their belongings.

Therefore, she took out her wand and focused her mind upon her beloved Nimbus, "Accio Nimbus!" she said clearly.....positive that in a minute or so it would respond to the summons and hoping its leaving the dorm under its own steam wouldn't cause too much of a sensation.

********

Piotr had taken a wrong turning somewhere. Perhaps it was because he was no longer relying on his eyes to guide him, but instead his heightened senses. For all the use his eyes were this far into the Thirst, he may as well have had them tightly shut. 

The castle loomed somewhere in his night vision as a red area of warmth. The Thirst had been sated a little by his earlier venture in the Forest, but he was still shaking slightly as he happened across the three on the Quidditch pitch. 

One of the scents was very familiar. There was something...unusual about it. Something he'd noticed the minute he'd met her. Sarah. 

He stood for a few moments at the edges of the pitch, trying to orient himself to the castle and began running lightly in what he believed was the correct direction. The heat emanating from the stones of the castle were beckoning him enticingly –  // come in, come in and take your potion. End the torment. // 

"I'm coming," he murmured. 

*What in the world* thought Sarah spotting Piotr standing at the edge of the pitch.

She didn't want to call out to him in case the sound carried too far. What was it with him? He always seemed to be on the edge of things and she reckoned that there was a certain curiosity in him.

Therefore, she waved at him and wondered if he'd come over and join them or just take off. She figured most probably the latter but she thought it was prudent to make sure that he knew that they knew he was there.

It seemed, in fact, that he was running in circles, as he came to a halt, his breathing dry in his chest, right back where he started.

He could still recognise Sarah's scent, but he was aware of two others with her.  Reluctant to do it, he let his senses guide him.  Male.  Young. Probably fellow Ravenclaws, he reasoned.

He opened his mouth to address her, but felt a sudden shift in the air around him as Sarah's broomstick came shooting past his right ear, sending him flinging himself to the ground with a yell of panic.

********

Branwen had watched as everyone began to slope off to their common rooms and with a quick glance at her watch she made up her mind.  If she was very quick, and more than a little discreet, she could squeeze in a swift flight and check on the local residents.  It was far too important to wait till morning anyway, she told herself as she made her way quickly to the Ravenclaw dorm, carefully folded her clothes and flapped out of the window.  She knew this was very risky, but she couldn't help herself and besides, she had a feeling in the pit of her stomach that Randal didn't want to see her tonight anyway.  As she made a pass across the front of the Owlery, she called to Vanya and the faithful Barn Owl soon joined her, hopeful of a hunt but glad of the flight.

The weather was wonderful for flying, more than making up for the change in Raven habit, she should be roosting not soaring but this was irresistible.  She climbed so that prying eyes wouldn't spot her,

and Vanya followed, but through the gloom she could see Sarah, and some boys she barely recognised...of course, the new friends that Sarah had made, well she was certainly making an impression of some sort on them.  Branwen made a note of it, and wondered if Sarah realised how popular she was becoming.

She couldn't resist circling over the Quidditch field for a little while, taking in the scene and wondering how these new boys would take to flying.  Brooms...far too complicated and cumbersome, it had to be satin black wings everytime...

********

It was Raphael that made the leap for the broomstick first. Of course, Sarah had probably enchanted it so that it'd come straight to her, and slow down, but saying that... it was going like the hammers and, like a dog, Raphael's instinct was to run and grab before thinking. The yell that'd come from the dark was ominous, being that he hadn't been expecting it: he'd been too busy looking into the gloom to notice the less-then-gloom bit that, now he saw mid leap just who'd shrieked, had probably been stalking them.

Piotr Rachinov. As he caught the broom  and spun to face Piotr, he had a sudden desire to snarl:

'Rachmaninov.' It wasn't the... guys... name, but it was rather snarlable. His brain, in a complicated gesture, did it's best to scold him for thinking unuseful thoughts.

Think of something to say, then. "Come to join us for a bit of flight practice?" asked Raphael, without thinking. What a stupid question. Maybe his brain was trying to tell him something without doing all that tedious telling-him thing.

The broom did break away from Raphael. "Argghhhh" said Sarah catching the broom in one hand, tossing it to the ground and sprinting very quickly over to where Piotr had flung himself down - almost in one seamless movement.

"Gawds Piotr I'm really sorry about that! With it being so dark I wasn't quite sure what trajectory it was on. Are you OK?"

Piotr remained where he was for a few seconds, inhaling the slightly damp grass and trying to steady his panicked breathing.  Slowly, slowly he unfurled and stood up, turning in the direction of Sarah's voice.  He kept his head lowered, not wanting her to see his eyes.

"No," he said, in answer to Raphael's question.  "I don't want to stay.  I want to go indoors.  But I am lost.  Can you help me find my way back inside?"

There was a desperation in his voice that was quite unnerving coming from the usually cool Slytherin.  Desperation and...terror?  He remained facing Sarah and reached out a hand and gripped her arm.  "Please, Sarah.  Help me find my way back to the school.  My...potion...I have to take it soon...very soon...."

"Of course, Piotr." said Sarah giving him some support.

She looked over to Raphael and Nathaniel. "I'll be back soon. The broom will respond to your hand if you want to give it a go. Just pretend it's a hobby-horse but don't urge it into the air until I return."

She didn't think they'd get into too much trouble.

She turned back to Piotr. "Come on then. It's not that far."

Assistance and Acrobatics

Piotr nodded, a little miserably, but did not reach out to take her hand. Instead, he kept an almost respectful distance between them.  He allowed his senses to guide him as he followed her, and said nothing.  From time to time, he would inhale deeply, as though concentrating on a scent.

Then he once again felt the heat from the stones of the castle warming the side of his face and his face relaxed in a smile.  Whereas before they had seemed threatening and unpleasant, now it was like returning to a friendly hearth.

"My...things..." he said, wretchedly.  "I forgot to check...where they would go...I do not know where my dormitory is."

His head snapped up suddenly and his gaze moved to fix on one of the student's cats that had come out for an evening prowl.  It was hissing and spitting at him and he hissed straight back at it.  This seemed to confuse the cat, which scurried off into the darkness to plan a new strategy.  Piotr dropped his head again, but not before Sarah would have caught a glimpse of his hugely dilated pupils.

"I must take my potion," was all he said.

Sarah had noted his eyes but chose to say nothing. She nodded, "Your things will have been placed in Slytherin House. I know a shortcut that will save us considerable time."

She led him to an ivy-covered area in the wall. "I found this many months ago. Don't tell anyone though will you?"

She pressed a stone and a small door was revealed. A steep flight of steps lead downwards to a narrow dark and dank passageway. Sarah's footing was very sure. Quietly she led him through a labyrinth until they neared the entrance to the Slytherin common room.

"Just knock and I am sure you'll be granted admittance, Piotr. They know you belong here."

There was a touch of regret in her voice as she turned to leave.

"Thank you, Sarah," he said, his voice steadier now that he was within grasp of the potion.  He turned his head in her direction.  "I...don't get like this very often," he found himself confiding.  "But when it happens, I can hardly control it.  The potion helps some.  But I wouldn't have got back without your help.  Who knows..."  He broke off, abruptly, feeling that he'd said too much.

"Thank you," he repeated, looking at her directly for a moment.  He smiled at her - a genuine smile that contained warmth, rather than the usual sneer he treated people to.  "I guess I'll see you around."

"It's cool Piotr" Sarah said. "I'll see you around."

She had returned to the labyrinth before his knock was answered. *Strange boy* she thought.

With that, he knocked and was admitted to the Slytherin common room, which he charged through, walking next to the wall until he found the door that led to the dormitories.  His own room was not hard to find and he threw open the lid of his trunk and hauled out a vial of potion, which he drank back in one gulp.

He lay down on the bed and closed his eyes.  He'd taken too much potion, really, but he'd never gone so long without it.  Its effects were almost instantaneous and he gladly felt the warmth return to his body, his vision gradually revert to its normal state, and he shuddered, trying to forget how he'd felt.

His father, he knew, had paid a lot of money to arrange a private, single room for him, but for the first time, he rather wished he was in one of the dormitories, where he could hear the other Slytherin boys laughing and whispering together.  But the single room was more than just a luxury and well he knew it.  It was a precautionary measure imposed by the faculty.

Nobody would ever trust him. And that was more painful than anything.

**********

She reached the open air again and headed back in the direction of the Quidditch field. It was getting quite late and she'd preferred that she Raphael, Nathaniel return by more conventional means to

Ravenclaw House.

She hoped they hadn't got into too much trouble with the broomstick.

After Sarah had left Nathaniel looked at Raphael and the broomstick.

"Be my guest." he said simply.  "Just don't break your neck, kid."

"You sure you don't want to go first?" said Raphael, distracted, looking in the direction that Sarah had disappeared towards, worry in his voice as he undid his bootlaces and abandoned then on the grass, thankful with the dew for thick socks. Then he seemed to make his mind up.

"Right... what did Sarah say? Just use it like a hobbyhorse... right..." Raphael faced the broom. Sarah's 'Nimbus'. It was sitting on the ground, looking at him - he could tell, it seemed to have eyes... it was calm, sane, clever... somehow very much a Ravenclaw broomstick. Looking at it closer, Raphael raised his hand from a metre or so away, not feeling foolish.

He could see a drop of a few feet down a bank onto the Quidditch field proper, a little away. Right. "Up, Buzz," was his first request of Sarah's broom - he'd already christened it Buzz, he couldn't help it - and it responded, rising a little into the air cautiously, bobbing back and forth, ready for any sudden movement from Raphael. A pair of eyes, icy blue, watched from the darkness cast by the seating as Raphael slowly turned, and asked Nathaniel in a quiet and slightly curious voice: "what's a hobby horse?"

Before the other could answer, Raphael had turned in a flash and threw himself towards the ledge, shouting to the broom as he did, a sudden movement. In the instant before it too moved, Raphael could have sworn that the broom was shaking it's head (what head?) in exasperation at him, as if it knew what was coming next. However, it did move, with a lightning slick cat-pounce so that as Raphael threw himself into the air, he was holding the broom with both hands around the handle area.

He zoomed into the darkness head first, not actually on the broomstick but more alongside it, the speed of takeoff and the angle meaning that he hadn't quite gained a seating in any normal fashion, or at all. He was, in fact, not on the broomstick at all. This only occurred to Raphael as he was about 10 meters up in the air, but not knowing, of course, that the normal position for a broomstick rider was on the broomstick, the vague worried feeling from 'Buzz' was entirely misunderstood.

Instead he wondered: was he going too high for it? So he decided that perhaps this spiralling upwards with very little contact of the broom wasn't the best manoeuvre. Instead he felt an order pass between him and Buzz (was that a sigh he could hear from the sensible and put-upon broom?): he was to

go nose down, and Raphael was to hang on.

The dip itself was so severe that he was pulled down in the dive. Just before impact on the dewy grass of the pitch, Raphael actually put both his feet on the lower end of the broom, and with one hand still on the handle, manually pulled the thing out of the dive, assuming a rising wave-surfers stance as it shot across the grass, skimming the blades.

Raphael, both hands out to balance and his feet almost curled around the body of the broom, leant back on his left foot to cause Buzz to rise up. Once he'd gained enough altitude, halfway across the pitch and rapidly heading for the stadium seats, he leapt off the broom and for a single moment was simply falling down by the side of it, his cloak bellowing out behind him like a pair of black wings.

Then he caught the broom with both hands, sideways, and swung himself under and around, for a second in a hand stand on the turning and... accelerating rather quickly, as if it's accepted the inevitable... twisting and bucking broom, twisted around and caught Buzz between his knees. Pulling himself close to it and shooting like an arrow across the stadium, and wishing that it was about a foot longer (if he could have he'd have lain flat down the broom, but it was slightly too short and his feet stuck up, slowing him down) he started spinning around like a bullet from a gun.

He didn't know why he and the broom decided to do this: all he could get in the moment from the shocked Buzz was that it probably increased airspeed. To Raphael the corkscrew motion was simply the coolest.

He was heading at full speed back towards Nathaniel now, not yet out of control, and so when the broom shot up the bank just in front of the other student, Raphael leapt off the broom, roly-polied a few times before gaining his feet and skidding another good even two meters in full dramatic style.

The broom shot towards the seating, did an odd skidding motion itself in the air, and flew almost serenely back to Nathaniel. Only once there did it stop, stand up brush down on the grass, waver for a moment drunkenly, and then seem to sigh. Over and done with.

Remembering it's duty, Buzz (hoping that the other student would know what respectable flying entailed) presented itself horizontally and at waist height in the air, only the slightest of wavers indicating that it was still dizzy and spinning. "Have a go, that was class," was Raphael's only comment

on the matter before he too lost his balance and sat down heavily, a grin spread across his face just as Sarah got close.

Nathaniel took the broomstick rather gingerly, not seeing Sarah approaching, and simply looked at it for a long moment.

"Up." he said firmly, and the broomstick leapt to attention.

The kitten suddenly erupted from his pocket and streaked across the grass to climb a tree a safe distance away.

"Thank you for the vote of confidence." Nathaniel flung after it.  An indignant mewl came back out of the darkness.

Nathaniel didn't try to surf the broomstick.  He'd had a peek in the Quidditch book that Mahou had shown him earlier, and seen the right kind of sitting attitude that was usually used.

He was humming under his breath again, not realising. "Hello darkness, my old friend, I've come to talk with you again.."

He concentrated and the broomstick continued to defy gravity. "Because a vision softly creeping, left its seeds while I was sleeping.."

It moved forward a few inches very jerkily and Nathaniel nearly fell off before regaining his balance again.

"And the vision that was planted in my brain, still remains..."

Slowly and rather jerkily, the broomstick circled the Quidditch field in a very ungainly manner.  There was an inherent problem; the broomstick only supplied half the magic needed in the equation between broomstick and rider. And currently Nathaniel was supplying less magic than the average stray dog.

As a consequence the highest the broom ever got off the ground was five feet, and it arced up and down with distressing clumsiness.

Nathaniel made it back to the starting point, and saw Sarah and Raphael standing together, and fell off the broom five feet up.

"That," he said, lying on his back in the damp grass and looking up at the stars, "was an education."

Sarah had returned to see the last part of Raphael's flight as well as the whole of Nathaniel's.

"Well at least my broomstick is still in one piece - as well as you two." she grinned.

"We'd better wind it up for the night lads and get you settled into Ravenclaw. It's been a long day and Snape is bound to be on patrol soon looking to make his evening by deducting a few points from

Ravenclaw."

Raphael's only comment to Nathaniel and his flying was one of perplexity: "was that how I was meant to do it?" he asked himself.

It was Sarah's comment that caused more fuss. "...deducting a few points from Ravenclaw." Raphael immediately launched himself into a friendly argument that hinged on him begging Sarah to fly a bit so he could see how, although he truly was as tired as the others and they all knew he was kidding. or at least he hoped they did....

"Go oooooon..." he begged, as they started back across the field, "just a few loop-de-loops.... go on! Maybe just in the air around here..." the only piece of sense to break through his stream of words was a thrown in "...points? what're they?..." but that was soon forgotten as they once again approached the castle.

It was still early enough that they could enter the castle as they had left. A number of students were milling about though most were heading to their Common Rooms.

Sarah led the boys up a series of staircases until they reached the entrance of Ravenclaw House's common room. 

She wondered if Kat and Zidane and the others were already inside.

"OK - here goes nothing. Remember what I say and don't repeat it to anyone else. Kat or Isaac will tell us when it changes."

********

Some time passed and Piotr's eyes gradually prised themselves open.  Gods, but that had been the most horrible thing he'd ever undergone.  On the positive side, of course, he had to congratulate himself on his self-control.  How easy would it have been to go against everything he personally believed in?  He tried to put the image of Sarah, with her long, elegant neck out of his mind.

He discovered he was thirsty.  Not blood thirsty - that had passed.  But thirsty for a drink.  Maybe he could slip back into the Great Hall and grab himself a glass of pumpkin juice.

Getting to his feet, he checked his appearance in the mirror, pushing his bed-mussed hair neatly back into place.  He had a ridiculous vanity about his hair.

Having done so, he headed off towards the Great Hall, looking tired and pale.

  * * *

Magnus nodded. "I guess you didn't," he said, his eyes following Arcadia as she left the hall.  "Oh well.  No point in hanging around here now is there?" He got up from the table and picked up his drink and took a quick swig. The pumpkin juice tasted a little sweeter than he remembered, but he hadn't had any of the English variety since last term.

As he was passing Oriana, he suddenly realised how rude he was being. His face softened and his eyes refocused. "Oh," he said to her, "Welcome back!". He gave her a soft peck on the cheek, and then rushed past her, drink still in hand, out of the hall...

...and straight into a slender, pale faced boy. The boy bounced off Magnus and landed in a rather uncomfortable looking heap on the floor at his feet.

Piotr remained on the floor for a moment, furious.  Twice in one night? On his first day at the place?

Things were not exactly going well.

Narrowing his eyes at the other boy, Piotr got slowly to his feet.  "Ever considered watching where you're going?" he asked in voice that was dangerously pleasant.  "Or is that too much like an effort for you?"  He brushed down his robes, which were already stained with grass from his fall

on the Quidditch pitch and had now picked up dust from the corridor floor.

He didn't recognise the boy in front of him, but didn't particularly care.

"Hey. Sorry about that." Magnus said, recovering his composure, and quickly checking that he hadn't spilled pumpkin juice on his robes.  He would have to brush his hair again, of course, but he couldn't really do that with the drink in his hands. He had been a little hurt at the cutting nature of the boy's comments - he guessed he was probably making his first encounter with the darker sex of Slytherin House - however, he wasn't one for making enemies (unless they were boyfriends of his conquests, but that's several different stories!)

"I guess I wasn't really watching where I was going. A little distracted." Slowly, his eyes were becoming accustomed to the change in lighting from the brightness of the great hall to the torchlight of the corridor. It was clear that the boy wasn't well, he looked shaken and very pale. Perhaps he had hurt himself when he fell, or maybe it was just shock? "Are you sure you're OK?" he asked.

"Yeah.  Whatever."  Piotr glowered again at the other boy.

"Of couse I'm OK," he snapped back.  "Just leave me alone, alright?  I haven't got the energy to stand here and discuss pleasantries with a clumsy fool like..."  He broke off as a wave of dizziness swept over him and he leaned up against the wall, sweating a little.

"My apologies," he said, finally, his tone a little less aggressive. "I...have a migraine.  I was going to the Great Hall to get a drink."

He looked very poorly indeed: his violet eyes were squinting in the dimly lit corridor as though the flickering light from the candles was hurting them, which, of course, it was.

"Here, have some of mine." Magnus offered Piotr his drink. "It's only pumpkin juice, but it's quite refreshing."

As Piotr took the glass from his outstretched hand, Magnus took his comb out and proceeded to straighten his hair. Of course, it wasn't really out of place, but vanity usually wins the day, especially in times of stress.

"I'm Magnus Prytz, by the way. I don't think we've met before. And yes, I'm from Sweden."

*And I have a feeling he won't forget me in a hurry* he thought to himself. A slight shiver ran down his spine for no apparent reason.

Piotr took a sip of the juice and grimaced.  "It's very sweet, isn't it?" He wiped at his mouth with the back of his sleeve, which was a mistake: the blood of the unfortunate squirrel was still there and he tasted the faintly metallic tang of it in his mouth.  Angrily, he took another sip and handed the quarter-full glass back to Magnus.

“Piotr Rachinov," he said, by way of introduction.  "From St. Petersburg, Russia, latterly of Halesowen.  West Midlands.  Apparently Slytherin House, but who cares?"  He nodded at the glass.  "Thank you."

"You're welcome." He sighed. He hadn't thought about Arcadia for almost two minutes. He should have known it couldn't last. His eyes moved away from Piotr and towards the route he thought Arcadia had taken. Of course it would pointless trying to follow her now, as she could be miles away.  He sighed again.

"Well, it has been nice to meet you, Piotr," he said, "and once again I'm sorry for knocking you over." He couldn't, however, manage to produce his usual smile. His melancholy mood wouldn't allow that, not to mention the strange vibes he was getting.

He turned and walked away from Piotr, without saying another word. Wondering how he could best pass the time until breakfast.  He guessed that would be the next time he would see her...

"You will be, my Swedish friend," murmured Piotr, watching Magnus leave, his violet eyes boring into the other boy's neck as he walked away.  After a few seconds had passed, he continued his walk to the Great Hall.

Arcadia Smiled "My dear. I 'always' have things planed" She winked at Carina.

Then she saw Magnus run into Piotr. "Lets go.. quick"

Once they were in the corridor they continued to walk towards the Common Room

"We need to be careful. For some reason whenever anything goes wrong we Slytherin seem to get the blame! So we need to stick together. Watch out for that Niki though. She shouldn't even be with us!"

Pantalaimon was watching and saw Piotr take a drink. "Oh dear."

Carina gave a soft laugh. "Maybe, Arcadia, its because we are such likely suspects. What they don't seem to understand is that we deal out our....divine retribution shall we say,  a little more subtlety.

We, unlike some tactless Gryffindor, make big statements without big mess."

She looked over her shoulder at Arcadia's comment. "Oh dear what? Am I missing something?"

"Not here" Arcadia whispered to Carina. "I'll tell you later. Although I think it will be a good idea not to be late for breakfast tomorrow."

Carina frowned, but she didn't say anything. She would just have to prise out the information from Arcadia later.

The girl led her on a winding course down through the castle, down staircases and damp corridors. The further down she got, the more she felt the dread of Potions. Her father made his potions in the bottom of the Chateau, and they scared her.

They had good reason to.

Finally, they reached a blank stone wall and stopped. Carina looked expectantly at Arcadia, waiting for her to say the password.

Arcadia says the password <which sounds possibly like 'wart boy' but who can say for sure ;)> and leads them inside.

********

Marvo, who had been munching on some salad, not looking at all pleased with all the food on the tables decided he needed to get away.

"Well. if you'll excuse me people. I think I shall retire to the common room and bed. I have some... reading to do"

With that he stood and smiling good bye left the hall.

Peesey got up and was following Carina and Arcadia, but he seemed to have lost them just after getting out of the Hall, as there were lots of people now retiring to their common rooms.

Then, he saw Marvo coming up behind him. "Hello, oh great one!" he said as Marvo neared him.

"Greetings, oh insignificant one!" said Marvo with a slight smile. 

He did love goading Peesey.

*******

Niki was still hiding in the dark hallway, trying to talk to herself not in rhyming couplets, with a notable lack of success. In deference to readers who do not love horrible poetry, I shall omit her pitiful renderings. Suffice it to say that she was quite upset.

Morticia finally noticed her friend was gone. She somehow felt bad about it. Maybe Niki still was angry about the Nathan-discussion earlier... She decided to search for her.

She left the Hall and finally spotted Niki. "Hey," she said. "So here you are, I was starting to get worried."

"You needn't fear,

I am, indeed, here," Niki announced.

"But I must go to see the nurse--

I think my rhyming is a curse."

Tish stared at her. Then slowly a huge grin spread on her face.

"I think that is a good idea-r

I'll help you get away from here."

She giggled. 

"Don't be angry, dearest friend,

I'm just giving you a hand

so that other may just think

we're both dancing on sanity's brink..."

She took Niki's hand and started to walk towards the Infirmary with her.

"You don't have to rhyme now, too, and," Niki paused in a fit of giggles, 

"I can't think of anything...moo?"

"So come on, to the infirmary let's go,

so that we can get back to Slytherin house, and show,

The new girl, Carina, her lovely warm bed,

(though it was Katia's, and I'd not lie in it dead.)"

Professor Snape Has a Trying Evening

Shinrei Hikari stepped out into the night, with every intention to take a walk until her legs gave out or at least until the sun rose. After her dungeon encounter with Randal Fudge, she felt unsettled, at the very least. She was almost afraid. Almost.

Someone suspected the real intentions behind her covert activities in the castle. Would he be able to figure out she was brewing a potion that was the only thing keeping her alive?  What would his actions be if he indeed found out?

She tried not to think of the answers. She tried not to think, all in all.

Instead, she tried to focus on the elements, on nature. The shadows of night that had always been one with her heart and spirit.  Kanjou's surname for her meant "light" but he knew as well as she did that

Shinrei thrived in the shadows.

"Yau." Night rain. She looked at the purplish black evening sky and said one of her very favourite words, one of her very favourite things.

Night rain.

A sudden sizzling of magical energy coursed all around her, causing Shinrei to gasp and look around warily. Not *another* surprise visit from Kanjou's ninjas. She could sense ki, life-energy, nearby, though still garbled from the much stronger wave that had just occurred.

She took out her wand, pointed it at the source of the energy--a clump of trees, bushes and wild growth a good  distance away-- and said very clearly: "Kasen-mi."

Bright light in the form of intangible golden arrows shot out from the end of her wand and encircled the

target, hovering and illuminating.

It was then that she spotted two people on the other side of the clump of trees, one of them very likely the cause of the magical energy wave: Mahou Amberstone and Professor Snape.

Professor Snape looked up sharply at the intrusion of the light.

"Enough!" he snarled. With his wand he dispersed the illumination.

Glaring in Shinrei's direction he said acidly, "Miss Hikari now where do you imagine you are heading at this time of night?"

*******

Luis nearly died from trying not to laugh out loud at the sight they presented: an unsmiling

darker-than-thou Potions Master and an impressionable, emotional, sweet teenaged  girl. Taking a moonlit stroll.

Of course, he was pretty sure that wasn't exactly /it/, but the mere thought was so amusing he couldn't

resist entertaining the sheer (im)possibility: Snape and Mahou.

He had opted for the walk at the Quidditch field. He missed the place, more so when he saw it again for the first time after three years, dappled with pale moonlight and sparkling with puddles from the rain that happened earlier that evening.

On his way back, he glimpsed Snape and Mahou walking back to the castle, half-hidden from his sight by the shadows cast by the trees. They were taking a clear path--he wasn't. He was also sure Snape was in a very testy mood; Luis could see the furrowing forehead of his favourite teacher that indicated he was very nearly at the edge of his patience especially when Mahou took a detour into the ring of mushrooms for a dance.

Things got even better when someone "crashed" the odd couple's moonlit stroll. That someone being Shinrei Hikari, who appeared with a very dazzling blast of light--her illumination spell almost looked like an /attack/.

He heard Snape's snarling voice:  "Miss Hikari now where do you imagine you are heading at this time of night?"  She was going to be in BIG, FAT TROUBLE.

It took Luis three long strides to step into Snape's line of vision. "Sir, that would be the Quidditch field. I had thought she was going to back down from my challenge to a wizard's duel. Apparently not."

"Challenged her to a wizard's duel?" Snape looked as though Christmas had come early. "Your little vacation from study appears to have effected your memory Mr. Verga. Have you forgotten that duelling is strictly forbidden outside of the Duelling class? This will cost both Gryffindor and Slytherin...." he swung around on Shinrei, "if it is true. What say you to this Miss Hikari?"

The look in his eye promised that this was likely to cost the participants as well.

Mahou couldn't believe what was happening.. there were two more people now: Shinrei, whom she didn't know, and Luis, whom she knew the secret of. She stepped out of the Faery Ring and promptly kissed the ground again with her knees. She was too weak to walk. ~*Ye shouldna done tha', ye foolish girl,*~ she chided herself in elfin. Her whole body was shaking as she thought of the points she might lose for Gryffindor.. and it was barely her first night at Hogwarts. 

Mahou had seen the flash of light, oh yes she had, and it had hurt her eyes immensely. Out in the dark like this, when her eyes glowed a little, she was very sensitive to the sudden lights that might come up. Shinrei's little light show had caused temporary blindness in the half-elf girl. Not to mention her own lights that someone with the Sight could have caught. 

The Irish girl didn't look up, she didn't move, for she couldn't. If she tried to move, she'd fall down again. This had happened before, and it wasn't pretty. She knew that she must look terrible to the others, falling down to her hands and knees after standing in a mushroom ring. So she tried to climb to her feet, gritting her teeth and willing herself up. She didn't know what to say.. losing points for Gryffindor.. forgetting about meeting Nimue earlier.. not mentioning Luis by name.. She didn't know where to start. What was she going to do? Blackfoot knew exactly what *she* was going to do. 

She leapt away from Mahou, right at Luis. Blackfoot knew Luis and liked him, thought of him as a friend. She began circling his feet, barking noisily, her puffy tail standing straight horizontal. Mahou needed help, and Blackfoot didn't think Snapey-poo was the one to get it from. 

Knowing what her pet was doing, Mahou yelled to her in elfin, not really keeping her head in her momentary state of panic. Blackfoot ignored the girl and grabbed at Luis's robe hem with her teeth. 

"A wizard's duel.." Mahou whispered, switching back to English, "why in all the worlds..." She was standing now, but barely, her body shaking with the obvious effort of the simple task to keeping upright.

 She looked from Snape, to Shinrei, to Luis, to Blackfoot, and back to Snape, her own brow furrowing in a lousy impression of the Potions Master. She was confused on why Snape was outside, why Shinrei and Luis were going to have a duel.. and why did she have to wander to the forest? She could feel each spirit of each blade of grass beneath her shoes; and she knew that that wasn't a good sign. She was incredibly weak and tired. But she couldn't fall over again.. she just.. couldn't.. 

That was easier said than done. No sooner had Mahou taken a step towards the castle, did she fall again, slamming to the ground hard on her knees, crying out at the impact. She continued to topple, but caught herself with her hands. ~You're supposed to stay in the ring to regain some strength, dufus,~ she thought to herself. She decided to just stay where she was, and see what happened. 

Meanwhile, the spirit of the tree grew lonely, and Blackfoot continued to implore Luis's help, or just succeed in annoying the poor lad. 

Mahou's fall caused him to exhale a sigh - the sort of sigh that said - 'yes, yes I should have seen that one coming'.

"Miss Amberstone, I assure you that an attack of the vapours will not defer my punishment for your friend, Mr. Verga. Are you able to stand or do you need medical assistance?" 

At the same time he flicked his wand in the direction of the castle sending a summons to Mahou's prefect to attend him. 

Mahou dreaded what she was going to say next, but it was the truth.. "I cannae stand, m'Lord Snape," she told him, not looking up, her voice choked with emotion. She didn't want to tell him an explanation just yet.. she didn't want Shinrei overhearing. 

"I'm sorry, m'Lord Snape," she said, her voice sailing into the ground beneath her, "I'll nae go near th' Forbidden Forest without Hagrid wi' me, Sir." Her elbows were beginning to shake, but she refused to fall the rest of the way to the ground. ~*At least.. not where ye can see me,*~ she muttered softly in elfin. 

*******

In the interim Nimue had assisted Jon Sinclair in shepherding new students to Gryffindor Tower. There was no sign that Mahou had gone up independently and Nimue was starting to get a little concerned about the half-elf's whereabouts. 

Had she gone off to the Forbidden Forest as had tried to do during her previous visit? 

Nimue had started to head back out the portrait hole when Yvette looked up from her comfortable spot on a couch in front of the fire. "Wait for me, Nimue, I need fresh air!" She called out cheerfully, and came back in a whirlwind of pink mittens, coat, and hat. 

She grinned irresistibly and clapped her mitten-clad hands together. "To the aide of a fellow Gryffindor!" She declared, and vaulted out of the portrait. 

*******

Shinrei looked sharply at Luis. What was he trying to do--take the blame for her? Receive all the punishment that was meant for her carelessness and seeming lack of respect for school rules? 

"Sir," she said to Professor Snape, her stance very certain and her eyes steady, "I am afraid to say I am at fault here. I had every intention to take a walk tonight and suspected that a certain magical energy wave was caused by the same people who attacked me aboard the train. I did not think before retaliating." 

She cast another short glance at Luis and, just as quickly, looked away. His gray eyes, as always, had the same disconcerting effect on her. 

"I do not know what Mister Verga speaks about, Professor." 

Snape looked between Shinrei and Luis, then back to Shinrei. 

"Miss Hikari - it may amaze you to discover that the world does not revolve around you or that every expression of magical energy is directed at you, needs to be attended to by you or is in fact any of your business. I have heard about your 'exploits' on the train. 

Your 'attackers' were nothing of the sort but some sort of ritualistic display, which exhibited a flagrant disregard for the circumstances and of the sovereign magical rights of this country. Now I suggest you begin to practice a little more self-restraint!" 

He then turned to Luis. "Mr. Verga, Miss Hikari obviously does not appreciate your attempt at gallantry so I will assume on this occasion that no duel was planned." 

Of course, by this time Shinrei had decided to attend to Mahou. …

Shinrei then rushed over to Mahou and knelt down on the ground beside the very unsteady-looking girl. She instinctively placed a supporting arm at the girl's back and bade her straighten. 

"Mahou. The energy wave was from you, was it not? Something with kami--powerful nature beings, spirits in trees and all life..." 

She smiled reassuringly at the girl, forgetting Snape and Luis in her concern. "If you will allow me, I could attend to you right now. I have experience in these sorts of conditions." 

Mahou looked at Shinrei with her strange, glowing eyes. She straightened a little, her legs shaking almost violently with the effort. "I cannae stand.." she said, and looked to the Forest, longing to go back there and lean against the tree, soaking in its ancient energy. "The magick wasna from.. me.. per se." 

She quirked her mouth and looked up at Snape, quickly looking away before he saw the emotion in her eyes. She hated when people saw her so weak. She just wanted to run away.. into the woods.. but she could barely move, let alone run. 

~*How could I ha'e been so stupid,*~ Mahou once again chided herself. She didn't like this at all and fought to climb to her feet without the aid of Shinrei. She gritted her teeth and kept her weird eyes forward, clenching her pale fists and taking a very shaky step. She wavered on her feet, but caught herself somehow, staying upright. 

Taking another step, Mahou pitched forward, landing face-first in the dirt, not catching herself, not crying out.. just falling. She had given all she had in those last few steps.. and now she was motionless, but still conscious. She groaned and turned her head to breathe, closing her eyes tight against the embarrassment. 

"Kami-sama," Shinrei breathed, running forward. She had not expected the other girl to be so weakened by just one "communion" with spirit-energy. 

As she moved closer to the Irish girl, she could still hear laboured breathing. Mahou was still conscious. That was a reassuring enough sign--not good, but still reassuring. 

She quickly turned the girl over, one arm cradling her by the shoulders. "You need help, Mahou-chan." She absently placed her wand on the ground and held her right hand, palm open, over the girl's dirt-stained face. The wand would only get in the way. Wandless was better. "I can give you healing to sustain your life-force." 

Shinrei's hand traced the air above Mahou's face and magically cleaned the mud off the girl's face. Mahou would be able to breathe better. 

"I will begin the transfer of ki." She took a deep breath and readied herself for the transfer of life-energy. "Just relax. This will make you stronger." 

"Miss Hikari - desist immediately!" 

Snape bridged the gap between himself and the two girls. "This child is suffering from nothing more than magical drunkenness after her little 'dance' within the fairy ring. YOU are not to perform any sort of unauthorised transfer of energy with her - do you understand?!" 

With that Snape stepped between them, scooped Mahou up and thrust her in the direction of Luis Verga. 

"All of you inside - NOW..... Verga ...the Infirmary!" He glared balefully at Shinrei Hikari almost defying her to do or say something, which would give him grounds to discipline her. 

Mahou couldn't say no to the transfer of energy, for physical reasons that she was unable to talk at the moment. But the sudden interjection of Snape surprised her to no end. 

Her world seemed to lift higher than the tallest tower of Hogwarts as Snape lifted her. She could have flown away on invisible wings had she that ability. The feel of his arms supporting her made Mahou feel like she had everything in the world, everything that anyone could ever dare to want: she had it all. For a grief second the half-elf felt that everything would go as it should: that she would get good marks in potions like she had at Cerrydwin's, that she would help Luis with this problem, and that she would be accepted as a half-elf. She nearly smiled in spite of herself, but stopped. 

Then she was passed to Luis. She couldn't really complain. He was a nice boy, and the only one who truly knew what she was, and what she had endured at Cerrydwin's. So she settled in, in her mind anyway, and recalled the feeling of Snape holding her. She was almost totally limp, and didn't weigh all that much. She just watched the world around her, her eyes straying to Snape from time to time, just to relive that moment of happiness. 

~*Inside me there is a flower,*~ Mahou muttered in elfin, her lips barely moving, the language like a song to Luis, who would be the only one able to hear it, ~*bloom, flower, and help me regain some energy. Tree that I has spoken to.. help me. Please.*~ She sighed softly as she felt the ancient energy of the tree soak into her, but only a little since it was so far away. She silently thanked the tree and waited to see what happened next. 

Luis deftly caught Mahou with one arm as she was thrown his way by Snape. Using his free arm, he tugged the hem of his robes away from the teeth of Blackfoot the Fox. 

"I gotcha," he said to the girl, "don't worry." He lowered his voice. "Bet you anything being as patient as he is now took a heckuva lot of work." He gave her a quick smile and adjusted her small frame in his arms. 

Following Snape's lead back toward the castle, he said to the teacher, "There really was no duel, sir. Though I'm looking forward to having one with someone like her." He winked at Mahou and glanced meaningfully over his shoulder at Shinrei. 

What was the deal with Shinrei? She could have let him take all the blame for the bogus duel challenge. He was pretty sure /his/ punishment would not be so severe--he just challenged a snotty, more-superior-than-thou Gryffindor. It was kind of an honour in itself. He would bet Snape would find the idea amusing, at the very least. 

*****

Yvette's enthusiasm was contagious even if Nimue was more soberly attired in her school cloak and gloves.

"I must say Yvette little chance of us not being seen in the grounds with those colours. Still this is an 'official' mission to find a classmate so it won't matter if we are seen."

The two girls headed downstairs and outside. At this point Snape's summons reached Nimue. She slightly paled as the magical bubble popped by her ear.  

"Oh dear that was from Professor Snape gain. I hope Mahou hasn't gotten into any trouble. She's a very sweet thing but I can't imagine Snape being receptive to her way of looking at the world."

Naturally Nimue would not break the confidence that Mahou was mixed race - elf and human. It was something the other girl had to broach with her dorm-mates in her own time. Nimue was confident though that no one would reject the Irish girl for this heritage. It was Mahou though who needed to come to that appreciation. 

They could see in the distance a small party approaching the castle. .... the tall figure of Severus Snape clearly in the lead.

Nimue left the shelter of the castle with Yvette presumably following though once they spotted it was Snape in the lead of the party she wouldn't have been surprised if Yvette had discovered she had business 'elsewhere'. 

Meeting them halfway, and seeing that a pale Mahou was being carried by Luis Verga, she cast a quick questioning look in their direction. She also noted Shinrei was with the party before turning her attention fully to Professor Snape. 

Nimue addressed the Potions Master. "Professor, is Mahou all right? I had noted she was absent from Gryffindor Tower after the Feast and Yvette and I were on our way to see if we could locate her when your summons arrived." 

******

Jian Hupi had already gone up to his new room at Gryffindor Tower when the black owl swooped straight into the window and hooted loudly at him. 

"Makura." It was Shinrei's owl. He looked at the doorway. None of the others had been there yet. He had opted to go upstairs early and unpack so he could start reading the schoolbooks. 

He spoke rapidly in Chinese. "Is she in trouble again? Can you take me to her?" 

Makura hooted twice in what was unmistakably the affirmative. Jian was amazed that Shinrei's owl could understand. But then, nothing about the girl or her possessions were ordinary. 

Jian reached into his robes and pulled out the contracted bo staff. He released the contraption that made the long wooden staff appear. "Let us go then." 

He took out his wand, drew a complicated character before Makura's large eyes and tapped the tip of the wand against the bo staff. His uncle had forbidden him to use the staff's powers but Xian was nowhere near within a thousand-mile radius. 

He and Makura were consumed by the swirling of time and space. When Jian blinked and drew a breath, he was standing beside Shinrei, Makura nervously digging his talons into Jian's shoulder. 

Snape looked at Nimue, a touch of irritability in his voice. "Thank you for answering my summons, Miss Hawkwood. Your concern is noted, but I believe Miss Amberstone is fine," he said. "Nothing that a good night's sleep instead of sneaking around the Forbidden Forest won't cure." He managed to insert a certain inflection on the word 'Forbidden' that made it seem just that. "Please escort her back to her dormitory." 

When Jian popped into existence before his eyes, a slow smile spread across his face. He walked across to the boy and plucked the staff out of his hand before he could react. 

"Well, now," he said, inspecting the item. "This doesn't look like your average..." A strange expression quirked the sides of his lips. "...stick. I believe I will have to confiscate this, Mr Hupi. We have rules here at Hogwarts, and it seems that all of you are too full of your own importance to pay heed to them. What a marvellous coincidence that you are all Gryffindor. You can share the burden of the sixty points that I am removing from your house for flagrant disregard of rules." 

He began to walk away. "I will be speaking to the Headmaster about all of this, you may be assured," he said, coldly. "Mr Hupi, your...stick...will be ready for you to collect at the end of term and not before. Oh - and I will be checking in ten minutes that you have returned to the dormitories. If you have not done so, I will take another thirty points. Do I make myself crystal clear?" 

With that, Severus Snape disappeared into the gloom of the night. 

Nimue watched the retreating back of the Potions Master not feeling particularly happy about the loss of 60 points from Gryffindor on Day 1 of the school year. 

Snape's 'full of your own importance' remark had stung even though she knew it wasn't directed at her specifically. Still she remained impassive. She turned to Luis and Mahou, "Thank you Mr. Verga for your assistance. Perhaps if Mahou isn't strong enough to walk upstairs Jian may assist her from here. It might be best for you to return to Slytherin - Professor Snape is quite capable of deducting points from Slytherin as well." 

"Mahou.....?" Nimue said quietly.

"Kami-sama." Shinrei's disbelief, regret and pain were expressed in that single word. 

Her mistaking Professor Snape and Mahou to be ninja attackers. Jian being brought to her side by Makura--she could very well read the expression in her owl's eyes. Sixty points deducted from Gryffindor on their first day. 

It was all getting too much to take. Almost. But still she could hear herself speaking. "This is all my fault. Everything. I..." Her voice trailed off as she looked at everyone around her. Makura hooted sympathetically from his perch on Jian's shoulder. 

"Gods. I should not have gone out. Should not have sought to intervene in anything." Her eyes met Jian's and the half-stunned look on the boy's face said more than a thousand words ever could. 

"Makura would have never gone to you if I was not, no, if I *did not get myself* in trouble," she said to him, her voice almost pleading. "Jian." For the second time that day, she spoke his first name with sudden familiarity. "I am so sorry." 

She glanced at the faces of each of her fellow Gryffindors, her roommates, unable to say anything further. But the pained look in her eyes conveyed more than enough. She was very, very sorry and she was ready to take any punishment they might want to throw her way. 

Shinrei turned and walked towards the castle, not sparing at backward glance. She wanted to cry. But she would not cry. Not in front of them. Or anybody else, for that matter. 

There wasn't really anything that Nimue could have said at that point to make Shinrei feel better. The girl did pretty much come and go as she pleased - that had been obvious in the few weeks she had already spent at Hogwarts and the number of times her dorm-mates had noted she hadn't been with them. 

If this was the first time she'd been caught then she'd been very lucky. Plus, none of them were angels but the trick was not getting caught and especially not getting caught by Snape. 

"Yvette, maybe you should try to catch up with her." she said to the pink clad girl then turned back to Mahou to see how she was faring. 

If Jian was surprised by Professor Snape confiscating his bo staff, he was much more so when Shinrei apologised to him so...emotionally. 

He had not expected someone like her to say something so unstructured, so straight from the heart. He had expected her to be as impassive as she had been on the train, but now she seemed much more vulnerable. 

When Nimue addressed the other Gryffindor girl Yvette and bade her to follow Shinrei, he spoke up: "No. I will follow her, Miss," he said quickly. 

He did not think about the girl Luis Verga was carrying, if she needed his help like Nimue had said. "We will return upstairs." 

He ran after Shinrei and caught up with her halfway to the front doors. 

Returns to Common Rooms

Taytum sighed as she descended from the dorms into the Ravenclaw common room.

"Great way to start the year.." she mumbled to herself.." Miss the first day.. way to go Taytum.." She frowned, collapsing in the chair closest to her rubbing her arm painfully thinking back to how heavy that trunk had been that she had been dragging along with her practically all day.. 

"Next year I'm just bringing a backpack.." she said shaking her head. She looked up at the clock frowning slightly, it was too late to go down to dinner now, it would be over soon.. but everyone would be coming up later tonight anyway.. 

"Maybe I can make some friends then.." she said to herself, leaning back in the chair comfortably her thoughts drifting to home... 

*********

Once inside the Ravenclaw common room, Raphael yawned suddenly, letting it all out and closing his eyes and really scrunching up his face and opening his mouth... bliss... sleepiness was settling over him like snow, weighing him down and making him deceptively warm. 

The walk through the common room had started to waver before his eyes. The hug between him and Sarah flashed in his memory. What was wrong with him? He could hardly stand in fatigue, sudden tiredness, so tired... being pointed towards the new dorm that he and Nathaniel were to sleep in, though to be honest had someone said that it was temporary or were he and Nathaniel to share with other Ravenclaw boys all the time? If they had he'd missed it...

 ...his bag was by his bed. The weight on his shoulders let up for a moment for him to comment sleepily that he hadn't slept in a bed for months, but then... he just stripped off to his boxers and rolled into bed, and was asleep a moment after saying goodnight to Nathaniel, commenting his head pounded where he'd hit it, and pulling the cover over him. 

And then he would dream. And roll off the bed and sleep on the floor wrapped in the duvet. But that was going to be in a few hours when Nathaniel had too had got to sleep, and he'd thud loudly. Sleeping on a bed just wasn't him yet. But Raphael wasn't awake to know that even when dreaming he'd throw himself about and end up sleeping under the bed instead of on it. 

******

With Raphael heading up to the Ravenclaw boys' dorm, Sarah flopped into a large armchair in the Common Room with a sigh. 

"That was fun...." she then looked at Taytum and tried to place her. "Hi.ummm.. good summer?" she said hoping the girl was either brand new or would remind her who she was. 

Zidane had gone up to the Ravenclaw boys' dormitory along with the First Years and had already settled his backpack into the room. 

He still was not sleepy. His nerves were humming with excitement at being part of this very weird yet very interesting Hogwarts. It was his first time to formally attend a school--and he was studying magic. Best of all, he was thousands of miles away from California and there were no doctors to poke and prod into his system to determine what was causing his "abnormality." 

Abnormality. Yeah. Right. Muggles-that's what the folks in Hogsmeade called them-could be so dense sometimes. 

Zidane ventured back down into the Common Room and started browsing through the bookshelves, intent on finding a volume with as many pictures as possible. He liked the moving wizard photographs. They showed the subject's personality. 

When Sarah Taverner and a girl he did not know entered the room, he walked over to them. Maybe they could help him find a really interesting book with lots of moving pictures. 

"Hi, Sarah," he said, grinning broadly to the girl he met right after the Sorting and taking a seat beside her. "Mind if I join you? I'm still so wide-awake with everything that's been going on around here. Never had this sort of excitement back home, y'know?" 

"Good evening," Zidane added, turning to the girl to whom he had not been introduced to yet. "The name's Zidane Summers. Fourth year transferee." 

Taytum turned in surprise to look at the girl speaking to her from the other chair. "Yea, it was alright.." she said smiling at the girl. "Im-..." she was cut off suddenly as she looked up at a boy speaking to them as he approached. .

She grinned at the two of them kindly, "I'm Taytum Raleigh.." she said blushing slightly, at her heavy accent, "another 4th year transferee.. I didn't arrive until late this afternoon.." 

"Hey that's cool - most of us we didn't arrive until this evening on the Hogwarts Express from London so you beat us by a few hours. You should have come down for the House Sortings, plus you missed a great feast. We're all stuffed to the gills!" 

She smiled her cheeky little grin curious as ever about new folk, "Anyway, I am Sarah Taverner and this is my second year at Hogwarts. My family lives in Canada but I am attending Hogwarts on a special exchange programme. So, Taytum where are you from?" 

" I wanted to come to the feast.." Taytum began.." But.. I uhm.. got a little lost.." the colour in her cheeks darkened slightly, but she grinned her eyes brightening, "I've never met anyone from North America before.. I'm from Australia.." 

Sarah looked excited at prospect of someone from such a different part of the world. "Hey we're becoming a real international House with Zidane joining us. I've never met anyone from Australia so we're evens." 

Zidane grinned at knowing Sarah was Canadian. He thought that most people around here were British and Scottish--it was nice to know there was someone in Ravenclaw who lived closer to his own country. "And I'm from the United States," he added. "We seem to be a diverse bunch here. Did you transfer in from another magic school? I've read about others aside from Hogwarts." 

As Zidane had asked Taytum where she had transferred from and so Sarah sat back to listen to the new girl's response. 

"Australia is such an awesome country," Zidane commented enthusiastically. "I've always wanted to visit the place. From the books I read, the coastal places are so much like California, with gorgeous beaches and the big waves that are just excellent for surfing."

"Maybe you could tell us lots more about the Land Down Under, Taytum. Is there, like, a wizarding community there too?"

"Yea I guess it would be a lot like California.. the beaches are awesome.." Taytum grinned surprised at their enthusiasm. " I live in Tarrack.. it's one of the only wizarding communities there.. its pretty big though.." She sighed happily, relieved that not everyone was from around London.. she had been worried that she would be one of the only people coming from some other country.. "I went to a small school in Australia for a while.. but I've had private tutors for the most part...this is the first big school I've ever attended.."

Sarah sank further back in the comfy chair while Taytum described her homeland. She could feel her eyelids starting to droop in the warm room. It had been a long and very exciting day but her body was demanding sleep.

"Folks, I am heading for bed. Sunday or no Sunday breakfast is at 8 and I want maximum practice time tomorrow. Hope you decide to give it a go Zidane though as Kat said it's not quite something to learn from a book. The real thing is great though!"

********

Carina walked into the common room, taking little notice of the password. She looked around, silvery grey eyes giving away her awe. The common room was characteristically Slytherin. Cold stone walls were set off by the serpent green lamps hanging from chains set in the ceiling. The fire crackled quietly, barely more than embers now. 

She turned back to Arcadia. "Impressive. So, where's the dorm?"

"Just over here" Said Arcadia smiling as a couple of first years scatter at their entrance (seems her 'reputation' has spread already)

She led Carina to a large dark wooden door and whispered a password. "We have to password the Girls Dorm... You know what Slytherin boys can be like!"

She led Carina to a large four Poster bed covered in bags and clothing. "Hmmm...."

Arcadia took out her wand. "EXPELLIARMUS!"

Everything on the bed flew off and scattered over the floor

"Not Bad. But I need a lot more practice. There you go. You can sleep here. I have my own room of course, just over there. Daddy insisted, being so important and all. He's the Minister of Magic you know"

The truth was of course that Arcadia had had a tantrum until Mr. Fudge agreed to the private room. But she wasn't going to tell anyone that!

"I hope you're a light sleeper? Or at least know a few alarm Spells. Some of the girls like to... 'play' with new students."

*******

Niki and Morticia entered the common room after a few minutes, chattering happily, no longer in rhymes. Niki then hurried to the dormitory and changed into her flannel night-dress and slippers, which were much warmer than her summer clothes under robes. 

She picked up a book and carried it back out into the common room, intending to read for a while before going to bed.

*********

Shinrei had not expected anyone to follow her. She thought her classmates had a good enough measure of her, to leave her alone when she wanted to--the way they had given her a sort of freedom since last term. 

Apparently it was a different story with Jian. 

"You should go back and attend to Mahou-san," she said stiffly as he reached her side and began walking with her back to the castle. "There is nothing about me to worry about." 

She sneaked a sideways glance at him. In the pallid moonlight his face seemed cast from stone. She wondered how someone so young could be so completely in control, not giving much away about himself.

She felt a spark of envy at his discipline--and something else she could not quite name. Something about him that made her feel safe, somehow. It was very strange to feel something like that about a person she just met that day.

 Makura fluttered to her side and began to fly alongside them. "You should not have brought *anyone* to me, Makura-kun," she said softly to the owl. "I have lately developed the knack of drawing others into trouble, along with myself." 

"Your owl brought me to your side," Jian replied, his voice betraying no emotion. He felt intense heat burning at the pit of his stomach. His fists clenched involuntarily.  "I felt fear every time he did."

Blessed Buddha, what was wrong with him? He seemed to react so suddenly to everything.

"It happened twice and when you are...troubled. It is no coincidence." He stopped walking and quickly gripped her arm so she could not move on. "I wonder why. I do not know why."

He sighed in exasperation with himself. "This is not right. I do not understand...anything.  Me.  Or you. 

Maybe you could ask Makura."

He did not know he was still holding on to her arm. He was waiting for an explanation.  Because for Jian, it was all getting too complicated to understand.

Shinrei felt Jian's grip on her arm. It was not forceful or painful, it was just *there*--effectively stopping her from taking a single step.

"You are not the only one who does not understand," she said, her voice shaking slightly from some unknown emotion that seemed rooted on Jian still holding on to her arm. "I do not have an explanation any more than you do. At first, I had assumed he went to you because he sensed you are a healer. For this second time, I really do not know."

Her eyes fell on her owl, who was still hovering beside them, its eyes darting from Shinrei to Jian and back again.  "Perhaps, just perhaps, he knew you're a good person, or a good warrior, or both." She gave Jian a weak half-smile. "Makura rarely gives people his attention. He used to belong to Kanjou-sama and, well, Makura is quite proud--a Samurai owl, if you will."

"But I want to thank you. For being there when I am *troubled*." She quoted the word he had mentioned earlier. "And for everything else."

She looked down at his hand still on her arm and back up at his face. "Jian?" her voice sounded a little shy, very un-Shinrei-like.  "Would you kindly let go of me now?"

Jian followed her gaze. With quickness as if the mere touch of her had electrified him, he released his grip on her arm and half-stumbled backward.

"Sorry," he mumbled through gritted teeth. He was not even supposed to touch females if it wasn't something like a life or death situation.  Jian had the sudden urge to run headlong into a particularly big tree just so he could knock some sense back into himself.

He was blushing, blushing a very furious red, and he knew it. It took all of his self-discipline to look at

Shinrei and not run straight back to the Mian-Ju-Tao temple thousands of miles away.

"I apologise, Miss. I mean no harm." He wildly sought for a rational explanation to his actions. "It is just I do not understand //why// all this is happening. With, uh, you. I have to understand, yes. I am always bothered by things I do not understand. My life is very simple..."

His voice trailed off and he looked away from her, his eyes drawn by the castle. "We have to go back inside. We lose thirty points if we do not."

"You need rest after what happened at the train," he pronounced lamely.

//And I need to think some more about all this,// he added mentally.

"You are right, of course," Shinrei replied. "This day has been very...trying, to say the least. It would be best if we go now."

She also looked at the castle and slowly began to make her way.  She glanced over her shoulder at him, ready to ask if he was coming along.

Her breath caught as she looked at him, standing alone in the half-darkened field, bathed in moonlight.

The words were gone from her. Shinrei cursed herself in half-inaudible Japanese and finally spoke up.

"Hupi-san," she called out shakily, reverting to her more formal manner. "Let us go."

Jian knew she was looking at him. What he did not know was the reason //why// she was doing so. Perhaps she wanted him not to act like the know-nothing that he was.

But her eyes held no disdain. She had never once given him a look to make him feel inferior. Shinrei had seemed to regard him with a measure of trust, since the train journey or maybe even earlier. Blessed Buddha. What did he KNOW about females really?

He banished all his strange thoughts and speculations and followed Shinrei back to Gryffindor Tower.

********

Nimue had been shocked at Jian going after Shinrei, who in her opinion had been justifiably sanctioned by Snape in the circumstances and was suffering from no more than hurt pride leaving a possibly unwell Mahou. 

Something of this may have been obvious to Luis in her expression as she watched the Chinese boy leave. 

She turned back to him. "Mr. Verga, I must apologise for my Housemate, Gryffindors are not usually so ungallant. However, I am sure between Yvette and myself we can assist Mahou to Gryffindor Tower if you'd like to return to Slytherin." 

Mahou was shocked, to say the very least, at Snape's punishment. She didn't think -that- many points would be deducted. As she 'lay' there, so to speak, in Luis's arms, Mahou was almost in a state of being wrecked beyond belief. She turned her head into Luis, gripping his robe, really unknowingly, tears slipping from her eyes. 

"This be all my fault," she said as Shinrei left with Jian hopping after her. "I nae shoulda left th' building. I.. I donnae ken wha' I was thinkin'.." She let out a shuddering sigh, not caring if others saw her tears or not. She was not ashamed of having emotions. "I'll be glad ta take th' blame fer all o' this.. If I hadna come ou' here in th' first place.. none o' this woulda happened. Forgive me.." She couldn't say anymore. She just cried. 

Her first day at a new school and already she broke a rule that she didn't even know was there. How was she to know that that was the Forbidden Forest? How was she to know that talking to a tree was forbidden? She didn't go into the forest. All she did was lean against a tree and talk to it, something the tree seemed to want very much. Her first day back and she had gotten several other students in trouble.. lost 60 points from Gryffindor.. She was a massive wreck of panic and tears. 

Memories of Cerrydwin's came flooding back: of doing one thing wrong and getting thwacked in the head several times by a switch; talking about Quidditch during lessons and getting detention for the rest of the term.. and all because she was different. All the other girls at the school just got a stern talking-to when they did something wrong. Not Mahou.. of course not Mahou. 

The half-elf's frame shook as she cried, apologising to Luis for getting his robes a little wet, apologising to the others for losing the points, and just apologising. Blackfoot pawed at Luis's leg gently, whimpering at the distraught Mahou. 

Shaking her head, Mahou told Nimue, "I.. cannae walk yet.. I used too much in th' dance.." She stopped talking, letting the tears fall silently from her eyes, and wondering if the whole year was going to be like this... 

Nimue's heart went out to Mahou and she went up to the distraught girl and stroked her hair gently as she cried against Luis.

"You mustn't blame yourself, Mahou. It was just one of those things that spun out of control." 

She had a feeling that despite his being a Slytherin that Luis was a gentleman and would assist them.

"Mr. Verga, if Mahou is still unable to walk could I impose upon you to help us get her to Gryffindor Tower?"

Yvette had been ready to set off, but as Jian said this she grinned and fell back beside Nimue. "Of course we'll show her the way. Ah, sixty points...brings back memories of my second day as a First Year..." 

The French girl winks. "Only forty-five points, but then again I didn't have the ambition I do nowadays." She kept on grinning as though this was something she was particularly proud of. 

Nimue smiled and winked at Yvette.

"You see Mahou given point inflation since Yvette started here you've done quite well for your first day. We'll soon make those points up or the other Houses will lose some of their own - you'll see."

She hoped this might cheer Mahou up a little who was acting like it was the end of the world.

Mahou looked at Nimue, her eyes still leaking tears. Strangely, her eyes glowed softly as they took in the mute light of the evening, her hand still clutching Luis lightly. 

"I donnae want anyone ta lost points," Mahou said softly, her voice still shaking a little. "I'm still sorry tha' I lost so many points fer Gryffindor. If I hadna come out..." She stopped, offering a weak smile to her roommates and to Luis. "I still cannae walk, Luis," she said softly, her voice barely carrying to Nimue, "so would ye please help me? I ken we only jus' met.. but I need yer help." 

She wiped her eyes weakly with the hand that wasn't holding onto the boy. She yawned lightly and sniffled, shivering a little in her cloak. 

Luis let Mahou cry into his robes. People each had different ways in dealing with their troubles and this girl was no different. She cried. Luis himself would find a nice big old log to break with his bare hands if he was in her place. 

"If it's not a problem I'll bring her to a place where a Slytherin could get as close as possible to Gryffindor Tower," he said, smiling down at Mahou. "I need to walk off all those nasty pounds I put on at the Feast, anyway." 

His tone was light but a part of him was still struck with the way Hupi had walked off just like /that/. After Shinrei. Luis did not know what to make of the Chinese boy's actions. 

"That's very kind of you Mr. Verga." said Nimue still amazed herself at Jian's actions. "I just hope they have the sense to go to the Common Room." she said referring to Shinrei and Jian. 

"If you will lead the way, Miss Hawkwood." He then turned to the girl called Yvette, who was dressed in a bright pink overcoat. "And I don't believe we've met. I'm Luis Verga, returning Fourth Year Slytherin." 

Yvette grinned at the Slytherin boy for a moment, and crossed her arms to keep the warmth inside of her jacket. "I'm Yvette Monclere, a Fourth Year Gryff."

She gave Mahou a curious look, her grin fading slightly. She really was no good at dealing with crying people...she tended to find herself saying stupid things to cheer them up, with only made them cry harder. 

Nimue led the way up the main staircase to the seventh floor and the corridor that led to the entrance of Gryffindor Tower. She didn't want Luis to get into any further trouble with Snape though she expected the ten-minute deadline applied to the Gryffindors and not Luis. 

Still she also knew that too close to the Gryffindor entrance, Luis' presence would be challenged by her fellow House members. There was definitely an edge during the Feast with talk of a fight between some of the older Gryffindor and Slytherins earlier and while she had every confidence that Luis could handle himself, she wouldn't wilfully put him in such a position. 

Mahou had remained silent all through the journey to Gryffindor Tower.  She didn't want to go into the Common room yet.. She wanted to sit outside and chat with the Fat Lady, or something.  Most of all, she wished that she knew whether or not the points were lost because of her.  She was sort of hoping they were.. and they weren't.

On the way, the half-elf thought.  She wondered what Snape's first name was, she wondered why Luis was so nice to her, though he was a Slytherin; she wondered if Nimue would tell her anything about Snape.. and she wondered if she would lose anymore points from Gryffindor.

Dylan, who had kept a remarkably low profile during the Sorting and Feast, managed to pop up thanks to his sense of timing, heading back to the Gryffindor Common Room himself.  

Catching sight of one of his housemates being carried, he frowned as he caught up with the group.  "Wha's goin' on?  E'eryone all right?" Dylan queried, more to Nimue, for he automatically assumed her in control of the situation.

Nimue was pleased to see Dylan. "Hello Dylan - thank you I think we all are except Mahou here. She apparently went for a wander near the Forest. I am not sure what happened but she was found by Professor Snape and apparently is unable to walk by herself. He has said all she needs is a good night's rest.

I wonder if you'd be so kind to carry her the rest of the way to Gryffindor? Mr. Verga is a member of Slytherin House - a very gracious member I will say." she smiled at Luis. "And I would not want his kindness rewarded by sanction from our Housemates or his own."

She then realised the boys wouldn't know each other, "Oh, you probably haven't met. Dylan, this is Luis Verga who is rejoining Hogwarts after a break in study. Luis Verga, this is Dylan Rhydderch another of our Fourth Year Gryffindors."

Dylan nodded a little to Luis, but didn't say anything.  His attitude towards Slytherins as of late had been decidedly cool.  "Sure, I can take her up, Nimue.  Not a problem," he said, and held out his arms for the girl.

Yvette clapped her mittened hands together. "I had a Quiberon hat at one point...I wish I had it now...I'm freezing!"

Her grey eyes widened. "Quiberons! Oh, no! My posters!" With that, she took off into the Common Room, up the stairs, and was gone from sight.

Mahou had nodded lightly at Nimue's assumptions.  "I dinna ken where th' feast, or whatnot, was.. so I went outside.  I dinna ken tha' th' forest was the -Forbidden- Forest.  I woulda thought tha' there'd be more than one forest around here."

She looked at Dylan as he held his arms out for her.  In spite of herself, she cringed a little against Luis, not knowing the Gryff at all.  Looking up at the rather kind Slytherin, Mahou nodded, accepting being passed over like a sack of taters.

Luis nodded back to Dylan and eased Mahou from his arms and to those of her fellow Gryffindor.

"You're in good hands now, Mahou," Luis said to the girl. "I think this is as far I could go."

"Thank ye again, Sir Luis," Mahou said with a stronger smile as the energy of the tree soaked in.  "An' if ye e'er need any help a'tall.. let me ken o' it, yes?"  She looked at Dylan and pulled her hat down lower over her ears, her strange, vivid-green eyes glowing in the dim light.  "An' thank ye Sir.. 

Blackfoot yapped happily and pushed her head into Luis's hand, looking up at Mahou.

He bent down for a few seconds to pat Blackfoot on the head. "I'll see you all in class then," he said, as he straightened back up, to the band of Gryffindors. He felt very out of place with them now. "Good night."

After a slight bow, he turned and walked off, black robes billowing, back towards the Slytherin dungeons where he belonged.

***********

When they got to the Tower, Mahou looked at Nimue a moment, puzzlement on her face.  This girl confused her.. but there was something about her that drew the elf lass to her.  Something told Mahou that Nimue was a friend; that she could tell her anything.. even.. Cerrydwin's.. and Snape.

"Miss Nimue," she began shakily, her voice wavering..  "Can I talk to you?"

"Oh course you can Mahou. And please it's just Nimue." she looked about. "Shall we wait until you're settled - maybe in front of the fire? Did you get any supper?"

"Dylan, was it?  Thank you Ye dinna ha'e ta volunteer."  She offered him a smile and looked at Nimue.  "I hadna any supper, Lady Nimue," Mahou told her.  "But I donnae feel much like eating now.."  She turned her face away from the others, into Dylan.  She could feel her ears droop in her hat.

Snape.. hm.. what if he were lurking about?  Mahou's thoughts strayed as she 'lay' there.  Maybe she'd be able to be in potions and alchemy.  A double-dose of Snape.. her dearest dream come true. 

Clandestine Meetings (Hallway and Slytherin House)

Marvo continued to walk heading vaguely in the direction of the upper levels. Oriana had seen him Marvo and asked for a private word.

He leads them down a couple of corridors into one that was hardly used. 

Oriana looked worried and she started off the conversation. "Remember what you told me in the Leaky Caldron? About Arcadia and how she can't be trusted?

"Of course. What's she done?" said Marvo.

"Let me just tell you that she has something up her sleeve." said Oriana cautiously.

"Oh yes? What she doing now?" asked Marvo curiously.

"I can't say." Said Oriana looking about.

"Can't say?" Marvo waits looking at Oriana.

Oriana looks around; "She could be anywhere. Her or that wolf. I'm afraid of her."

"Okay Oriana - tell me," Marvo looks around - his eye turns red for a few moments, "She's not about or the wolf. Now has she done something to you?"

"Not physically - but she threatens."

"What do you mean?"

"She says if I don't do what she says she'll hurt me."

"I see. So she's threatening you. Any witnesses?"

Oriana looked surprised, "Of course not. She's smarter than that."

"Then it's your word against hers!" he remarked.

"Exactly." Said Oriana nodding her head.

"Now I do *KNOW* what she's like." said Marvo, "*I* believe you, but.. well....." he shrugged.

"And who's going to believe me against her?" Oriana said.

Marvo nodded, "Exactly. Her father, I can't do anything without proof. We will need proof Oriana."

"How?" she asked.

"I don't know. I wish I did." 

"She makes me do all her dirty work."

Marvo looked up hoping she'd say more. "Like what?"

Oriana however doesn't give a specific incident, "So that when she gets caught guess whose fingerprints they're going to find all over the evidence? Mine!"

"She's getting cleverer. That's a problem." Said Marvo thoughtfully.

"I just don't know what to do."

"Get proof. Something that proves it's her. Without that I can do nothing, and if you're caught, well, I can't help you. But I'll try. If you can try and get some proof then I'll do what I can to help you.

"Thank you Marvo." Said Oriana appreciatively. 

"I wish I could do more." He said.

"How did I get caught up in this?" she asked.

"If I was around and she did, or said anything that would do. My memory is admissible as evidence and she knows that."

"I see." Said Oriana, "I'll try to get evidence, but if she catches me I'm a goner."

"….or. " said Marvo, "If you can get her to meet you someplace, a place I could hide nearby and oversee what happens and what she says. But don't put yourself, or anyone else at risk."

"Yes! That would work." Oriana's eyes were bright, "I'm already at risk. Talking to you is a risk. It seems like whenever I'm around her, breathing is a risk." She appeared very nervous.

Marvo's eye glows again, "Don't worry she's not around. That wolf can hear and smell very well, and she knows what it knows but they can't be too far apart."

"Yes I've figured that out."

"Even I don't know why, or how." Said Marvo thoughtfully. "Maybe you can try and find out. Maybe there is a weakness there, something we can use." *Even Randal doesn't know for sure* he said to himself.

Oriana had recalled her first encounter with Arcadia, "I remember when Magnus pulled his prank, Arcadia seemed in a great deal of pain when she was separated from Pan."

Marvo nodded in agreement, "Indeed. From what I understand anything over 20 feet or so and she can't stand it. Anything over 5 feet and it weakens her. Plus she freaks out if anyone tries to touch it."

"Why do you refer to Pan as an 'it'?" said Oriana curiously.

"Because I don't know what 'it' is. I don't like things that I don't know what they are." His thoughts strayed to Andy Warden.

"Fear of the unknown." Said Oriana.

"No….. Not fear." It wasn't something Marvo could easily put into words but he knew it wasn't fear.

"Just don't breathe a word of this please?" she sounded worried.

"I won't.. don't worry."

Oriana appeared more relaxed, "Okay Thank you so much."

There was the sound of voices approaching and with a quick nod to Oriana, Marvo quickly moved away in case they were seen together by the wrong people.

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

She is standing in a hallway, cold air seeping from the stone walls. It is unnaturally silent. Slowly, without realising she is doing it, she begins to walk down the hall, peering in at every doorway. Gradually, her footsteps quicken, hitting the flagstones with a muted thump each step. 

She is running, now, with an urgency she doesn’t understand. She pauses for a moment at each door, opens it a sliver, and moves on, looking, always looking. The silence continues, only her quickening breath making noise in the still air. Another door. She opens it. A flicker of a face—dark hair, pale skin, blue eyes, shifting—but it vanishes as the door opens farther. 

The next door, the face is different, older, but still disappears. And now the end of the hallway, and she is out of breath, slowing, clutching her sides. There is no door here, only a low stone archway, and through it a pair of lovers, kissing. Dark raven wings sprout from the woman’s back as the girl watches, matching the colour of the man’s hair.

She turns and runs, blindly, in the other direction. After a time, she slows again, finding herself in the middle of a hallway. She feels tense and nervous, although she cannot explain why. Footsteps behind her, sounding like the doors of a tomb drawing shut. She spins to see a face familiar and beloved, and runs towards it. But the face changes, becomes sharper, more feminine, more like the girl’s own, and the figure holds up a book, and smiles an enigmatic smile. 

She begins to advance, slowly, on the girl, who is frozen to the spot. The girl cannot move for an instant, although it seems like an hour, and finally she wills her feet to move and begins to run. Even at her slow, menacing walk, the woman is faster, and the girl runs and runs and runs. A hole opens in the stones before her, and she tries to slow herself, but she can’t. She skids, slides, and falls.

It seems a hundred years of falling through cold, dry darkness, and then she lands on something smooth and dry and dusty, like old silk. A window of light from above lights the pit she lies in, and the serpents twisting around her. Green and gray and black, sliding in and amongst each other. 

"Hello, little friends," she says, relieved. She is at home with snakes. But they ignore her, continue to slither closer, and she feels the first pricklings of unease. They cannot understand her. They cannot speak with her. And now they are coming closer, she knows, to bite her.

One, the largest, twists around her arm and moves towards her shoulder. Petrified, the girl does not move a muscle, staring at the snake with wide, terrified eyes. In the instant before its fangs meet her flesh, the serpent changes into a handsome, smiling blond boy.

Niki sat up in bed, clutching the sheets to her chest, heart pounding. A nightmare, she reassured herself. Only a nightmare. It’s all right. But it wasn’t. She kept hearing the footsteps behind her. Her lips formed the word ‘Mama’, and she shuddered. 

Silently, she slipped out from her bed and moved to the door. Down the stairs to the common room, then, in the soft green light… Only one person was still sitting, studying. He intended to graduate early, after all.

Niki burst into tears.

Nathan looked up as he heard a sound. He was not in a very good mood. The Slytherins had chosen to be nasty to each other instead of taking proper revenge for the drowning of the Firsties. He saw Niki standing there, looking sleepy and shocked and broken. "Hey, what's up?" he asked gently and rose to walk towards her.

"A...a bad dream," Niki mumbled, and suddenly she was running towards him and hugged him tightly. It wouldn't have mattered that it was Nathan. At the moment, she wanted human contact--any human contact. She probably would have hugged Arcadia. Although hugging Nathan was perfectly all right.

Nathan just held her for a while, then sat her down somewhere and went to get her a cup of the tea he'd been drinking while studying. He put in a considerable amount of sugar and gave it to her. "It'll be all right, pet," he said softly. "It's just a dream."

Niki took a sizeable gulp of the tea, smiling her thanks, but still looked preoccupied. "I know, it's just...it's scary. That sounds silly, doesn't it, but it's true..." She hugged her knees to her chest and took another swallow. "It was getting so much BETTER over the summer, and now my nightmares are back... I used to hate sleeping..."

"I'll get you a potion tomorrow." Nathan sat down next to her and put his arms around her shoulder. "Something to make you sleep tight and without trouble, I bet there's something... I think I remember something in 'Restoratives, Antidotes and Immunisations'... don't worry, we'll find something." 

He kissed her forehead. "Now, go back to sleep. Don't worry. And in case you dream bad again just knock at the door to our dorm, I sleep next to the door so I'll probably hear it and come out."

"I used to take it...don't know if it's working anymore..." Niki sighed. "Don't laugh, but.. I don't know, I'm scared to go back to bed... Scared of more nightmares."

"The more you're afraid the more likely nightmares will be..." Nathan started but then realised it was no use. He thought for a moment. "Wait here," he said then and disappeared in the corridor leading to his dorm. 

After a moment, he returned with two blankets and tossed one to Niki. "Well, if you're afraid to go to bed, you'll just sleep here in the common room. We'll arrange the chairs to put up your feet. I'm going to stay in case there are more nasty dreams waiting to trouble my Miss Greece."

Niki turned slightly pink, but smiled. "But you need to sleep too, don't you?" she asked, but she was already tucking the blanket around herself and curling up in the armchair, looking almost peaceful for once.

