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HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 40

Breakfast at Hogwarts


Transcript opens at breakfast on the Sunday and continues through a few scenes outdoors to the point where Quidditch practice is about to begin …. Covers Messages 11104 to 11377. 
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Ravenclaw & Gryffindor Awakenings

In Ravenclaw House Kat woke up and stretched. She looked across to see if Sarah was awake yet. After all they had a date with Quidditch practice today. 

She got out of bed and got dressed. Wandering over to where Sarah slept she shook her to wake her up. "You coming to breakfast? We need to get a head start on all those people that want to practice." 

Sarah had been sleeping soundly having happy dreams of flying high in the air among large fluffy clouds that metamorphosed into chocolate rabbits that she then was chasing through cloud forests. 

"Quidditch?? Breakfast??" she said coming back to earth with a running start at the mention of such important matters. "I'll say! Give me 30 seconds to get dressed and washed but not in that order." 

She popped into the girls' bathroom and emerged shortly afterwards raring to go. "Do we want to blow a bugle or something to wake the rest of the House?" 

Kat grinned at Sarah. "Well that sounds like a mighty fine idea. Especially as we can't go wake up the boys... Question is how? Would a sonorous spell work or can you think of anything better?" 

She waited while Sarah got herself dressed. 

Sarah got herself kitted up into black combat trousers and T-shirt bearing a Gothic themed motif pretty quickly. Her hair seemed to have decided to behave itself after the every-way riot it had been on waking. 

"Music is a nicer way than actually yelling loudly. I think most will be stirring anyway. The new students were pretty excited last night about the prospect of Quidditch and Raphael was making some pretty fancy moves out there - though he didn't spend much time actually on the broom." she said with a broad grin at the memory. 

"Nathaniel was more cautious - he needs more confidence in general. Still they both put their names down for the trials and they'll wanta be included in our practice I am sure. What position are you going to go for?" 

She looked ready to leave, "Should we wake the other girls before we go down or be kind and let them get some extra zzzzees?" 

Actually anyone who could have slept through all this enthusiasm probably wanted to stay asleep. 

Kat looked confusedly at Sarah. "You mean you went out to play Quidditch last night when you disappeared?" She looked concerned. "If you did, then you were very lucky not to get caught in the grounds. You know what the teachers are like on the first night with the policy of feast and straight to bed." 

"Oh, no I didn't." said Sarah, "I didn't arrive here until mid-term last year so I didn't realise about the First Night Feast." Sarah looked momentarily troubled but then brightened, "Still we weren't seen and so that's OK I guess."

However, Kat considered the suggestion of music, and produced a small charm to emanate through Ravenclaw tower with a piece of muggle classical music. It was one of those orchestral pieces that started with almost a whisper and gradually got louder. Kat had the plan that by the time the crashing cymbals resonated loudly into everyone’s ears that she and Sarah would be long gone. 

"I suggest we go now." She grinned at Sarah. "I think they will all be awake soon enough." 

She headed out of the room talking over her shoulder as she did so. "I'm going for seeker, of course. Although I did put my name down for chaser just in case I don't get seeker. What are you going for?" 

As they walked away from the room and the swelling music, Sarah responded, "I put down for Chaser as well but nothing else. Oh...except cheerleader. I put my name down for that just in case though." The two girls continued heading down for breakfast. 

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

In Gryffindor House Nimue Hawkwood had woken early. Although she wasn't going to participate in the Quidditch practice that was bound to be high on the agenda of a number of students, she still had a full day planned. 

It was sad that she and Kat wouldn't be able to visit Anders for tea that afternoon. She resolved though not to dwell on it. Maybe the explanation for the damaged boats would be found quickly. She realised that with all the excitement the evening before she hadn't had an opportunity to have that 'word' with Marvo. 

Also, on her list of 'things to do' was to spend some time with Mahou. The Irish girl had obviously taken far too much of blame on herself for the loss of points last evening and unlike Shinrei - who may well have felt as much if not more - had expressed that misery through tears. Tears Nimue could deal with - maybe because she was prone to locking things away when she was upset. 

She hoped she could find a way to cheer her up - the previous night Mahou had wanted to talk with Nimue but it had been far too late and Nimue had fallen asleep almost as soon as her head had touched the pillow. 

Having got dressed she stood in the middle of the Fourth Year Girls dorm. "Anyone ready to go down for breakfast?" she said. 

She went up to Mahou's bed feeling she might need extra encouragement to face the world, "Mahou? Come on I'll introduce you to Hagrid after breakfast before I go down to Professor Snape if you like. I am sure that he'll tell you all about the forest." She hoped this might help. 

Mahou stirred in her curtained bed, squeezing her eyes shut as Nimue went to wake her. Yawning a little, she perked at the mention of Hagrid and the Forest, but even moreso at the mention of Snape. "What -is- his first name, anyway?" Mahou asked, sitting up, her ears long and pointed. "Snape, I mean." 

Blushing a little, Mahou looked away. "I be a wee taken wi' him, ye see.." She coughed a little, nervous, and surprised that she actually confided in her. "An' last night I was talkin' ta a tree when Snape caught me." She looked back at Nimue, keeping her voice down so no others could hear. "An' ye saw him pick me up later in th' night.. Oh, Nimue.. It was like heaven." Her strange eyes glittered. 

Nimue had come inside the curtains around Mahou's bed. She was a little surprised to say the least by Mahou's remark about Professor Snape. Nimue shook her head, "No, I didn't see him pick you up - all I saw was Luis carrying you." 

Yvette had just pulled a dark green sweater over her head, followed by her robes. 

"Is it just me, or is it freezing in here?" she said cheerfully to the other girls, and scrambled over to retrieve her hat and mittens from underneath her bed. She put them on too, and looked at her coat with the stare of one facing a very important decision. 

Finally, she grinned like a hard- pressed soldier and threw it on as well. "I'm starving." She laughed, and half-heartedly made her bed. "Let's go!" 

Madison awoke to the sound of Yvette laughing and urging.  "Time to get up already?" She rubbed her eyes and stretched.  "Okay, I'm awake...good morning everyone..."  Throwing on a dark blue sweatshirt and her robes, she quickly made her bed and was ready to go in seconds.

"Alright...breakfast..."  She grinned.  "We ready to go?"

Yvette was attempting to force her unruly, curly hair into a ponytail. "Almost!" She finished, and made a face at herself in the mirror before turning back around to the rest of the room. 

"Honestly, I think my freckles double overnight." She said cheerfully, and skipped over to where Madison was standing. 

Nimue was concerned about what Mahou had said about Snape and would have said more but then Yvette was talking about how cold it was. Nimue stuck her head out of the curtains, "You two go on down - we'll be there in a few minutes." 

**********


Shinrei Hikari had not slept the night before. Instead, she had sat meditating on her four-poster until her mind was too empty for her to be confused by what was happening and how she felt about...certain people. And certain things. 

At sunrise she quietly left the girls' dorm and went outside to savour the morning air. She might as well have a run at the grounds. She was not surprised when she met other students who were already outside, jogging or briskly walking about in groups, discussing Quidditch. 

After her run, she went back upstairs to the girls' dorm to change into clean clothes before going down to breakfast. She heard voices from inside the dorm room. Nimue and Mahou. They were discussing...Professor Snape. Gods. It did not sound like a discussion about a teacher, too. 

She sighed and knocked loudly on the door. "It is Shinrei," she said through the door. "May I come in?" 

Nimue was about to turn back to talk with Mahou again and suggest she cover her ears - just in case the effervescent Yvette decided to also pay her a visit - when the knock at the door came. Nimue recognised Shinrei's voice.

She knew the girl had been in the dorm last night but why on earth was she knocking to come in? Before she could say anything Mahou had called out 'Come in." and scrambled for her hat to cover the ears. 

Mahou jumped at the sound of the knock, and upon hearing Shinrei's voice, she scrambled to get off the bed. She succeeded, but only to crash to the floor with a loud "OOF." 

Getting up hastily, Mahou undressed and threw on her school robes: the first thing out of her trunk. Tugging on a hat, the Irish half-elf straightened a little and called out, "Sure, c'mon in!" 

After Mahou said she could come in, Shinrei pushed the dorm room open and stepped inside. Nimue, Mahou, Yvette and Madison were all awake now, in various states of getting dressed. 

"Good morning," she greeted them, bowing. "It would seem everyone is excited about the Quidditch trials. A lot of people are already downstairs discussing it, since sunrise, as a matter of fact." 

She began to gather the shower things and clothes she had placed on the bed. She would not be staying in the room for the weekend and she wanted to look presentable, even if she had not slept a wink last night. There were plenty of things to take care of today. 

Nimue hadn't done more than have a shower and was still in her bathrobe. "Sunrise? Shinrei you must have been up early." 

She remained concerned about the Japanese girl's disregard for school protocols. Shinrei appeared to only think the rules of her Clan were worth obeying and that she was a guest here rather than a student. 

Nimue planned to address this matter with her and try to find out why. Maybe it was a reaction against her dojo upbringing. That perhaps she interpreted the more relaxed atmosphere of Hogwarts as 'liberty city' and that she could do anything she wanted. However this wasn't the time, maybe come Monday she would 'settle down' and if not it would be time for Nimue to speak with her as a prefect. 

Nimue turned back to Mahou, "You can dress in something more casual today if you like." She dropped her voice, "and we can talk about that 'other matter' in a few minutes OK?." 

Could the little Irish girl have taken a fancy to Professor Snape? Nimue had suffered enough teasing over her own admiration of the Potions Master to appreciate that if so and if Mahou wore her heart on her sleeve she would have more than her half-elven state to be embarrassed about. She was sure however that a sensible talk on the matter would set Mahou straight. 

Unaware that Shinrei's hearing was so acute, she continued, "Anyway Luis Verga is quite something isn't he? Very handsome and somehow so sorted out as though he's really seen a lot of life. Being carried by him from the forest must have been a treat. He seems to like you very much. No Slytherin sneers or anything." 

Mahou smiled shyly at Nimue's mention of Luis.  "He is quite intriguing, aye," she agreed.  "He seems ta be th' gentleman, tha' be fer sure."  

Shinrei had, of course, very clearly heard Nimue's statement about Luis Verga. She also caught the concerned look on the prefect's face when she mentioned that she had been "out" early. 

On her way to the bathroom, Shinrei stopped beside Nimue and Mahou and gave both girls a very un-Shinrei-like grin. "Do not worry about my early-morning exploits so, Nimue-san. I assure you a lot of other students were jogging and walking on the grounds while I was there." 

She sobered as the memory of last night's lost House points occurred to her. "Rest assured I do not have any rule-breaking in mind. Far from it. I have already caused enough trouble, for this House and especially--" 

Her statement was supposed to end with the name "Jian" but she stopped herself just in time. "And especially to the honour of my Clan," she finished. 

"I am glad to hear it Shinrei. You weren't to know that we are expected to head up to our Common Rooms after the First Night Feast. We do cut each other a certain amount of slack but it's handy to know so that your dorm-mates don't worry. I know you can take care of yourself but...." 

Nimue wanted Shinrei to feel part of the community and not outside of it so much and so she decided to change the subject, "You also got quite high marks on the Potions exam you did for Snape - will you be signing up for his Alchemy option?" 

"My grade was quite satisfactory but not high, Nimue-san," Shinrei replied modestly, "but I believe it would suffice for me to qualify into Alchemy class. I would likewise be taking Duelling, Myth and Folklore, Hidden Talents, Magical Languages and Ancient Runes for options. I will speak to Professor McGonagall today, to ask if she will allow me to take a sixth subject." 

Now she felt a little more awake at the mention of school subjects--there were lots of lessons to look forward to and new things to learn. 

Blackfoot hopped off the bed and trotted over to Shinrei like the little fox was the most important thing in the world.  Her head was held high and her tail horizontal as she made her way over.  Plopping her little fox behind down, she looked up at Shinrei expectantly, as if saying 'you know, you -can- pet me.'

Shinrei smiled as Mahou's fox went near her and started giving her expectant looks. Animals were truly

more sensitive to a human's true "spirit-nature," beyond the facade that the physical body presented.

Shinrei herself had felt the same strange sort of kinship with Marcus Falconer, Nimue's animagus

protector she'd met last term.

"Your name is Blackfoot, is it not?" she said to the fox, kneeling down and stroking the animal's soft fur. "It fits you quite well, being so beautiful."

She then stood up. "Well, I suppose I had better go take my shower. I shall see you at breakfast then."  With a smile at her roommates, Shinrei was off. 

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

Sunday mornings for Anders Grimalkin were like any other mornings since he had left the sanctuary of Hogwarts. He woke up, he lay in bed for far too long, and then got into an abject panic about the fact that he had done no work. 

This particular morning, however, he allowed himself the luxury of stretching out and grinning happily to himself. His full-time studies didn't recommence until tomorrow - Georgious had allowed him the weekend off to spend time with Nimue - although that looked like it wasn't going to happen now the students had been banned from Hogsmeade. 

He turned over and stared at the pile of law books that took up most of his time. He sighed. That pile would soon be joined by spell books, when he started taking his private lessons from Dumbledore. 

Eventually, sheer guilt got him out of bed, and he padded across the ridiculously untidy bedroom floor. Anders Grimalkin was a kind hearted, brave and honest man - but he was potentially the most untidy human being in the cosmos. No matter how hard he tried, the place still ended up as a tip. 

He emptied out one of the ashtrays into an already-full rubbish bin and lit up his first cigarette of the day. 

There had to be some way of getting to see Nimue and Kat before he didn't have any time left in which to see them. Plotting such things, and also considering the upcoming Quidditch trials, Anders got dressed. 

Out of idle curiosity, he closed his eyes briefly and tentatively pushed out towards Nimue, to see if their unique mental link was still intact. The image he projected towards her was one so outrageous in its sheer cheekiness that if it WAS still working, she would most likely blush furiously. 

In the middle of her conversation with her dormmates an image came unbidden into Nimue's mind. That it was not from her own subconscious was evident very quickly by its content and she blushed furiously. 

She turned away for a second to regain her composure. "I'd better get dressed." 

Dashing behind the curtains of her four-poster, she returned the image 'to sender' with an amusing pictorial commentary. She also suggested that *such* a creative mind should be able to come up with a plausible reason to visit the school and that she would look forward to seeing him later before he did himself an injury with such thoughts. She emerged a minute or so later dressed and ready to leave for breakfast. 

Anders received the imagery, complete with comments and managed a few blushes of his own. He was glad that their link was still working, tentative and vague though it might be. It made him feel somehow closer to her. 

After he'd stifled the giggles, he set himself to some serious consideration about ways he could visit Hogwarts. Perhaps... 

Then the idea struck him, and he bounced across the room to his desk, almost tripping over Wilbur, who was enjoying exploring the jungle that was Anders' laundry pile. He picked up a quill and, tongue sticking out in concentration, penned a note to Dumbledore suggesting that he call in that afternoon to discuss Quidditch teams and tactics with some of the interested students. 

It was almost totally transparent, but it was an excuse. 

He scooted out of the house, pausing briefly to feed the kitten, who mewled gratefully, and charged down to the Owl Office, a veritable powerhouse of enthusiasm. This happy soul was barely recognisable as the dark and angsty young man of a few months ago. 

Nice to know that the good guys get their reward, isn't it? 

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

With Shinrei headed for the shower and Nimue getting dressed, Mahou looked down at her robes, knowing full well that they were the Hogwarts' robes. 

"Aye.. I ken we can dress in somethin' more casual.. so I believe I will." Nodding to herself, the elfin lass strode to her trunk and knelt, rummaging through the thing with gusto.  "Where is it.." she muttered constantly, throwing things on the bed.

"Ah!" she exclaimed as she withdrew a pretty dress.  It was a deep emerald green, velvet, trimmed in a tan colour on the tight sleeves and flowing hem of her dress.  Pulling off her Hogwarts uniform, the girl stepped into the dress, elegantly pulling her arm through the sleeve. She looked at Nimue who had just emerged again from her own bedside.

"Would ye mind tying this up in th' back?"  She smiled and stood, talking away. "I think tha' Luis an' I could be friends.. in a way," she mused, her red hair glinting in the light.  "I ken he be a nice lad.. he didna have ta carry me all tha' way.."  

"That dress is a lovely, Mahou. It suits your colouring perfectly" commented Nimue as she helped the girl by tying up its back. She was briefly reminded of her own green dress that she'd never wear again

thanks to the memories it contained of that fateful day in the Forbidden Forest.

Mahou pursed her lips, wiggling her toes.  "I wonder if I'll get inta Alchemy.. be there any way tha' I could talk wi' Lord Snape and Lord Headmaster Dumbledore?" Mahou asked.  "I would really like tha ken if me old grades in potions would allow me ta be in alchemy."

"Alchemy?" echoed Nimue. "I am sure if your grades are fine you won't have a problem with Professor Snape. Just don't call him 'Lord' to his face - just Professor."

She finished fastening it and stepped away. "Anyway, I'm going to see him after breakfast. Shall I mention you want a word with him about it or did you mention alchemy to him last night? I know he can be very brusque but you get used to it."

Mahou spun around once Nimue was done with her dress, her vivid green eyes glittering strangely.  "Oh, Miss Nimue!" she cried, taking the other girl's hands.  "I would love it if ye could tall him tha'."  She grinned and compulsively hugged her, feeling a jolt of something.. something that felt strange.  Mahou left it alone for now, deciding to talk to Nimue about it later.. along with the Snape matter.

"Why couldna I call him 'Lord' ta his face?" Mahou inquired, closing her trunk and sitting down.  She began to pull on her soft green slippers.  "He be a teacher an' tha' be wha' I always refer ta them as.  Lord Headmaster Dumbledore gets th' Headmaster afterwards b'cause.. well.. he is." 

She smiled a little and wound the ribbons attached to the shoes around her legs. (think ballet slippers only green)  Tying them off with a simple bow, the girl stood and let the dress hang to her ankles.  This was casual for the girl who regularly received gifts from her father's home.  "B'sides.. professors do so much fer th' students.. shouldna they be called 'Lord' or 'Lady'?"  The elfin lass stood and straightened her hat, her slanted eyes lime green and alert.  "When do we start Quidditch?"

"I'll mention it to him" said Nimue taking a few moments to brush her hair before they left for breakfast.

"Trust me on this one, Mahou. He would consider it an inappropriate form of address. Far too ....." Nimue couldn't quite think of the word. "Courtly - as though we were in a different kind of situation.

Just try to keep to Professor with all of them except Hagrid who is just plain Hagrid and the librarian and school nurse who are addressed as 'Madame'."

Nimue didn't mention that legitimately she herself could be addressed as 'Lady' - figuring wisely that this would only complicate matters and despite Arcadia's declarations to Carina, Nimue didn't flaunt her status.

She turned her attention to the question of sport, "Quidditch? Oh, I don't play but I expect most of those who are trying out for the teams will start practising after breakfast."

Nimue looked at what Mahou was wearing, "However, you won't want to practice in that dress will you - do you have any trousers that you can change into or a robe you don't mind getting muddy? Practice can get a little boisterous."

Nimue had chosen to wear an elegant 'medieval' cut dress in charcoal grey, with a sleeveless overdress in the same colour. Both were trimmed with black and dark red in a Celtic knot pattern. Of course, she wasn't planning to play Quidditch and preferred when in the dungeon area sober colours.

She prepared to leave expecting that the question of fashion on the playing field could be addressed on the way to the Great Hall.

"I donnae ken if I can call him 'Professor' all th' time," Mahou conceded. Pursing her lips, she tapped them with a finger. "I presume I could try, aye.. hm.." 

"I think the main thing is to try to call him Professor." said Nimue brightly trusting that the girl would heed her advise.

She turned and nodded, walking to the door. "Oh, donnae worry abou' me dress, Miss Nimue. I send all me clothes home wi' Da's familiar e'ery week. A bit o' mud willna be too harsh on this dress. Nae wi' who does th' laundry." She didn't want to mention anything about elves.. 

"Fair enough about the dress..." Nimue imagined what reception she would get if she elected to send her laundry home weekly. Her Mother would probably send her a Howler. 

"Mmmmm ...." she didn't quite know how to bring up such a delicate subject, "Mahou, I know you've been at an all-girl's school before this and well to be honest some of the boys will try to look up your 

skirt if you go flying in a dress. That's all. I didn't like to say before...I mean it's pretty crass but..."

They continued their walk to the Great Hall.

Timetables and Decisions at Breakfast
Professor McGonagall was standing in the entrance to the Great Hall with a large pile of papers. As the students approached for breakfast she started to hand them out. <Link to be added>.

Morticia was up early and came to breakfast wearing batches of her three favourite Quidditch teams on her robes. She moaned as the timetables were passed out and looked at hers.

"Hmmm... Monday.... Charms, Divination and DADA. Oh, I'd love to do Hidden Talents too! That's unfair!"

She bit into her toast angrily. "Tuesday...Herbology, Alchemy, Creatures. Okay. Wednesday... History... Runes are boring... Duelling could be fun... Thursday... Potions.... oh! Magical languages! That sounds interesting! Friday... WHAT? I can't take both Sport and Magic AND Muggle Studies? Why can't they EVER plan a timetable that fits my interests?" She growled.

Sarah seated at the Ravenclaw table was close enough to hear Morticia's growl. "Morning Tish." she waved and grinned, "It's Muggle Studies and Myth and Folklore that are on at the same time. We all get to do Sport." 

She grinned waving her own timetable, "I know Runes aren't the most interesting but good ole Kacirk loves 'em else he wouldn't make it that you have to take them along with Magical Languages! Anyway you did very well in Runes last year." 

"Ah, yeah, being able to read should help." Morticia grimaced and started to scribble, making up her timetable. 

Drake eagerly went to breakfast. It had been strange to sleep in a room all by himself. It reminded him of being at home with his parents - during all his school years, he's always shared rooms. Sharing rooms meant good things. Sleeping alone meant that you could hear your parents quarrelling and discussing your unnaturalness through the walls... 

But of course a teacher, even an assistant teacher, couldn't sleep in the dorms. Maybe things would be better once he'd decorated the small study with the bed in it to which McGonagall had shown him the last evening. 

He looked around, hoping to see Nathan, but he didn't seem to be there yet. Ninny Lagrand was busily chatting at the Hufflepuff table. 

Then he spotted Morticia at the Slytherin table, who sat there frowning over something which appeared to be the timetables. 

He decided to have a short chat with her before approaching the teachers' table and sat down beside her. "B-bad timing?" he asked. 

She grimaced and went into a detail description of how Hogwarts was determined to always play games with her and her timetable... 

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

Nathaniel had woken to the sound of Tchaikovsky. Hogwarts wasn't all bad. 

He gently dislodged the mostly black kitten from its sprawling position on the pillow, curled up at the back of his neck, and stretched slowly with a small smile. 

Half an hour later, when Nathaniel arrived in the Great Hall to receive his timetable, he wasn't smiling. It seemed from the other students wandering around that Sunday you didn't have to wear school robes. Which was a good thing, because he'd automatically dressed in his black jeans and a white shirt. 

When the - incident - was over, he'd shrugged on his indigo over robe that contained a kitten in the pocket. He found Sarah quite quickly and strode over to her, a discernible air of worry about him. "Raph's in the infirmary." he said without preamble. 

"Infirmary!" Sarah looked very upset. "What's wrong with him?" 

"Concussion." Nathaniel said flatly. "Found him curled under the bed half an hour ago and couldn't wake him." 

"He did hit his head a few times yesterday starting in the Leaky Caldron. I guess that must have been it. Nathaniel, did you have a chance to talk with Madame Pomfrey the School Nurse? He will be OK won't he?" She didn't know much about concussions but expected that Kat would. 

"Talk?" Nathaniel snorted a humourless laugh. "If you call being shouted at to get out of the infirmary unless I wanted a concussion of my own talk, then yeah, we talked. Otherwise, no. Quite frankly, I don't have a clue what's happening." 

Sarah placed her hand gently on Nathaniel's arm. "I am sure he'll be OK. You mustn't worry too much. Madame Pomfrey can be a little over-protective of patients." said Sarah, "She wouldn't want us all trying to visit if he needs rest. Maybe Kat could find out from her after breakfast just to make sure how he is?" 

She looked imploringly at Kat Black. 

***********

Taytum shot up her eyes widening as music filled her dorm. She moaned pulling herself out of the bed, her feet dragging slowly towards the bathroom. "Is this how they're gonna wake us up every morning?" she said to herself as she brushed the tangles from her hair. She turned looking at the clock, noticing that breakfast was about to begin.." Yea I’m gett'n real good at this late thing.." she mumbled, looking herself over in the mirror. 

She nodded her approval turning to see if the other girls in her dorm were awake yet...  She saw that at least two beds are empty - those occupied by Kat Black and Sarah Taverner. 

Taytum sighed seeing she was one of the last up. Looking herself over one last time, she turned to head down towards the Great Hall.. 

Sarah saw Taytum enter and waved her to come over to where they were seated at the Ravenclaw table. 

Taytum peered down at her timetable  as she walked over toward  the Ravenclaw table taking a seat near Sarah. "Good morning.." she said smiling slightly, her eyes still heavy with sleep.

"G'day cobber!" said Sarah trying to make Taytum feel more at home in a foreign culture.

"You look as though you'd have preferred to have had a bit of a lie-in. Have you received your time table? Decided on your optional classes?"

Taytum grinned.. "Is it that obvious?" she asked yawning. "Yea.. I've have my timetable.." she looked down reading it over it  again quickly.. " But uhm.. I’m afraid that I'm still sort of at a loss on what to take.."

"Well, I am sure that Kat and myself and the others can help you. What classes do you think you'd like to take?" asked Sarah.

Taytum sat for a moment in thought.. " Well I'd rather not have Arithmancy or Ancient Runes.. but I know I want Myth Folk law.." Her eyes scanned over the list again.. "Do we get 4 free periods?"

"Three" replied Sarah, "There are the 6 core subjects and 5 options but then everyone has to do Sports Afternoon even though there is no exam or testing in it. The Free Periods aren't for just hanging-out 

- we are supposed to spend them in the library or doing something similar like study groups. There are a few extra-curricular activities as well that are organised. The Noticeboard will tell you about them."

She sighed, "Let's face it though - this is our last day of freedom for a while - they give *so* much homework and with no trips to Hogsmeade well... it can be quite gruelling a schedule. Still we're

Ravenclaws we say 'bring it on - we're the brains, we laugh in the face of tons of homework'!"

She helped herself to some breakfast.  "So what aspects of magic interests you - not the math and language part eh? Divination? For Alchemy you *have* to have done well at Potions which I did not."

The reality of it all began to sink in quickly as Taytum listened to Sarah.. *Last day of freedom..* she thought to herself, dropping her head to the table.

Sarah smiled at Taytum's dropping her head onto the table.  "Hey it's not that bad - I'm being pessimistic. There are the weekends even if we are shut up here - we'll make our own fun I am sure."

"I like anything that’s interactive.. so I think I'll like transfiguration and care of magical creatures pretty well..." Taytum sighed tapping her finger lightly against the table.. " So what do we do in sports anyway?"

Sarah pondered the question the other girl had. "Oh we do jumping and running and sporty stuff and of course Quidditch. I guess another interactive option will be Hidden Talents as I guess that will be

practical in some parts. Divination as well but the Professor is a little strange. Duelling is very interactive but Alchemy is all theory."

Taytum smiled slightly, "Well that settles it then.. I'll drop Arithmancy, Myth Folklore, and Astronomy.. then at least I can  be up doing something at some point.. Sports sounds fun.. I don’t know about Quidditch though.. I'm not exactly the best on a broom..."she grinned lightly, " But I try.."

She sighed, as her thoughts drifted back towards tomorrow and the beginning of classes... "I guess it'll be alright" she began," This castle is rather large.. there's bound to be tons of places to go.."

Kat was busy contemplating the Quidditch trials as Sarah and Taytum were talking. She had agreed to go and check up with Madame Pomfrey after breakfast on her way to the Quidditch field for practice. 

She absently nibbled her toast as she sat at the table. Lessons were another thing she had not decided on yet too.  She sat quietly watching the conversation. 

Slightly later than usual Marvo enters the hall and takes a seat at the Gryffindor table.

He looks slightly 'wide eyed' and dishevelled. Like he did not sleep well. He also looks like he is blushing slightly.

He glances up to the Ravenclaw table and blushes deeper, His hand instinctively going for the bacon

"OW!" He flinches as a slight sizzling can be heard from his fingertips. He blows on them and reaches for an orange, looking slightly annoyed.

Kat smiled at Marvo as he came into the Great hall. It was quite strange for him to be blushing. She wondered what trouble he had been getting himself into this time. She was sure she would find out

though.

***********

To my honoured uncle,

I have arrived safely at Hogwarts School last night. After the Qiao-yuan transported me to Diagon Alley of London, I was met by students from the school and they have been kind to assist me in getting all my implements. 

We journeyed to Hogwarts by train. There was an incident involving foreign wizards, ninjas. They belonged to a Japanese clan called Kossawa. Is the name not familiar to you? I am certain Mian-Ju-Tao may have encountered them in the past. 

My Sorting was uneventful. The Hat placed me in Gryffindor. I hope to do well in the House of the Warrior Wizard in my time at Hogwarts School. 

I remain, 

Jian 

Jian Hupi finished writing the letter and rolled it, then took it over to a large tawny owl. He tied it to the owl's leg, assessing the animal's strength. The owl seemed to be strong enough to complete a journey to China. 

"May Buddha watch over your journey, my friend," he murmured as he watched the owl fly away from one of the Owlery's round windows. He had already fulfilled his promise to write to his uncle that he had safely made it to Hogwarts. 

He had wisely omitted mentioning that the Qiao-yuan had been confiscated by Professor Snape. No one else would be able to use it, anyway. Not with another person who was not aware of the proper ways to activate it. It was old Mian-Ju-Tao magic. 

Jian brushed some dust off his black robes and gathered up his quill, pen and parchment. Judging by the location of the sun it was breakfast time already. 

He was hungry and a little off-balance. He had not been able to sleep properly the night before, with the new surroundings and the series of events that had taken place earlier. He began to have doubts if he could really cope with the new culture and all the students who seemed to have been raised in an entirely different world compared to his own. 

//Patience,// he told himself, //patience. Everything will be well with time. Your uncle survived it. There is no reason you could not.//

He shook his head to try to clear away the cobwebs of sleepiness and stress, then began to walk back downstairs to the Great Hall. 

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

Jacob was looking particularly serious as he joined his fellow Ravenclaws. His glasses were just as scratched up as ever, and looked as though they had been battered quite thoroughly over the summer.

His eyes, almost hidden by the foggy quality of the glasses, were unusually perceptive.

"Good morning." He said to the table in such a melancholy voice, he could have been at a funeral. "I hope we are all well."

His hands, such pale ones with the think blue veins that spread in all directions, were neatly folded in his lap. His tattered robes were fraying at the edges, but he never noticed that anymore. The saddening, serious mood about him tended to quiet the other Ravenclaws, and several of the First Years had already learned to dread sitting near him.

The orphan boy had his moments, of course. Over the summer he had experienced something rather like a growth spurt, and was nearly over six feet tall. He seemed to have stretched out rather than grown, for instead of gaining weight, he appeared to have lost even more. He was nearly a walking skeleton, and made no move to touch his breakfast.

Kat looked up at Jacob as he joined them. "Morning. I am well, thank-you. How are you? Holiday's not too bad I hope."

Jacob gravely pushed his glasses back up his nose. They were so large for his thin face, they looked extremely out of place.

"They were much more pleasant than what I am accustomed to. I spent most of the time with David, at his residence."

Kat look pleasantly surprised. "That's good. I didn't realise you two were good friends. I always thought you the quiet type. Still more fun to have time with friends."

Out of politeness, he inclined his head slightly. "How were your holidays?"

"I had quite a nice holiday. Spent quite a lot of time with my brother and with Marvo. Even met up with Nimue at one point. It's nice to be back with all my friends now though." 

"Yes, and back to school work." A sigh that was somewhat happy brought him stares from the Second Years seated across the table. A vague half-smile toyed around his lips. Ah, work. He did like work...so refreshing, it really was... 

"I never thought I would miss it this much. Funny, hmm?" He turned away from Kat without waiting for a reply, and sipped gingerly at a glass of water. 

Taytum picked silently at her food, listening quietly to the conversations going on around her. A look of thoughtful concentration fell upon her face as she thought about what she was going to do today...

Her eyes scanned over the table slowly, stopping on Jacob. She looked at him curiously, a friendly smile falling upon her face.. "Hi, I'm Taytum." 

Jacob looks up very seriously from his water, and puts it down soundlessly. He blinks from behind his scratched-up glasses, and silently muses to himself for a moment before answering. 

"Hello, Taytum." He says solemnly, in a low voice that sounds as though his mother's just died. Well, to him she might as well be dead, but that's besides the point. "My name is Jacob." 

He holds out a pale hand to shake with her, not joking in the least with this formality. 

"Hello Jacob." she replied, shaking his hand lightly from across the table. "It's a pleasure.." 

She sat back for a moment, her chin resting lightly on her hands as she studied him thoughtfully. "Are you from around here?" she asked trying to make friendly conversation.. 

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

Randal had finished his report early this morning. He carefully tied it to Shadow's leg and began a note to Dumbledore, watching the little Merlin fly away as he picked up the quill.

He had decided that he had to report to the Ministry the information that he had found out in relation to Shinrei. She had been quite busy yesterday really, Randal reflected. First the train and then the meeting that he had with her. However he also felt that Dumbledore needed to be aware of Shinrei's behaviour.

Randal looked thoughtfully at what he had written so far, and then continued.

... so I believed that I should inform you of my discussion with the young lady last night. She has confessed to using the secret chamber in the dungeons on a regular basis to escape Hogwarts. She has also admitted that she makes her own remedies and potions.

I feel the main thing to tell you is that evidence would tend to suggest that she has been using her remedies on other students. I am not sure of the nature of the remedies she has used, but she did

mention some names of people that she had given them to.

I did caution her in her use of some of the ingredient remains that I found on the floor of the chamber at the end of last term. I have included a list of the herbs and other ingredients that I have been

able to identify below...

He continued the note with a few observations that he had made on some of the newer students that he thought the headmaster might find of interest. He signed the letter and sealed it. Then he performed a

translocation spell on it. It was a high level spell that normally 4th years would not know, but of course the training had covered it. The letter would appear in the air in front of Dumbledore.

All he could do now was trust Dumbledore, and probably Madame Pomfrey to deal with Shinrei.

He stood up and stretched. Then he headed down to breakfast, glancing at the Ravenclaw table as he sat down at the Slytherin table.

Magnus' & Piotr' Bad Hair Day

Piotr had awoken late, much to his irritation, but he had had an extremely restless night. Perhaps it was the strangeness of being away from home...he angrily brushed that idea aside. No way was he homesick. 

Swinging his legs out of bed, he was a little perturbed to realise he was feeling a bit sick. He took several deep breaths and that made him feel a little better. One of the advantages of his parents paying the extra money and giving him a room of his own, meant that he also had the world's tiniest bathroom where he could perform his morning ablutions privately. 

After he came out of the prehistoric - but functional - shower, he stood in front of the mirror and examined his reflection. A few swift moves with the comb and his damp black hair was in position. He looked down at the comb and realised that there were more hairs that had come out than usual. He scowled. Still, he had plenty to go round, he could spare a few hairs. 

Pulling on his robes, he took his first dose of potion of the day and grimaced again. The stuff was foul. 

The feeling of nausea did not totally leave him as he walked down the corridors heading for the Great Hall, and he wondered, idly, if perhaps it had been something in that pumpkin juice that hadn't agreed with him. 

**********

Magnus was not one for being seen first thing in the morning. 

He always liked to look his best, regardless of the fact that he was in a dormitory full of only boys. Once awake, he stretched and peered through the gap in the curtains surrounding his four-poster bed to see if anyone else was around. A few beds were empty, indicating that he wasn't the first up for breakfast, but there didn't seem to be an awful lot of activity. Grabbing his bed-robes and towel, he headed for the shower. The few hundred strands of hair remaining on his pillow went completely unnoticed. 

Sleepily washing in the shower, Magnus got the feeling that all was not entirely as it should be. He was standing in a good couple of inches of water already, and it was rising. He washed the soap out of his eyes and looked down. The plughole was full of hair. He inwardly cursed the lack of hygiene of whomever it was that had taken a shower before him. 

He quickly finished washing, towelled himself off, and returned to his bed, drawing the curtains again so he could preen in privacy. Once dressed he took out his extravagant brush, and started to work on his hair, his pride and joy. He pulled the brush briskly through the knotty mass, and heard a sickly tearing sound. Curiously, he disentangled the brush from his hair, thinking he must have broken it somehow, and brought it closer to his face to look at it. 

The brush fell to the floor with a clatter. With it fell a large wad of wet golden hair. 

Magnus' reactions came in short sharp bursts. As he registered what had happened, he spoke out loud, in Swedish, with words that probably didn't translate directly as "Oh no!" Then, to make sure his eyes weren't deceiving him, he put up his hand and tugged a few locks. Sure enough, they came away in his hand, and he stared at them for a few seconds. Then, he put both hands on top of his head, as if in an attempt to hold the rest of his hair on. 

*Don't panic, Magnus* he told himself. Inside his head, a voice screamed. 

Painfully loudly. *It must be magic. I've been tricked* he continued 

The voice in his head continued to scream maniacally, but seemed to be in agreement at least. 

*So. Who could it have been?* 

He thought back over recent events. He discounted his dormitory-mates immediately. They were Gryffindors, and whilst he wasn't entirely au fait with the whole "house" thing, he was fairly sure one Gryffindor wouldn't do this to another. So it must have been last night. Who had he seen. 

It came to him in a blindingly obvious flash. 

"Piotr Rachinov!" he spat. 

The voice in his head stopped screaming, and a picture of the Slytherin he had "walked in to" the previous night emerged clearly in his mind. He could here murmurs of agreement now from the previously screaming voice. 

*I knew he was dangerous* he thought. 

He had heard Piotr muttering under his breath at Magnus' back as he walked away. He hadn't heard what he had said. Had the Slytherin worm had the audacity to cast a spell at him when his back was turned? 

*Just like a Slytherin* he thought. 

Pulling on his over-robe he burst between the curtains, determined to find and punish the person responsible for this heinous crime. 

********

Piotr, of course, had no idea that Magnus Prytz was braying for his blood. He was quietly walking down the halls of Hogwarts, absorbing conversations going on around him, his mind entirely on anything but rampaging Gryffindors.

He had already put his sunglasses back on, finding the daylight too much to bear, and was more or less entirely lost in his own private little world.

"RACHINOV!!!" Magnus yelled down the corridor. He had seen Piotr's unmistakable, bespectacled form slithering down the corridor. Never before had he felt so much hatred and loathing for a group of people. These Slytherins really were as bad as he had been led to believe! But wait, Arcadia was as Slytherin wasn't she? He shook his head to clear such a confusing thought. 

A few wispy strands of golden hair drifted slowly to the floor.

Focussed once again, the red mists were well and truly descended. How *dare* anyone cause harm to his person, especially his lovely hair! He began to run down the corridor, the crowds parting ahead of him and closing in his wake. Gasps came from all around, and some smaller girls made pitiful shrieking noises (as little girls do).

The Slytherin was vaguely aware of the sound of his name being called and paused in his casual stroll down the corridor.  He turned, just in time for Magnus to barrel into him, knocking the wind out of him, and sending them both crashing to the ground in a shower of blond hair and, rather disturbingly, dark hairs as well.

"What the..." began Piotr, totally baffled by this turn of events, then he saw the dark hairs that were floating gracefully to the floor, swaying gleefully in the air like malevolent snowflakes.

He stared at it in horror, then holding onto his shades with his left hand tried to push Magnus back with the other.  "Get off me!" he yelled.

Magnus either didn't see the floating hair, or simply ignored it. He also ignored Piotr's attempts to push him off.

"What have you done! My hair!" He shouted into the Slytherin's face. He grabbed old of Piotr's hair with the intent of shaking his head off, but instead he came away with a couple of handsfull of gloss black hair.

The momentum threw him backwards until he, too, was lying on the floor a few feet from Piotr. By this time a circle of excited students had gathered around the pair.

He stared at his hands.

He stared at Piotr.

He stared back at his hands.

"What the...???" he started to say...

Somewhere in the fall, Piotr's shades had come off and he covered his eyes with a whimper.  Therefore, he did not notice the clumps of hair in Magnus' hands.  He scrabbled around desperately on the floor for his blessed sunglasses and with some relief, his fingers closed around them.

Putting them back on, he turned to look at Magnus who was holding what looked like chunks of his hair.  In abject horror, Piotr put a hand up and felt the patches where Magnus had seemingly ripped his hair out.

"My hair..." he began, then studied Magnus more closely.  "Your hair..."

"Our hair?" Magnus finished questioningly. Something wasn't right here.

"Something isn't right here" he said across the floor to Piotr. The crowd had begun to disperse now, realising that there probably wasn't going to be a fight and not wanting to be around in case Professor Snape should turn up. 

"If it wasn't you" he said, pointing ridiculously across the room with a black hair covered hand, "and it wasn't me" he continued, putting his other and up to his rapidly becoming hairless head. (The mingling of the black with the blond that this resulted in looked like a bleaching disaster) "Then who was it?"

The two stared at each other for a moment.

"The PUMPKIN juice!" they both yelled out at the same time, in true dramatical fashion.

"Oriana!" Magnus added. "Oh why did you have to go and do that, I was just starting to like you again!"

Piotr said nothing for long moments.  He was too busy mourning the loss of his hair, his beautiful, rich, raven-like tresses that he had so carefully cultivated over the years.  On top of that, the brief exposure to the sunlight had left him feeling shaken and sick.

"The pumpkin juice," he repeated, bitterly.  "I thought it had disagreed with me, but this is beyond the pale."  He considered for a few moments. "Looks like it was lucky I only took a sip.  How much hair have you actually lost?"  He slowly got to his feet and stumbled a little.  His retinas felt like they were on fire.

"Too much" he shuddered "and it's still coming out. I'll be bald by the end of breakfast time!"

A steely resolve crossed his face.

"Look. We can't let her get away with this. We need to get her. Together."

He looked carefully at Piotr to see if the boy was in agreement. All thoughts of Slytherin-hatred were now out of his head. It was just that Oriana that was to blame.

"Let's go get some breakfast, and I promise, no pumpkin juice this time!"

"You have a deal," said Piotr, furiously.  Slytherin or not, this Oriana person had resulted in the potential loss of his hair, and that was not to be stood for.  Piotr had no interest in house loyalty whatsoever, and he'd found a common link with Magnus Prytz.  

They were joined together in a single cause.

Revenge.

[Note: Magnus has already lost enough hair for it to be noticeable to those at breakfast.  Piotr, bless him, hasn't.  But he's not looking at all well.  Fancy knocking his SHADES off!]

*********

There was something you did in this situation. Forks. All he could think about were forks. Forks, floating in concentric circles, doing a bit of a jive, a dance in the moonlight... oh, wait, there was a song playing in the background... some of those bits of cutlery could really dance...

"Okay," Raphael murmured to himself, "there is something horribly wrong. I should not be seeing forks."

From the back of his mind, another voice answered, and it sounded suspiciously, thought Raphael, like the absinthe fairy: "There is no spoon, so use the forks, Luke..." Raphael shuddered and tried desperately to wake himself up from the bad joke nightmare. There were some things that should not be uttered. Like: 'it won't hurt at all, I promise,' or 'I think it's dead,' or even the dreaded 'gosh, well, it didn't feel like that last night when I could see it properly...' Wake up, he thought to himself, for goodness sake! IN a futile effort to get himself up, Raphael tried to get his extremities to annoy themselves. His hands. That'd be good: move his hands.

"Urgh," he muttered as he readied himself. Then, Raphael rolled sideways and fell off the infirmary trolley and cracked his jaw on the bedside table. "Urgh," he said once again, with more force, but from closer to the ground.

He opened his eyes. It wasn't a pretty sight. What a morning. Urgh. Sunlight baaaad. Sunlight soooo baaaaad.

Rubbing his eyes, and finding himself in strange room, for just a second Raphael wondered where the forest had gone: where the trees he slept under were, where the dry drifts of leaves were, where he was. Amnesia. Where was he? Wasn't he meant to get up early today to go and see his uncle about sending him somewhere tomorrow?

Then his mind caught up on present events and he groaned a little more. Headache. Headache. Skipping past the Leaky Cauldron incident, Raphael soon got onto the train, and then... the sorting. Which was blanked out in his mind. He ignored that and went onto the slightly embarrassing talk with

Sarah, the Quidditch test (at this he rallied a little) and then a bed that he wasn't in, or even under. He was in a dormitory, or a hospital, or somewhere. What a nightmare.

And then he turned around and got Madam Pomfrey in the face.  - - -

A few minutes later a Raphael was cannonballed out of the infirmary and smacked into the wall opposite, bruising his other jaw. Twisting around at double speed, Raphael shouted "I'm alright I'm alright I'm alright" before sprinting off into the castle.

A minute later he was against a wall and trying to catch his breath. Right. Okay. Now... where was the common room? He needed to get changed... he was in a smock for gods sake...

A pair of blue eyes blinked at him from the darkness. Then, the decision reached, Raphael and Zephyr threw themselves at each other, their version of a friendly punch on the shoulder being more like a small scuffle... which was cut off when a group of first year Slytherins started coming down one of the staircases loudly towards him. Raphael looked at Zephyr in panic: he could take off what was essentially a dress, and be in his boxers, or he couldn't. What was the choice?

Zephyr grinned and tapped his nose. Then, kicking one of the bookcases delicately, he opened a passageway that extended into darkness. "Cool," was Raphael's only comment as he threw himself up the small passage. It was luckily a quick route.

A good fifteen minutes later, Raphael found himself walking down the stairs and into the great hall, and strutting calmly towards the Ravenclaw table, trying to look cool, even with the bruise on his forehead being joined by dual bruises on each jaw. Sitting down at the table next to Nathaniel and

Sarah, and only a slight grimace crossing his face at the jarring, he asked them both: "wazzup?"

Only then, however, did he notice the piece of paper on his place. And although the plate was soon full of cold dairy custard (sometimes only custard would do) he was slightly more interested in what Sarah and Nathaniel had to say, and the piece of paper which he'd only just started to translate...

Sarah was astonished to see Raphael - he appeared to have gained some more bruises since the previous evening.

"Hey aren't you suppose to be in the Hospital Wing under the care of Madame Pomfrey and having wonderful hospital food and resting your poorly head? Did you stage an escape or did she pronounce you well enough to leave?"

Sarah cast an eye in Kat Black's direction. Naturally if Raphael had tried to escape medical treatment, Kat would not be pleased and Sarah wouldn't blame her.

Kat noticed as Raphael walked in and sat down. She glanced at Sarah with a 'what is he doing' look. She waited to see what he would say about being out of the Infirmary. 

Sarah returned Kat's look. She was completely perplexed as to what was going on with Raphael.

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

Unusually for a Sunday, Arcadia was already at the Slytherin table, buttering some toast.

She had purposely sat with her back to the main door, but Pantalaimon was at her side and watching as Magnus came in. Arcadia smiled.

She was not so pleased when she saw he was with. She didn't like Piotr Rachinov. There was 'something' about him, Something she didn't understand, didn't like, and didn't want to get in the way of. Just like the Hawkwood Girl.

Her chain of thought was broken by some giggles from the Hufflepuff table. She smiled and continued to butter her toast.

Carina had followed Arcadia's advice and put on the strongest privacy charm she knew on her bed, as well as an alarm hex that would give anyone trying to disturb her rather nasty friction burn.

Unfortunately, no one had tried anything. Pity really, she'd have to prove she was a force not to be messed with some other way.

That morning she swept into breakfast quite late, not a hair out of place. Looking down the Slytherin she found a place by Arcadia.

"Morning." she said bluntly, piling breakfast onto her plate. Carina Darnell was not known for being a social figure at any time before 12 noon. Not a morning person didn't begin to cover it.

"Oh. Hello Carina. Sleep well?" asked Arcadia. Pantalaimon continued to watch Magnus and did not move. Arcadia looked at the pile of food on Carina's plate and raised an eyebrow slightly while continuing to butter some toast.

Carina looked up from her plate of bacon, sausages and toast with sleepy eyes. "If by that, Arcadia, you mean was I disturbed, no I wasn't. Though I was prepared should my dorm mates have decided that it would be funny to wake me."

"I wouldn't worry. Most of them will have seen you with me now, so you’re pretty safe.” Said Arcadia.

She looked down at her timetable with mild interest, then looked back at Arcadia. "What extras have you taken?"

Arcadia looks over to Carina's timetable. "Extras? We have to pick Extras?" She hadn't even looked!

Carina nodded. "You have to take 5 optional subjects. I've chosen mine. I've taken Hidden Talents, Sport, Ancient Runes, Magical Languages and Magic, Folklore and Myths. Anything to avoid Muggle

Studies."

From where he was chatting with Morticia a little further down the Slytherin table, Drake looked up and threw Carina a rather hurt look. 

"I guess I'll just take the same as you," said Arcadia. 

Throwing Drake a sneer in return for his look, Carina turned her attention back to Arcadia. "I thought you'd want to take Alchemy, you being good at Potions. It clashes with Astronomy."

Arcadia looked at her timetable closely, her brow furrowing. "Erm.. ya, your right. And I'll get rid of Arithmancy and have that as a free period."

She scribbled some more. "There. That should do it"

Carina then looked at Pan. "And what is he looking at?"

Arcadia smiled, “Oh Pan is just checking out 'Oh I'm so handsome Magnus'. Looks like he's having a bad hair day." Arcadia giggled as she buttered her toast.

Carina looked over at Magnus and barely suppressed howls of laughter. 

Snorting, she turned back to Arcadia, eyes glinting. "Is this what you wouldn't tell me about yesterday?" She whispered. If it was, she knew that Arcadia would want to keep it secret for a while.

Arcadia leans in closer to Carina. "Oh yes. Just you wait and see. I'll explain later... oh yes, that

reminds me.."

She winked and sat up and started to talk in an obviously loud voice, so almost everyone can here.

"Did you hear about Niki and Nathan? We found them asleep, she was sitting in his lap, in the common room this morning! And he wasn't wearing anything more than his boxers! And she was in her night-gown...well...Mostly..."

**********

Alpha joined the others at the breakfast table. She looked forward to Monday, happy that school was starting again. She noticed a new face next to Arcadia's, but noticed also that the two girls were a bit alike. Better not sit next to them, she thought.

After introducing herself to the new girl : "Hello, I'm Alpha Rich, 5th year" she sat a short distance away from the two girls.

She glanced around who was already in the room. She saw Sarah at the Ravenclaw table and waved to her.

She had to talk to Prof. McGonagall about taking 12 subjects instead of 11. Then she had an appointment with Madam Pince, the Librarian, about which afternoons and evenings she had to assist her. Busy Sunday ahead of her, but she liked that.

*********

Dylan had managed to slip into the Great Hall mostly unnoticed, and was at his usual spot at the Gryffindor table, eating eggs as if he might never have a chance to eat again when he heard Arcadia's little announcement.  

Under his breath, he swore softly in every available language, dropping his fork.  It clattered to his plate and he felt his cheeks redden.  No one had told him that Niki and Nathan were a couple, or that they had been...no, Dylan refused to think about that.  It wasn't right, it wasn't fair, it wasn't kind, it wasn't honourable...not that he felt like being any of those things at that moment.

Dylan sighed.  This wasn't his problem.  He just had to keep telling himself that.  Niki, obviously, was no longer interested in him, and that was that.  No big thing.  Deliberately, Dylan picked up his fork

and began again on his eggs, scanning his timetable.

Somehow, though, he didn't feel very hungry anymore.

*********

Giggling at the sight of Magnus again, Carina shook her head quietly as she ate her sausages. Before she started her bacon she looked at her new found friend and muttered quietly.

"Being new, I haven't the faintest who Nathan is, other than the fact his is Morticia's brother. And by the looks of it, Dylan isn't all that happy with your announcement. Care to explain?"

Arcadia face changed slightly for a second at the mention of Nathan.

"Oh Nathan.. Well he had this MAJOR crush on me. and I ... sort of... liked him. But then that... Niki Decided to steal him from me. She used to go around with Dylan, but dumped him. She's just a little tart really, I don't see what they see in her. I'd say she uses a charm or something, but I don't think she is clever enough for that!"

Carina grinned. "Not one to hold a grudge are you Arcadia."

 Looking at her timetable again she took in her subjects. Transfiguration. That would be ok. Then there was Hidden Talents and DADA. She was *extremely* glad she didn't have Potions yet. She was dreading Thursday. 

Looking back up at Arcadia, she smiled. "So, what's the usual routine in Potions? Work alone or in groups?"

She hoped it would be in groups. She could at least trust other people to get theirs right. She was bound to mess up. She was scared stiff of cauldrons and everything to do with them. She did have a right to be 

Alpha was used to be ignored by Arcadia, but she raised an eyebrow over the fact that the new girl Carina was so rude to ignore her as well. 

After she 'd eaten her fruit she decided to stay a bit longer at the breakfast table and enjoying her coffee, she began to study her timetable. "I really need to discuss this with Prof. McGonagall" she mumbled. 

Finishing her coffee, she went over to the teachers' table. Shyly she asked Prof. McGonagall: "Please, Professor, may I interrupt?" because the professor was talking to Hagrid. 

Musings and Interludes

Shinrei was now back at the dorm room, freshly showered and wearing a plain black kimono and trousers, the looseness of which almost resembling the Hogwarts school robes. She did not like to stand out. 

She put her very long, straight black hair back up into its usual bun and was about to tuck her wand and Chishio draught flask into her robes when something caught her attention: a tiny roll of parchment that had fallen on top of her bed. It was the one that had floated into her hands right after Saito and the ninjas left the train. 

She had to read it in a more private place. By the looks of it, the letter was no ordinary one. Most likely it was from Kanjou. 

Shinrei went downstairs and made her way to the lakeside, to the same spot where she had given Marcus Falconer the rainbow illusion last term. As it was breakfast time, the place was quiet and devoid of students, calm, peaceful and cool. 

She sat beneath the shade of the tree and unfolded the parchment very carefully. The only thing written on it were the kanji characters for "Chishio." She knew how to unlock this. It was an advanced magical means of making sure nobody else could read the letter. She poured seven drops of the Chishio draught on the parchment. 

The paper immediately dissolved into nothingness and recomposed itself into a ghost of Kanjou Hashimoto. He stood before her, translucent beneath the early-morning sun. He looked as he always did: composed and certain of everything, long black ponytail flowing and expression unfathomable. 

"Konnichiwa, aiji." Beloved child. The form of address still had not changed. His dark eyes skated over the tree trunk above her head. Shinrei knew he had "recorded" this before. She could react or respond, but he would not know. This "speech" was not happening in real time. Perhaps he had made it days ago. 

He continued in Japanese. "I am sorry, aiji. I did not mean to surprise you but it was necessary that I inform you as soon as I could. The Order is clamouring for stability and you were the only person I knew who could help me." 

The "ghost" Kanjou paused and glanced downward, at the spot where Shinrei was now sitting. "I am still in Siberia. There is no certain word about Voldemort but I am sure some Dark wizards are doing resurrection rituals. For whom, I am not certain." 

"Forgive me for leaving you without much word for the past months, aiji. It was necessary for your safety. There is...another threat here in Nippon. It is best no one should know where you are." 

Shinrei's eyes widened and she replied, "What threat?" But Kanjou did not answer. 

"Albus Dumbledore is one of the very few whom I am certain can protect you properly. I implore you to remain at Hogwarts School and within England and Scotland. Do not seek to return to Kossawa or Nippon at any time until I come for you at Hogwarts-dojo myself, which will be soon." 

"I look forward to seeing you again, my Shinrei. After I speak, there will appear a key to a vault in Gringotts. I have arranged for some gold to be kept there in your name." 

"Do not write to me, aiji. Trust me. Everything is for your safety and the future of Nippon. Take good care of yourself and train continually. Find good allies who will be by your side while I am still not there for you. It is a difficult place for someone like you, but I know you will survive it. I have faith in you, aiji." 

The "ghost" Kanjou bowed formally, slowly, and said "Sayounara." Then he was gone. 

Shinrei did not know how long she stared into the now-empty space in the air. The next thing she knew, she was fumbling for the Gringotts key that had appeared on the ground. Holding the key in her palms, she felt heat on her cheeks. Only when she saw the liquid fall in heavy drops onto her hands that she knew she was crying. 

**********

Noticing the bruises on his face for the first time himself, and probing them gently with his fingers, Raphael threw a grin at the shocked Sarah. 

"I'm okay. Madam.... Madam... Pomfrey? ...she said just to take it easy... and keep calm, which I wasn't in the hospital ward," he said, grinning, "and to report back if I got another headache. Since I haven't finished the first one yet," he told them both; "It'll be a while until the next one rears its ugly head. Hopefully," he added. 

"Right," Raphael said, poking at the timetable. "Right. Um. What should I take?" 

"Well Nathaniel and I will keep a close eye on you today." said Sarah with a soft smile at both boys. "Keeping you calm should be an interesting challenge, Raphael." 

She took out her own timetable, which she had been filling in already. "Mine's dead straight-forward. Dropping the subject I bottomed out on last year and taking the new one Magical Languages to compliment my Ancient Runes." 

Branwen glanced across as Sarah was making her mark on her timetable. She looked back at hers and sighed, she really wanted to drop Arithmancy but knew her Father wouldn't be happy about it...was it worth the aggravation? She asked herself. 

She smiled, "At least you seem to know what you're doing. I'm afraid I really haven't given this much thought, been a bit distracted..." she said, trying not to look for Randal. To be fair, he was only roughly half of what was causing her mind to wander, her brief trip to the forest hadn't been entirely satisfactory and she needed to go back but she did have a rather bad feeling in the pit of her stomach, something was most definitely wrong. 

Nathaniel's grin had returned when Raphael returned to their midst, none the worse for his concussion save some extra bruises. 

Exchanging good mornings with him, Nathaniel had finished his apple (he wasn't really in the mood for breakfast) he wandered out of the Great Hall unnoticed, the mostly black kitten trotting at his heels. 

The lake drew him like a magnet. Serene under the early morning sun, the water glinting. Lost in his own thoughts, Nathaniel strolled along the edge of the water, the light breeze swirling the loose indigo overrobe he wore. 

He didn't see the girl until he was almost falling over her. She didn't see him. She was crying. 

~ damn, damn, damn ~ Nathaniel thought and tried to retreat. 

But the mostly black kitten spoiled his hasty retreat by rubbing up against her and purring. 

~ DAMN, DAMN, DAMN ~ Nathaniel thought and hastily pasted a smile over his usual scowl. 

"Uh... you alright?" he hazarded. 

**********

Oriana felt sick to her stomach. She felt horrible about what she had done to Magnus the night before. Why did she have to give in to Arcadia? Why did Arcadia intimidate her so much? 

The conversation she had with Marvo was comforting. She was happy to know that at least one person was on her side. But at the same time she felt good about what she had done. Magnus deserved it. *He is such a pig!* Oriana thought to herself. Yet she couldn't help from feeling jealous of Arcadia. Magnus loved Arcadia and not her. She could accept that. Or could she...?

 She needed to find Arcadia as quickly as possible to tell her that the mission was accomplished. She'd be thrilled about that. *Maybe Arcadia will give me something for doing all her dirty work* she thought. She got up from her seat and went off to find her "best friend". 

Magnus sat forlornly at the Gryffindor breakfast table. There were several pieces of toast discarded on plates around him. All seemed to be partially eaten, and all seemed to have small clumps of golden hair stuck to them. Eating breakfast was proving neither easy nor fun. There was also a bowl of hairy porridge, some hairy scrambled eggs and a rather hairy maple syrup pancake. It was at this last dish that Magnus stared ruefully at. 

He wished it was all over. If his hair was going to fall out, he wished it would just get on with it and get out of his way. That way he could try and cast a spell to grow it back. But he couldn't do that here, and he couldn't walk out and let people laugh behind his back. Most of all, he wished he wasn't there. 

He didn't notice Oriana, which was probably for the best. With a sad self-pitying sigh, he pushed away the plate of pancakes and rested his chin on his cupped palm. The sudden movement caused another shower of golden hair to fall to the table. 

Magnus sighed again. 

Oriana entered the Great Hall to get some breakfast. The first thing she noticed was Magnus sitting at the Gryffindor table. His hair! Oh no! What had happened to his hair? It was the potion! Oriana felt really sick now. Her whole body hurt. She walked slowly over to Magnus. 

"Magnus!" she exclaimed. "Oh my! What has happened?" 

She really felt bad for him. She wouldn't wish that on anyone...except Arcadia. 

"Oh you poor thing. Do you know of any spells to make it grow back?" 

Arcadia watched with interest as Oriana spoke to Magnus. She had better be good, or she would have to punish her. Poor boy she though, then smiled. Dam! Why did he have to look so cute! 

**********

Raphael stared at the timetable. He stared some more. And then slowly he turned it over. And sighed as all made more sense. 

The subjects he recognised: there was some that Sarah had been talking about before, Duelling, HoM, (which Raphael guessed meant History of Magic, the name having been burnt into his memory by dread) and Transfiguration, which sounded painful. So... he had decided yesterday that Hidden Talents sounded fun. Kinda... cloak and dagger. 

"Hidden Talents on Monday second block," he announced. "Either of you doing that?" he asked Sarah and Nathaniel. "Divination sounds fun but Hidden talents sounds better..." 

Then his face fell. Did he have to do either Alchemy or Astronomy? But... he hadn't got a Potions score... he'd have to do Astronomy... but Astronomy... he knew the sky... but to be told about the names of stars... what'd Bob and Gertrude be called by a Professor? ...but... that'd mean he was doing eight options. 

Raphael readjusted his brain, kick-started it, and started again. So... free block on Tuesday? And he had to be in the duelling class. "I'm doing duelling," he told the others. 

Was Myth and Folklore the option or was Sport and Magic? His paper was smudged... but... if sport was an option he was doing it. Muggle Studies sounded... vaguely dirty. What did Muggle mean again? Well... he had to do Myth and Folklore, he supposed. And Sport. "Sport," he muttered to himself. 

Oh. Three options. So... two others left. He didn't want to do Arithmancy... Sarah had said it was something like... he shuddered... maths... so with some sadness he ticked Magical Languages and Ancient Runes. 

Then he noticed something else on the timetable. "Sarah... what is Sea little oh Emm Sea?" he spelled to her, pointing at Tuesday after lunch. 

"When can we go practice Quidditch again? And what are you doing for lessons, Nathaniel?" He didn't want to be alone and thick in lessons. It'd be embarrassing. 

"Nathaniel's deserted us I am afraid." said Sarah. The other boy had wandered away from the table while Raphael was concentrating on his options. Sarah had noticed his departure but he hadn't looked as though he wanted it to be a 'big deal'. She remained aware of how huge a step this must be for him coming into this world and she hoped he wasn't feeling excluded. 

"Still, I am sure he'll tell us all about his options later." she said brightly. "Oh COMC - means Care of Magical Creatures. It's lots of fun as well. You get to handle interesting creatures of all shapes and sizes, like hypogriffs and unicorns but sometimes just dull things like flubberworms. Very practical and it's dead easy as well." 

"Cool," Raphael hazarded, although looking at the timetable he wasn't too sure of himself. What Sarah had said had mainly gone over his head. Stuffing the sheet of paper into his pocket he finished the last of his custard and glanced up at the others. 

Addressing Sarah, of course, and Branwen, who he vaguely remembered from the night before, he asked them: "so can we find, er, what's-his-face, that guy who talked about Quidditch last night, the coach, and get him to open the broom shed?" 

He couldn't help but grin madly at Sarah. Last night had been brilliant, even if Nathaniel seemed to know how to do it properly, but now he wanted to see her fly. It was just a shame the shed was locked last night and they only had one broom. And of course... 

Piotr. Piotr Rachinov. Even the name made him want to shudder. There was something... disturbing... even as he had glanced at Nimue and then at Raphael over the girl's shoulder... he had made him feel... 

Cracked. Cracked down the middle. And the cracks... something had talked about cracks last night... the sorting hat... what had the sorting hat said to him...? What wasn't he th- 

"Ach!" exclaimed Raphael, and ripped open his pocket in an effort to get it out... was his pocket on fire, it felt like someone had put a firecracker in there! 

The pain stopped. Raphael drew out the pinion of a raven feather, and for a second just peered at the feather in his pocket. And then dropped it back in. And ignored the incident. "Coming?" he asked the two girls as he strode out of the hall looking for the coach. 

********

Before coming down to the Great Hall for Sunday breakfast, the Headmaster had received two letters. The first had arrived by owl from Hogsmeade. Anders' spidery handwriting was instantly recognisable. 

Professor Dumbledore smiled as he read through it. Transparent maybe but a very handy suggestion nonetheless. Since his announcement the evening before about the International Event, the air of Hogwarts had been electric with the subject of Quidditch. 

He penned a quick reply to Anders reminding him that he didn't need to stand on ceremony and that he was welcome to come up to the school at whatever time he wished during the day. However, he did caution Anders that the number of interested students was very high and that he likely would be in great demand. 

As he watched the owl fly down to the village, his eye fell upon the lake. So calm it looked in the morning light. .... 

Then Randal's letter arrived. Dumbledore read it with great concern. It was one more confirmation that Shinrei Hikari was hiding something from them all. He had heard about the train incident from a number of sources and there was also Kanjou's letter to be considered.... 

Professor Snape had also spoken with him the night before about finding Shinrei in the grounds and what had taken place. He felt she was a high risk to other students, who might well find themselves on the receiving end of one of her energy spells, while she was in the grip of one of what he termed 'her fantasies about being attacked'. 

Dumbledore also was fiercely protective of the students and advised Snape that he would speak to Malcolm Ward, who was ideally placed in Gryffindor House, about undertaking immediate risk assessment. 

Since the incident last summer when Shinrei had collapsed outside the History of Magic classroom and the discovery by Madame Pomfrey of the Chishio draught - Snape had been made aware of the suspicions of Dumbledore and Hawkwood. 

At the time Snape had been all for confronting her on the matter but Dumbledore had restrained him. He believed there was a reason Shinrei had been sent into their protection and that it was unlikely that Kanjou was fully aware of why he had done so. Surely he would have known that Dumbledore would be suspicious of Shinrei's abilities and enquire further. 

Randal's information that Shinrei was sharing her 'remedies' with other students was also very alarming and discreet enquiries would again be made. The Potions Master would undoubtedly welcome this list of ingredients provided by Randal Fudge. 

Heading down to the Great Hall for breakfast, Dumbledore paused briefly at the Slytherin table where Randal was seated. He requested that Randal attend him later that morning to discuss one of his 'options'. He also paused at the Gryffindor table and requested Marvo likewise see him later. He was discreet but he expected the two boys were well aware he wanted them both to be in on this investigation. 

He was slightly puzzled as he passed by Magnus Prytz as to why the boy looked rather distressed and appeared to be fussing with his hair so much. 

Marvo nodded to the Headmaster unable to speak due to having toast in his mouth. 

He quickly chewed and swallowed, then stood up and smiled to the table. "Excuse me. I have to be going" He bowed slightly and started to the door. 

***********

"I do so want ta try ou' fer Quidditch," Mahou mused as she and Nimue walked to the Great Hall. "I ha'e a Firebolt. Got it fer me birthday." Straightening her hat, the lass looked around, as if searching. She sighed with relief and kept walking. "Wha' do ye ha'e fer breakfast usually, Miss Nimue?" 

Blackfoot followed behind, trotting along. 

She noticed that Mahou was looking around and had sighed as if relived, "Worried about running into someone?" she enquired. 

As they approached the Gryffindor table Nimue spied what was happening to Magnus whose luxurious blond locks appeared to have moulted away. He was looking very patchy. 

Nimue was immune to his charms and he seemed disinterested in adding her to his band of admiring females. So all parties were happy. Still he seemed all right in general and she had been interested in his upbringing. 

***********

"Distracted? Yeah, nice distraction though." said Sarah with a wink to Branwen. 

She looked towards the Slytherin table and seeing Randal was sitting there and the Headmaster just moving off, "Wonder if your boy's in trouble? Old Dumbly-drawers looked a wee bit...serious. No twinkling." 

Branwen grinned, "Yeah, he's not bad" and she suddenly wondered why he hadn't made any attempt to see her in so long, it wasn't like she hadn't noticed before but what with other things she'd deliberately put it to the back of her mind.  She followed Sarah's gaze and caught a glimpse of Randal and pouted ever so slightly.  Surely she didn't have to do all the chasing?

Out of the corner of her eye she spotted a nervous looking Hal scouring his new timetable, obviously desperate not to make the wrong choices for fear of what his Mother would say.

"So, all trying out of the Quidditch team I suppose?  I'll just have to be reserved for the vital supporter role I think, although if you need any flying tips, gentlemen.." she said with a sly smile, quickly fading as she realised what a stupid thing that had been to say - everyone knew she didn't play, so why would she be a talented witch when it came to brooms?

"Yea. I think Kat and I have a fair chance of one of us getting something. The boys are new but enthusiastic." she dropped her voice "and devastatingly cute both of them."

Sarah suppressed a giggle at Branwen's remark about flying tips - obviously this was some sort of euphemism as everyone knew Branwen didn't play and Sarah couldn't ever recall ever seeing her on a broom.

Besotted of Slytherin/Les Miserables of Other Houses

Carina was distracted as she saw the sickly looking boy from the previous day sitting down at the table. 

A sneer crossed her face. Not only was he wearing sunglasses, but also he seemed to have caught the same problem as Magnus. She leant in towards him. "Head feeling any lighter Rachinov? Only you seem to be...thinning a little on top. Tell me, is it a habit of yours to look like something out of a Muggle horror novel? Only the hair loss along with the complexion gives that impression." 

"And sunglasses to breakfast. Surely even our beauty isn't that blinding." 

Piotr was not in the mood for such comments, and ignored Carina, carefully trying to keep the bubbling rage inside under control. He glanced up at her from under his shades. "I suggest," he said in a pleasant voice that was laced with venom, "that you go away now and leave me alone." 

He looked across the room to see Magnus, who definitely seemed to be suffering far worse than he was - but then Piotr had only had a little of the potion. The fury in his gut bubbled some more. 

Carina raised an eyebrow. "And since when did a Darnell ever back down. If you want to be left alone I suggest *you* leave. I mean, I'm not the one walking around with a severe lack of hair, sunglasses and skin that looks like its never seen the outside world since it was born into it." 

She glared at Rachinov, and wondered her chance at beating him in a staring match. 

Arcadia nudged Carina under the table and leant over to whisper in her ear. "Watch out Car. Theirs something about that one." 

Pan has moved far closer to Arcadia and was trying to hide. 

Piotr carried on staring at her from behind his shades. Then he sighed heavily. "You shouldn't mess with things you don't understand," he said, slowly taking off his glasses and catching hold of her gaze with his violet-tinted irises. "You'll only regret it later." 

He murmured something in Russian and leaned slightly forward on his elbows, her eyes locked firmly with his. As he spoke, the colour of his eyes deepened and brightened until there was that almost unnatural glow. 

Piotr smiled his most charming smile at Carina. "Fetch me a glass of water." 

The only good thing about his...condition. The ability to mesmerise. The vast power of vampire charisma. 

It was the first time he'd used his power directly on someone with deliberate purpose since...that last incident that had resulted in his father finally deciding to send him away to school, and it felt good. He'd played with it once or twice, of course: after all, first impressions were the most important, and what harm could there be in convincing people that he wasn't what he was? 

He took Carina's hand and kissed it gently. "Please," he added, putting his shades back on. 

Carina's jaw dropped for a moment as Piotr's shades came off. Those eyes...she couldn't describe them. Deep violet...deep pools of violet.... 

She nearly swooned when he kissed her hand. That was it. She was besotted. 

She half dived at the jug of water. Hand trembling, she clumsily poured a glass at high speed, splashing Arcadia as she did so, before passing it hurriedly to Piotr, accompanied by the sweetest, most tooth flashing smile she could. She watched him with worried anticipation. Had she poured it to a high enough standard? 

Arcadia was startled by the water splashing on her. She jumped up and GLARED at Carina! 

However, she then glanced at Piotr and slowly sat back down, avoiding eye contact. She wasn't sure why, but Pan seemed to suggest that looking in this boys eyes would not be a good idea. 

She mumbled under her breath and took out her makeup, checking her hair in the mirror. 

Piotr sipped at the water and smiled winningly at Carina. "Perfect. Thank you. You may sit down again now." 

He looked past Carina and nodded to Arcadia. "Good morning," he said, in a cheerful tone. That, of course, was another benefit to using his power. It charged him to a state of cheerfulness, oddly at contrast with his usual broodiness. 

Carina beamed shyly. Carina was NEVER shy. But these were very exceptional circumstances. She looked slowly back up at Piotr. Her heart did a little leap and she had to gulp before she spoke. 

"Piotr...." she asked quietly in a very small voice. "Is there anything else you need? Anything at all." She didn't register Arcadia move, let alone her tantrum. 

**********

"'What's his face'?" queried Sarah of Raphael, "Oh - you mean Anders don't you? I don't think he's about - he doesn't live at the school anymore and judging by the Nimmy-meter not currently on the premises." 

She had noticed that Nimue was standing with Mahou whom she didn't think she'd actually been introduced to. Sarah grabbed a last bite of toast and headed after Raphael. 

"Coming?" she said to Kat and Branwen. "I'll make sure he doesn't run into any walls." 

Passing Nimue and Mahou she turned back briefly to stand a meter or so behind the two Gryffindor girls. She didn't see Snape at breakfast so she decided to have a little fun... 

"Miss Hawkwood, Miss Amberstone may I say how lovely you both look this morning. I am tempted to award Gryffindor points just for good taste." Sarah was an excellent mimic and Professor Snape was one of her best and post popular impressions. 

Of course, she had no way of knowing of Mahou's involvement in loss of House points the night before or that the girl was 'sweet' on Snape. She had always assumed that Nimue was of course and she liked to get a fluster out of the Gryffindor girl when possible. 

"Most amusing, Miss Taverner," came a cold voice from over her shoulder. 

Severus Snape had come up behind her, in that infuriatingly quiet way he had and now stood, his hands clasped behind his back. "However, may I suggest that if you choose to impersonate a teacher in the future, you at least glance over your left shoulder first." 

There was the tiniest, *tiniest* spark of amusement in his eyes, which disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared. "Ten points from Ravenclaw," he snapped. "Now I suggest you get out of my sight before I make it twenty." 

"Yes sir." said Sarah. She wouldn't give him any backchat. She had a healthy streak of self-preservation and giving Snape a wide berth was always a good idea. 

Still before swiftly moving off she winked at Nimue. It was too bad the real Snape had come along like that cutting off any reaction that Nimue might have had to her prank. Mahou remained an unknown quantity in her mind. Sarah dashed off to catch up with Raphael. 

Mahou loved the Great Hall, and was too enrapt in staring at it to see Sarah flounce over. She whirled around at a Snape-like voice, only to see Sarah standing there.. and Snape standing behind her. Mahou made the slightest gesture with a flick of her wrist, making it seem like she was adjusting her dress, hoping Sarah would notice.. but then Snape spoke. Mahou could have died. Poor girl.. losing points for Ravenclaw. But.. Mahou had lost much more than 10 last night. 

Nimue had turned as Sarah had first spoken and seen Snape approach - still there had been nothing she could have done to warn her - not that she thought Sarah should have been warned - the girl fairly good-hearted but her teasing could sometimes cause hurt. 

Now with Sarah trying to get away from Snape as quickly as humanly possible (or faster), Nimue decided to bring up the subject of Mahou's options while he was standing in front of them. 

"Excuse me Professor. I don't wish to keep you from your breakfast. However, Mahou Amberstone has mentioned to me her hope to join your Alchemy option. She has advised me that her grades in Potions were sufficiently high in her old school to meet your qualification requirements." 

She paused and gave Mahou what she hoped was an encouraging glance, "Would you like her to make a formal appointment to discuss this with you or could I bring her transcripts with me to your office for your consideration?" 

It was like balancing on eggshells and although Nimue had more practice than many she never took Snape's good will for granted. She was hoping that Mahou would see from her example that he wasn't a teacher with whom you could have anything more than a formal interaction. 

She whipped her head to Nimue at the mention of alchemy. She wanted to shrink into the floor and melt there for eternity. But she was happy Nimue was willing to help her. Not daring a look at Snape just yet, Mahou watched Nimue as she spoke. There was something about this girl.. something that the half-elf lass just couldn't put a finger on. She would have to ask Nimue later.

Snape narrowed his eyes at Nimue. "Ah, yes. Miss Amberstone. One of our more...outdoorsy type new students. Outside after hours was not a good way to commence your education at Hogwarts. Very well, Miss Hawkwood. You may accompany Miss Amberstone to my office during afternoon break where we will discuss the matter." 

Finally offering a glance to Snape, Mahou heard that he was willing to see her, and totally ignoring the tone in Nim's voice that clearly suggested anything but a crush, Mahou placed her left foot behind her right, falling into a curtsy. That was what she was taught.. and that was what she would do. Nimue had never said anything against curtsies.

Looking up at the surly man, Mahou spoke, much to her horror, "Thank ye, Lord Snape, fer agreein' ta see me." She flinched at her words, meaning to say 'Professor' but having said 'Lord.' "I mean.. Professor Snape." She hoped that she wouldn't lose anymore points.

He shot Mahou a look of such distaste that it was almost palpable. "If your grades are not up to the required standard, then you will not be entered into Alchemy. I trust Miss Hawkwood's judgement in such matters, however, so you will be given a chance to...prove yourself." 

And then he was gone. 

Mahou kept her face calm and collected, though in her mind.. there was panic. What a day.. losing points last night, having a crush on obviously the most surly teacher in the whole school (and possibly the world), wearing a dress to play Quidditch, which she would have to run upstairs and throw some green spandex shorts under her dress. She just hoped no one would find the diary she had been writing in. 

Watching Snape walk away, Mahou looked to Nimue, her lime-green eyes filled with what looked like regret. "I tried ta call him 'Professor' like ye suggested.. but it came out as 'Lord'. She quirked her mouth. "I'm sorry, Lady Nimue.. I truly am." 

"That's OK Mahou, he didn't appear to notice did he?" said Nimue with a smile, "Come on. Let's get some breakfast." She led the way to the Gryffindor table. A few people seemed to be drifting off already. 

"So will you spend most of the morning practising? Then we can meet up mid-afternoon and I'll take you to his office." 

*********

Magnus registered Oriana's voice, and felt a small bubble of rage building somewhere deep inside his stomach. It wasn't sufficiently strong to overthrow his general depression yet, but it soon would be. 

He lifted his head (causing yet more hair to begin it's descent to the table top) and fixed Oriana with a stare. The mixture of baleful-ness and questioning curiosity was sufficient to make it look like a small domestic animal that has been reprimanded and fails to understand the reason why. 

All he could say at the moment was "Why?" He had the sneaking suspicion there would be more to say about it later though. 

"Magnus are you feeling alright? Would you like me to go get the nurse?" asked Oriana.

*********

Piotr yawned and turned his head away from Carina as though he were no longer interested in anything she had to say. "No, that's alright," he said, lazily. "But if I think of anything, you'll be the first to know about it." 

He looked across to Magnus and saw him speaking to a girl he could only presume, from the expression on Magnus' face was the suspected culprit of their mutual suffering. 

He neither said nor did anything, however, simply sat. 

Watching. Waiting. Like a lion stalking its prey. 

Carina felt her heart plummet as Piotr turned away. Didn't he care at all? Gasping a little, she managed to pull her eyes off him. Barely denying the urge to look at him again, she got up hurriedly, leaving her bacon on her plate. 

"I..I...I think I'd better go." she muttered, before turning quickly on her heel and walking very quickly out of the hall. 

Turning down the first corridor she found, she collapsed against a wall and slid down it. He had lost interest in her already. Tears pricked at her eyes that still had the glazed look of someone starstruck. She had to see him again. 

Not too long afterwards, Piotr finished the solitary slice of toast he'd taken for breakfast and got to his feet. He wanted to go back to his room and make sure he'd picked up enough of his potion to last him the day. It wouldn't create the right impression if he lost control and...no, let him not even think about that. 

As he passed Magnus and Oriana, he made a low rumbling sound deep in his throat and exchanged a glance with the blond...well, originally blond, now mostly...scalp...Gryffindor. 

"I'll see you later, Magnus," he said, in his soft voice, before departing the Great Hall and heading out into the corridor. 

Carina had been sitting against her wall, unable to think of something to do before her thoughts were interrupted, when she heard footsteps coming down the corridor. Looking up, she jumped to her feet. An apologetic smile came across her face as she half ran half skipped her way to Piotr. She started talking very fast. 

"Piotr, I don't know what I did to offend you, but I'm so very very sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am. I don't think I could *bear* to have you angry with me for any time at all. Please forgive me!" 

She grabbed at the boy's fingers and squeezed them hard. Her heart was doing so many flips, she felt that she was going to burst. 

Piotr stared at her. He'd never seen such an effect in another person in all the times he'd exercised his power. And a frightening thought struck him. Perhaps the power was growing in direct proportion to the speed of the Change. Perhaps Carina would not snap out of the trance within the usual two or three hours. Perhaps he would be doomed to have her tailing him like a lost puppy forever. 

"I forgive you," he said. "Now...you can carry on as you were before." He tried taking off his glasses to look at her, but her eyes were so full of hearts and stars that she could not see past them. 

Piotr did the only thing that was logically left for him to do. He panicked. Breaking his hand free from her, he charged off, full pelt down the corridor hoping against hope that she wasn't following him. 

Sometimes plans didn't work out the way they were supposed to. 

Carina stared after Piotr with longing. He'd forgiven her. She sighed happily. Then she twigged she was again alone. Realisation hitting her, she ran after him. "Piotr, where are you going! What do you mean go back to how I was before?" 

Eventually slowing to a halt, she sighed. Finding another wall to slump against, she sank slowly to the floor again and had started where she'd left off on her little day dreams about Piotr. She'd see him soon anyway. A smile crept onto her lips. 

********

Jian Hupi reached the Great Hall without incident and headed for the Gryffindor table. He wondered if they offered ginseng tea. It would surely make him feel a little less dizzy and tired if they did. 

Perhaps he should ask Shinrei. She would know. When he reached the table, he was, however, certain that she was not there. He suddenly forgot that he was hungry. 

Instead of sitting down, he looked around for someone to ask as to where he could find Headmaster Dumbledore. A prefect, most likely.  He might as well speak to the Headmaster at the earliest possible opportunity. 

Jon Sinclair had been quietly watching every entrance and was definitely feeling down that Shinrei had not come down. He had thought she might come in with Nimue but she had not. 

He just didn't know how he could make things right between them - if he could. She had made her feelings pretty clear the day before and now.... 

He saw Jian approach the table. The Chinese boy looked worse than he did if that was possible. "Jian. Good morning." he said briefly. 

Jian bowed to the older prefect. The world tilted and lurched as he did, but he kept his composure. "Good morning, Jonathan. Can you kindly tell me where the Headmaster is? I have to speak to him." 

Once more, his eyes quickly glanced over all those at the Gryffindor table and back down to the entrance of the Great Hall. 

"Of course, Jian." said Jonathan. He pointed towards the raised teachers' table. "There - you see the old man with the very long white beard right at the centre of the table." 

Indeed, the Headmaster was there engaged in lively conversation with some of the other teachers. "What was it you wished to speak with him about Jian. I heard about what happened last night. He won't overturn Snape's decision you know." 

"No." Jian's answer was short and unfeeling, very empty. He did not even have the energy to shake his head. "I intend to give the Headmaster word from my Order. My uncle was a student here many years ago." 

He looked at the direction to which the prefect had pointed. Blessed Buddha. The Headmaster was //there// at the table. Why had Jian not seen him in the first place? 

It was because he really was looking for someone else. 

"I did not see him..." he murmured in disbelief. He was certain that Jon Sinclair heard him and probably thought he was a little unbalanced. 

Jian looked at the staff table and decided he would wait for the Headmaster outside the Great Hall. "Thank you, Jonathan," he said to the other boy. "Xiexie." 

He nodded to Jon and walked back out of the room. 

**********

Oriana was going to suggest that Magnus lie down until she saw Arcadia watching them. "I'm sorry I have to leave. I guess I'll talk to you later," she said. "Bye Magnus."

Oriana turned around feeling very sorry for the poor chap and walked over to Arcadia.

"Hi. I've done what you asked me to do and, as you can see, it has had its results. You ARE going to grow his hair back...aren't you? I just feel sorry for him. He doesn't deserve this. No matter what kind of things he has done in the past. No one deserves that kind of humiliation."

Arcadia looked around to make sure no one was listening.

"Not so loud bad girl!" She pulled Oriana to sit down next to her.

"Remember. *I* had nothing to do with this. And if I hear otherwise I'll know who to blame!"

She looked over to Magnus and smiled, " And yes. He DOES deserve it, and as for growing back, well, I've not decided yet. If I do then you'll have to give him another potion!"

She finished her toast and looked Oriana up and down.

"Are you wearing makeup? I don't know if I like that. I don't think you should anymore. go and wash it off. Have you put your name down for Quidditch?"

Oriana wasn't about to take any more orders from Arcadia. She was going to stand up to her once and for all!

..maybe tomorrow.

If Oriana pretended like she didn't hear Arcadia mention the make up, then maybe Arcadia would forget about it too.

"Yes," said Oriana. "I'm trying out for Quidditch cheerleading. I really want to be head cheerleader! What about you?"

Arcadia gave Oriana 'The Look'. There are a few first years still having to take medication because of

'The Look'

" I... Don't... Think.. So" she said, very slowly to Oriana.

Haven't you read the Student notice board? The position of Head Cheerleader is taken! And I suggest you make sure no one else has any idea's about it."

She gave Oriana a quizzical look. "Obviously I should be head cheerleader. I am, of course the most

beautiful girl in the school.... Aren't I Oriana?" Again, she gave 'The Look'

Randal had heard Oriana. He was not surprised that Arcadia was giving people potions. In some way he was glad it was not him that was the subject of her attention, but he still did not know what he should do. Report about her or not? Maybe just talk to her. But if she told him not to say anything then he would not be able to tell anyone. Should he tell Marvo and let him deal with it instead? 

He glanced across at the Ravenclaw table to see Branwen trying to avoid seeing him. He wondered if she felt the same uncertainty about their 'relationship' as he did. Perhaps he should talk to her... but then again he might have to explain about tracing Shinrei to being the source of the smells in the secret room in the dungeon. 

He had acknowledged Dumbledore's request as he spoke, and then went back to watching the action, or lack of it at the Ravenclaw table. 

**********

Raphael himself was standing further out in the corridor, looking into the sunshine, and thinking. His head ached. Something. Silence. Had the dust motes suddenly stilled in the sunlight, their slow drift across the hallway, dancing in concentric circles slowing for all to see? Why wasn't Sarah here yet, to see the tiny speckle of diamonds in the air? Was she able to see it?

Was Nathaniel able to see it, somewhere? This beauty... the marvel... time had slowed simply so he could see...

Each touch of glass dust in the air - he could see, the light, the sparkle, drawing him in, drawing him in... and one of them pulled him in.

'a million thoughts but none but of her,'

He knew that voice. That was Zephyr's, in his poetic mood. And thinking of Zephyr... and the black raven feathers... and an imprint of them formed in his mind, a slow bright sight... trees... water... each a million images translated into words... and a billion words that swirled into a symphony.

The symphony sung to Raphael: ice-fire-frozen-solid.

And an angel part of his mind knew: a crystal. Another part of him asked quite seriously what was going on. He ignored it.

Symphony: touch-mirror-image-inverse-replay

The angel part didn't understand. To be touching something that was you but yet not... what was happening?

Symphony: touch-will-sound-simple-realisation-formation-collation

That was difficult, he knew... something that took an idea and turned it into something not solid but yet somehow real...?

Symphony: light-movement-being-clasp-light-void-feeling-hope

A... something real but only to you? Something that felt?

And then it faded. And he turned and saw Sarah hurrying towards him. But all he could do was whisper to her: "what is he seeing? Oh we have to find Zephyr..." before turning and hurrying...

...and walking into Piotr who was throwing himself down the corridor at a rate of knots. Raphael went flying, but was up in a flash staring daggers at the other, and demanding: "what on earth is up with you?"

As Sarah had approached Raphael she could tell that part of his consciousness was 'elsewhere' having some kind of internal experience. 

She didn't wish to startle him but then he turned and noticed her walking towards him. He said something about his angel-companion Zephyr - whom Sarah had quite taken to the night before and then *smack* he'd walked straight into Piotr Rachinov. 

Piotr didn't look nearly as self-possessed as he usually did. He seemed to be quite distracted and in a definite hurry. Something was also slightly 'off' about the way he looked. His beautiful hair appeared much less full and glossy. Did he have some power to weave an illusion about him and they'd caught him off guard for once. 

Or might he have been on the receiving end of a joke like Katia Drachenstein last winter - when her stunning half-Veela looks had been sabotaged temporarily? 

"Raphael, it was an accident. Come on - we have business to attend to." 

Piotr also went down with a crash, for the second time that morning, and momentarily wondered if he was doomed to fall over every single time he walked down a corridor. 

He managed to stand up and brush himself down without comment and watched sadly as several more dark hairs floated softly to the ground. 

Then he carried on walking straight past them without so much as a goodbye, occasionally throwing somewhat nervous glances over his shoulder as though he were getting out of the way of someone. 

Raphael looked at her curiously for a second. "I... I wasn't angry," he muttered softly, and a little confused, before resuming his walk out of the hall, peering about to see, with the song still ringing in his mind. 

In the Grounds

Shinrei felt something soft rubbing against her side. Through tear-stained eyes, she saw a black kitten purring beside her and looking up at her with curious eyes. 

There was another person nearby, someone who had hesitantly voiced a question. She hastily rubbed her eyes free of tears and swallowed back whatever else was threatening to burst out of her. 

"Hai. Yes. I am all right." She scrambled to her feet and drew away, almost defensively. "Nathaniel, is it not? We met you at Diagon Alley yesterday." 

"I...I am sorry. I did not mean to disturb your peace. Do not worry about me. I am well." 

She was doing uncharacteristic babbling, her eyes deadened by unexpressed pain. 

"Er.. oh..."  Nathaniel characteristically stumbled over his words.  She didn't look fine.  She wasn't acting fine.  Her mouth said one thing and her eyes another.   "Ah.. yeah.  Nathaniel."

The mostly black kitten rolled its eyes heavenwards.

"Shinrei, right?"  he rallied briefly.

The mostly black kitten flopped down to its belly and put its paws over its eyes. He did his best to ignore it.

Ah damn it.  He needed something.  A sphere to run over the knuckles of his hand, soothing.

Nathaniel patted his pockets desperately.  A wand.  What good was a bit of bloody wood that wouldn't even make sparks.... he wanted the silver filigree ball.

"Oh bugg..." he began, and without knowing why held his right hand out, palm down.

A small 'pop'.

The silver filigreed ball snapped into existence on the ground near his boot and leapt up like a live thing into the palm of his hand.  His trained reflexes didn't close his fingers about it, instead flipped and twisted so that it leapt to the back of his hand.

Then his brain caught up with his fingers.

He dropped it.

It hovered there.

He stared at it, the colour draining from his face.

A glance at Shinrei.

The kitten was purring happily.

"How did THAT happen?" he gasped eventually.  "Oh damn it.  Just damn it." He snatched the ball out of midair and pocketed it.

"Do you want to talk about what's bothering you?" he asked instead.

Zidane Summers had slept very soundly the night before. There were no synthetic-looking lights blinking from the distance, no smell of chlorine and unnamed chemicals. Just cool, cool wind and the smell of fall. 

After breakfast, he wandered through the grounds and contemplated "transforming" again. He liked the transformations so much more now. It felt like the greatest rush one could ever dream of having. 

He reached the side of the lake and found himself at a semi-secluded grove of trees. He spotted the back of a familiar-looking person. Nat. Nathaniel Greenleigh. His fellow Ravenclaw. 

Zidane hastened his steps towards Nathaniel. "Hey. Nathaniel. I see I'm not the only one who likes to take a stroll in--" He stopped dead in his tracks and in his statement when he saw him talking to an exotic-looking girl he did not recognise. 

Whoa. This seemed like a moment better off not interrupted by third parties like himself. Flustered, he grinned stupidly and said in an apologetic tone, "Oops. Excuse me. Sorry to barge in." 

He looked at the girl and his eyes widened. Her red eyes and her damp cheeks. She had been crying. "Um. Hello. The name's Summers. Zidane Summers. Calif. U.S. of A." 

Oh great.  Great, great, great.  Nathaniel knew exactly how the gossip machines worked.  Pretty soon the word would be round that not only had he and Shinrei met by the lake but also he'd made her cry.

Perfect.

The ball in his pocket was bothering him.  He'd left it on his bedside table when he'd put on his jeans this morning. It should still be there, not nestling in his pocket.

And Shinrei was terribly unhappy and Nathaniel hated to see people terribly unhappy.  Hated it, because he knew what it was like to be that way.

"Uh... hi, Zidane."  he half turned, including Zidane in the 'conversation'. "The lake is pleasant, I have to admit.  Have you met Shinrei?"  A half grin.  "We only met yesterday, I have to admit."

An almost awkward moment of silence.  Broken by the mostly black kitten playing with the leaves that blew in the breeze.  A sudden gust of wind and the leaves leapt back at the kitten, which put his ears back and streaked up to sit on Shinrei's shoulder.

"Argh."  Nathaniel said eloquently, and stepped up close to Shinrei to scoop the kitten up and toss it onto his own shoulder.  "Cats.  Who'd have them ARGH!" The kitten dug his claws in and looked around innocently.

"Ohayo, Zidane-san," Shinrei greeted the new boy. She remembered seeing him last night, being Sorted into Ravenclaw after a late arrival. "Welcome to Hogwarts. My name is Shinrei Hikari. I am from the north of Honshu, Nippon." 

She turned to Nathaniel. "I would not mind if your feline sits on my shoulder, Nathaniel-san. I think it likes me. I have a certain...affinity with cats. My love for their kind is, as far as I know, always reciprocated." 

Shinrei silently blessed the two boys for momentarily distracting her from her troubles. "What is your kitten's name, then?" she asked, holding her arms open to the black feline. 

The mostly black kitten gave Nathaniel a smug look and leapt into Shinrei's arms, purring sweetly and rubbing his head against her hands.

"Cat."  Nathaniel said succinctly.  "I doubt he'd answer to anything I give him.  And if he wants me to know his name, I'm sure he'll say something."

Suddenly dizzy.  Time rushed.  The world span.

An apple tree.

I give you health without any fee.  This is the spell of the apple tree.

Time folded.  Space ripped.  Tore a bleeding wound down his mind.

Nathaniel blinked slowly.

Knowledge flowed.

He put his hand into his pocket and took out the silver filigree juggling ball.

The silver was wound around a crystal sphere, and both crystal and silver glinted in the sunlight.

Uncaring of his audience, Nathaniel let it slide from the back of one hand to the back of the other in a fluid motion and then back again.

Then it spun and danced to the tip of one finger against gravity, where it sat poised.

Waiting.

Waiting for what?

The words.

Say the right words.

What words?

Another bleeding edge in his mind.

"Sol solis."  Nathaniel whispered quietly.  "Somnio... somnio laetitia..?"

The silver casing to the crystal segmented and folded back neatly, and the crystal gleamed for a moment.  Nathaniel looked into it and a faint smile touched his lips, a dazed look in his green eyes.

"Something to remind you of your favourite places."  He held it out towards Shinrei.  "I think the.. silver closes again when you put it away... um...."

Shinrei looked at the silvery object Nathaniel held out to her. "It seems to be a rather delicate item, Nathaniel-san. Perhaps we should keep it away from, um, Cat." She cast a meaningful glance at the mostly black kitten purring contentedly in her hands. 

"Why don't you show it to Zidane-san instead?" she suggested with a smile at the American boy. 

"Hmmm. Do you think, um, Cat will like it if we try to think up of a new name? Perhaps Cat would like something more exotic to be known by." 

She was trying to change the line of conversation, steer it effectively away from her being caught crying only moments ago. She bent down towards the kitten and cooed at it affectionately. 

The purring kitten slid out of Shinrei's arms and Nathaniel automatically stooped to pick the kitten up.  It looked at him with slanted green eyes.

"Stalks by Night."  Nathaniel said quietly, his own green eyes bearing a far away and distant expression.  Then he blinked at the sphere in his hand, and the silver casing snicked back up to encase the entire ball.  He pocketed it absently.

"I'll... uh... yeah." he looked from Shinrei to Zidane and back again.  To Shinrei he said,  "Forget it.  Just... a thought."

Talk about a quick recovery, Zidane thought as he noted of the Japanese girl's rapid mood changes. It was rather admirable, maintaining poise under her very obvious early distress. It was quite obvious that Nathaniel was not the cause of her tears--she seemed to be hiding whatever was bothering her from the two of them. 

He caught up with what Nathaniel and Shinrei were discussing. Something about a silver something that Nat was holding. Zidane walked closer to them and peered at the object in his fellow Ravenclaw's hands. 

"What's that?" he asked in genuine curiosity. "It looks very...uh...magical. I have not read about it in 'Modern Magical Inventions' nor in 'World's Most Useful Magical Artefacts' so...what does it do, Nat?" 

He glanced at Shinrei and gave her a wink. "Don't tell me it enchants girls to fall in love with poor loveless saps like ourselves." 

To Zidane, he replied, "Why would I want to enchant... oh never mind.  A thing of.. illusions, memories, thoughts, dreams, flights of dragons and ... and  ... "  Nathaniel blinked hard.  "..a window to the country of the ... the...."

Bleeding edges faded, lost in normality.  He blinked hard again.

"I don't know anymore." he finished lamely.  "I did, but now I don't.  Was that magic?  Was it magical?"

He fished the ball out of his pocket and it laid serenely on the back of his hand.

Shinrei gave Zidane half a smile, the best she could muster. He had a very energetic aura about him that was almost infectious. "I am afraid those sorts of enchantment things are forbidden at Hogwarts, Zidane-san. But it would be a very interesting item indeed." 

She turned her attention back to Nathaniel. This boy was comparatively more brooding and thoughtful. Right now he looked as if he was caught in figments of memory. 

"Nathaniel-san?" she asked the rather misty-eyed boy. "I am not certain if that silver crystal of yours has powers that Zidane-san claims, but I have to assure you it is indeed magical. An item that is highly attuned to its owner--his feelings, thoughts and desires. It may be a repository of your dreams, or your memories. I can see it responds to you very well. Somehow a bit like the Pensieve but more...externally responsive." 

She turned to Zidane. "I am certain that you may have heard about the Pensieve if you have read books on magical items, hai?" 

"Uh.. excuse me, but what's a Pensieve?" Nathaniel asked her. "As to this..." A flick of his wrist and it rolled smoothly over his fingertips to his palm, another flick and it was on the back of his hand again. "... it's just a contact juggling ball. Found it in a junk shop in Angel Islington. It's just... for contact juggling..." 

He tossed the kitten to his shoulder where it landed as easily as if it had been doing it for centuries, and brought his left hand up. Let the ball slide easily on the back of his left arm, and the ball carried on sliding towards his hand although his hand was rising in a graceful flourish. Against gravity, the sphere made it to the back of his hand, then flipped over his fingertips to cross his left palm. A small flick of his wrist and the sphere gravitated to the palm of his right hand and then it was back where it had begun. 

"Just... sleight of hand... really..." Nathaniel shrugged and made the ball vanish somewhere in his sleeve. "Nothing magical about that, surely." 

"A Pensieve is an enchanted bowl where a person's excess thoughts are stored," Zidane recited, as if he had swallowed a book. "The thoughts are siphoned from the mind and transferred in the form of silvery liquid. It's not exactly liquid or gas or anything--not //matter//--but a magical time-space substance. It's rather advanced magic, right?" 

The affirmation he directed to Shinrei. She appeared to be very well read and sensitive to magic. Zidane had also felt a certain magical field around the juggling ball, something very subtly yet distinctly electric, a little like what he felt when he was in the process of "transforming." 

"Listen," Zidane added, struck by sudden inspiration, "it may have started out as an ordinary thing, but maybe you did something to it along the way. Like, transferred your powers to it or something. Wizards do things like that when they create Portkeys--make magic stuff out of perfectly ordinary objects." 

He ran a hand through his hair and grinned apologetically. "'Scuse me. I didn't mean to babble. I'm just excited about piecing together all the wizard stuff I read about over the summer." 

"Transferred my powers to it?" Nathaniel laughed a bitter laugh. "What powers and how? So far I've shown as much ability at magic as a fish does at cycling. What I have done, I don't know how I did it, or why.... I'm a Muggle, Zidane, born and bred, and well in over my head." 

***********

Anders had gone back to his house and made a half-hearted attempt to tidy up a little. (The Anders Grimalkin School of Housekeeping, Lesson # 1. When tidying, pick up pile of papers that you don't need any longer from middle of table where they have been quietly festering. Move papers to other table. Leave.) 

Quickly bored with that chore, he was playing happily with the kitten when the owl arrived, sending poor Wilbur scurrying under the chair where he safely remained, hissing at the owl, which simply turned large, scornful eyes on the kitten before leaving again. 

Gleefully, Anders rushed to grab his pride and joy, the Meteor Shower broomstick that he had treated himself to. He was delighted that he'd found the perfect excuse to go back up to the school and see Nimue and Kat...and perhaps even enjoy himself on the broomstick into the bargain. 

He strolled leisurely up towards the castle. It was a crisp autumn day, with just the merest hint of a chill in the air. Perfect flying weather. Very little wind, not too bright... 

He had a very good feeling about all this. And that in itself felt good. He was a happy man. 

Raphael and Sarah exited the castle, and then he saw... The coach! 

Instantly what Raphael had been thinking about was forgotten, even if the tune kept playing in his mind. Broomsticks! He'd find Zephyr later, and even if the angel talked sense... which was unlikely... 

"Er..." he said, addressing Anders Grimalkin. "Er, I was wondering if you'd be up for a little bit of showing us around on broomsticks today?" 

And then a thought. "Or even just opening up the broomstick shed would be useful," he added, glancing ruefully at Sarah. 

Anders smiled warmly at Raphael and glanced over the boy's shoulder, giving Sarah a cheery wave.

"Yep," he said, happily.  "Flying lessons all round today.  And you don't need to feel that you're trying to impress me, either.  I'm off to get the key from Madam Hooch, so come back out here in about half an hour or so."

With another cheery waved, he bounced off towards the castle.

What HAD happened to the angst-ridden young DADA Professor whose walk had once been so characterised by what he himself now called the Perpetual Slouch of Doom?

He had got his life back.

Raphael, conversely, was stunned. "Er..." he trailed off lamely to the bouncing professor. Well... apparently that, as it was said, was that. He spun to face Sarah. "So..." he hazarded, "what now?"

Should they... he'd been doing something before he thought about broomsticks and... Quidditch... the word rolled off his tongue... he'd been thinking  about... there was something he'd been thinking about, something he had to do, something he had to remember...? So what Raphael decided to was look at

Sarah for confirmation. Maybe she'd remember.

"So a little delay before we can play." said Sarah - not subject to a rhyming curse it just worked out that way.

"You'd mentioned that we had to find Zephyr - just before you and Piotr smacked into each other."

In the distance by the lakeside, she spied the bright red hair of Zidane and it appeared Nathaniel and Shinrei were with him.

"You want to see what they are up to? I haven't had a chance to thank Shinrei for my kimono. It is so neat she embroidered dragons on it!" 

Raphael nodded to himself and started wandering over to the girl Shinrei and his housemate Zidane, and of course Nathaniel. 

But then his attention was somewhere else. Back at the castle. In the shadows, for a second blue ice steamed and burned, and the pair of eyes closed and faded away. Zephyr was... okay, Raphael knew. 

Then his eyes slipped across a few meters to the bright castle wall, out of the sunshine. On a little of it. A patch of red. His eyes moved a little more across, and unfocused for a second, for the castle was drenched in bright crimson blood... no ...flowers. All on the walls. A sea of blood flowers on one wall, growing, claws into the wall, climbing... wildflowers. Wildflowers of red climbing the wall. 

He reached Shinrei, Nathaniel and Zidane, and quietly asked them all: "which of you wizarding types would know how to dry out flowers quickly? Like, with magic and all?" 

Sarah had followed Raphael over to the lakeside. She curbed her natural exuberance to give the others a chance to answer him. She smiled and gave a little wave to Nathaniel and the kitten. 

Shinrei's compounded pain and fear caused by Kanjou's letter and the unexpected events since yesterday all momentarily stepped aside in her concern for Nathaniel. 

"Do not say that you do not have the power, Nathaniel-san," she said gently, "Hogwarts School does not make mistakes in choosing its students. We all have powers, only in varying forms, because we are all different people--individuals." 

She smiled and bowed to both Sarah and another dark-haired boy whose name she did not know as they joined their group. "Good morning. It is very good to see you again, Sarah-san. I hope your summer was rewarding." 

"It's good to see you again also Shinrei. Summer was cool but being back here is much, much better." she beamed a lovely smile in the direction of Nathaniel and Raphael confirming, in case any one was in doubt, her appreciation of the two boys. 

"Oh, I wanted to thank you so much for the kimono, the dragons were just perfect!" she said with enthusiasm. "So, rumour mill says you're getting married in the spring to some important dude from back home. Is it true Shinrei? I guess this means you won't be dating huh?" 

Sarah didn't really know the meaning of the word subtle. 

"It was my pleasure making that particular kimono, Sarah-san," Shinrei replied. "Embroidering the dragons was one of the more interesting projects I have come across in my sewing."

 Sarah's next question, about her upcoming marriage to Kanjou, was not quite the one she had expected from the girl. But Shinrei being as disciplined as she was, she managed to keep a straight face, without any obvious emotion. 

"That is true, Sarah-san," she said simply. "My engagement to Kanjou-sama was formally agreed upon yesterday aboard the Hogwarts Express." She glanced apologetically at all her schoolmates. "The manner of informing me was rather...unexpected, causing the explosion." 

Although she had an inkling of the Western idea of "dating," Shinrei chose to bypass this particular aspect of Sarah's query. 

Zidane had been very taken aback by Nathaniel's outburst at being incapable of doing magic. The boy was not alone in that arena. Zidane likewise had doubts about his own "real magic" abilities; although he could throw fire with the best of them, he found it difficult trying to perform the spells he read in the books over the summer. 

He was about to voice out his own doubts when Raphael and Sarah joined their little lakeside party. Raphael asked something about "drying" flowers... 

Zidane turned to Raphael. "In what way would you like them, uh, dried?" he asked. Now //that// was something he could definitely do. 

Raphael glanced at Sarah for a second - she kept astounding him. And... and he... he kept wondering where his hand was... A smile to Zidane and the new girl, Shinrei, wasn't it? ... and then a glance at Nathaniel. 

He seemed to Raphael, to be... awkward... unpoised... or was it that he was unpoised, not Nathaniel, but him? He felt like he was floating. Nodding to Nathaniel with little expression, Raphael turned abruptly and stalked off towards the crimson castle wall. 

The section of castle wall in particular had a growth of flowers on it so extreme that it was more a blanket then a mere covering, and each of the bright flowers were in full late summer bloom, splashing red across the wall. The deep red was a staining on the walls, not the vertical garden of flowers, but something else... 

A figure from the shadows threw him a small leather pouch. "Thanks," was Raphael's only response. 

Soon the pouch was filled with delicate petals, blood in a pouch. As he had been carefully picking flower after flower, Raphael had realised that it was calming, helping him grab reality against the flow of song that buzzed in the back of his mind. Even as he had a conversation, apparently alone by the wall and very quietly, he wasn't there enough, but now he was almost back. 

After picking the rose petals. His mind black of memory, he absently added one of his tears to the crimson in the pouch. With that, he returned to the group, back across the grounds to where they were standing. 

Actually managing to look directly at Sarah - and seeing Nathaniel - Raphael treated them both to a grin, and felt normal again. 

Music and Misery

Mahou nodded as she and Nimue walked, her dress swishing at her ankles. "I guess I will be practising most o' th' mornin' at least," she confided, taking a seat. 

"Where would we meet? I donnae ken me way around 'ere yet. Th' only think I ken is th' Forest.. since I be so.." she made the quotation marks in the air, "outdoorsy. Bah.. I be wha' I be. I mean, I donnae stop ye from bein' human. So why should I stop from bein' ha-.. um.. human, too?" She looked away, resting her chin on her hands. 

"I think a fair few people would question whether Professor Snape is human." said Nimue tucking into some eggs and toast. "I don't think he meant anything by it. Just one of his observations." 

She wondered where they could meet. "There will be a fair few people on the Quidditch field throughout the day and he did say during afternoon break. I have no idea what time he'd imagine that would be - probably tea time." 

Her heart sank - what a contrast to the day she had planned! Rather than the discovering the delights of Anders' new home the dank cold office of Severus Snape. Probably watching Mahou do some kind of Potions test for him while he glowered balefully. She shook the image out of her head. 

"Just come back up to Gryffindor with some of the others when you've finished Quidditch this afternoon. Then we can go down together." 

Mahou nodded and looked at the food before her. She didn't much care for slightly crisp bread.. or butter, for that matter. Eggs didn't sound too cheerful to eat before Quidditch.. So she grabbed a mug and wished sorely for wine, but figured it wasn't allowed here, so she decided on water. Pondering what would be alright before Quidditch, Mahou let her mind wander, nodding absently to Nimue. 

Her eyes roamed over the Great Hall, taking in all the students and teachers, her strange eyes studying each professor one by one. As she watched them, if one paid attention, they could see a slight sparkle or two around her. Her head mostly, and feel a faint sort of foreign energy around her. 

"Lady Nimue," Mahou said, deciding to take a bit of toast anyway, "do ye think tha' I could fit in here? I greatly hope I do.. I really want ta be on th' Quidditch team.. be in Alchemy.. and make some friends." She set down her toast, only a bite taken from the un-adorned bread. "I just want ta be on th' Quidditch team ta make friends. I mean.. wha' other way ta make friends than in sports? Do ye think we can sit on tha grass and play some music? Or I can play an' ye can dance." 

She smiled and looked Nimue in the eyes, her own slanted lime-green ones glittering oddly. "Ye remind me somewhat o' a nymph, Lady Nimue. An' ye look like ye would be good at dancin' ta th' Pan Pipes." 

She half-smiled and turned away, poking her toast with a finger. "Ach.. I hate toast. Nae saw th' point in it. B'sides, I be too excited abou' Quidditch ta eat." She looked around and nodded, pulling out her pipes. They were made of crystal and a Celtic knotwork design was painted half an inch down from the mouth-part. 

She put the instrument to her lips and blew softly. A haunting tune wafted from the pipes, surrounding the hall with a solemn melody. Mahou closed her eyes and continued to play, her hands delicately grasping the pipes, the music floating on faeries' wings. 

Nimue was slightly aware of Mahou's energy and smiled when she brought out the pipes and began to play. 

She gave a little clap as the music finished, "That was just beautiful and I'd love to dance sometime with you though not in front of others - it could be 'dangerous'." she said this with a little wink though wasn't entirely joking. 

"Of course you'll fit in - you just need to give yourself a chance to meet people. Plus there are many ways to make friends aside from playing sport. Just talking to people and spending time with them."

"I think Sarah from Ravenclaw wants to organise a music club this year - I saw a notice last night for it. Plus, there is a chess club for chess players. There have been drama clubs and ones for discussion. There is bound to be at least one dance this year. There are plenty of ways to meet others socially though most friendships happen casually." 

"I donnae ken if anyone would accept me.." Mahou looked away, her pipes in her hands. She let her eyes rove over everyone, her ears feeling quite constrained in the hat, almost like they were being confined. She wanted so to take off the blasted thing, but her father, she knew, wouldn't' like that. 

"I think I'll play one more song.. before we go," the girl said. She put the pipes to her lips again and played. The tune reached the highest parts of the hall, the smallest cracks and crevices, even the most closed ears could hear a smidgen of the music that emanated from the half-elf's pipes. 

Closing her eyes, Mahou let her heart pour into her music, the crystal instrument glittering in the sunlight, making her hair seem aflame, her skin paler than ivory. Her dress seemed made of leaves, and her body read to sprout wings and fly away to an enchanted place. The tune moved the lass so, that tears slipped from her closed eyes, trickling down her face and plopping onto the crystalline pipes. Mahou was lost in the tune. 

Pantalaimon started to howl and Arcadia didn't look too pleased either. 

That 'noise' was terrible! for some reason it sent shivered down her spine! By the time it stopped Pantalaimon was huddled under Arcadia table and Arcadia's face was red (well, a slightly redder tint under the makeup) with rage 

***********

Professor McGonagall broke off her conversation and turned to Alpha,   "Miss Rich, good morning. How may I be of assistance?" asked the   Deputy Headmaster of the Slytherin girl.

"Good morning, professor" Alpha stammered. "I ....uhm.... was wondering if...I uhm could take six obligatory subjects instead of five?" 

She had her timetable with her, and, suddenly completely free of nerves she chatted:" You see, I want to drop Muggle Studies and my parents agree with that, but I am not allowed to drop any other subjects I took last year. But these new subjects like Magical languages and Myth, Folklore and Magic and Hidden Talents as well, they are so promising that I really would like to take them. I even wouldn't mind to take these lessons with the 4th year group. Is that ok with you?" 

She had 'thrown' these words out, now she's eagerly waiting for an answer. "I'm really sorry for this inconvenience her at breakfast, but I couldn't think of a better timing, because today Madam Pince is waiting for me too, to discuss with me my working schedule in the library" she explained to the Professor. 

Professor McGonagall regarded the student in front of her. Miss Rich had been under strain to actually achieve her 5th year. She had sat her 4th year twice. It was a little strange that the girl now chose to ask to add further options to her timetable.

"Are you sure you want to do more options? I mean you did find the 4th year a little hard didn't you? I don't mean to seem harsh, Miss Rich, but why should I allow you to take extra options?"

Professor McGonagall waited to see if the girl could argue her case. Certainly attending the classes with the 4th year was an argument that she considered interesting...

Alpha paled a little. Did she have to explain all what happened, here, in the great hall? She took a deep breath.

"Well, Professor, it was not that I found the fourth year that difficult the first time, but..." and here she blushed furiously and began to stammer "...but the language... I mean ..English... was the biggest problem. I ....had English ..lessons..from a teacher in Hogsmeade." Alpha's cheeks were burning. "And.. I think uhm.. I was a bit uhm more ...interested............in .. the teacher.. than in the  English

lessons." 

There, she had said it.* What else could she have said? So sorry professor, but I had a crush on my English teacher and I couldn't think of anything else? Then the devastation at the end of  (the first fourth) year when I saw him and another exchange student frolicking around. How to explain this all to

Professor McGonagall?*

"In my second fourth year, I was used to the English. You see Professor, in Oldewater, where I attended the school before it was burned down, we all spoke Dutch, we had Dutch books, it was all Dutch. When I came here, well, here it's all English, isn't it. I came here in my third year, but it was near the end of the term, so I went to the fourth year. I had a few English lessons that summer, my parents had hired someone." 

How could she explain that she was good enough to do all the subjects? She looked around for support, why had the Professor to be so strict. She caught the look of Hagrid and he winked at her. That gave

her a bit more courage. She said firmly: "Professor, last year I got good grades, and so I thought that I could take all these subjects. Last year I was a bit bored because I found it all a bit easy and I started to help out Madam Pince in my spare time."

She was silent, waiting eagerly what Professor McGonagall would say.

Professor McGonagall regarded Alpha with an interested look. She had not considered that the girls need to resit the year may simply have been to her language difficulties. Now she considered it, she could see how that one thing would have held her back. And her grades were much better last year. 

"Well, it is not normal for me to allow a student to take more than the required number of subjects. I cannot allow one student to take extra subjects or I will have any number running and asking me if they can take extra subjects too. However, what I will allow you to do is to attend the lessons, with the 4th years if you wish and your timetable allows, for one month. At the end of that month I hope you will be able to choose better between the subjects. How does that sound?" 

Professor McGonagall sincerely hoped that no other students would be asking her similar questions. She had thought when Professor Dumbledore had suggested so many unusual subjects that she might start having issues where students wanted to take up more of the options. Now she hoped that Alpha would be the only one. 

Happily, Alpha smiled and said: "But of course Professor. I have it all worked out and it fits wonderful in my timetable." By these words she almost shoved her timetable in the hands of the Professor. 

"You see, at Monday after Transfiguration, I'll take Hidden Talents, and Thursday after lunch it will be Magical Languages. Uhm, let me see..., at Friday then after Charms, Myth Folklore and Magic as well. You see, it all fits wonderfully well." She was very enthusiastic, nobody ever saw her like that. She beamed happiness somehow. 

Prof. McG looked at the timetable. She was satisfied that Alpha had thought this through before approaching her. "As I said, you can try the classes for a month then we will discuss it again. Ok?"

"That's ok!" Alpha beamed with a big smile, turning and almost dancing back to the Slytherin table

***********

Niki finally arrived in the Great Hall, yawning widely and trying rather unsuccessfully to cover it with her hand. She looked as if she had slept better than she had in a long time, and there was a new spring in her step as she took a seat--rather too close to Arcadia and Oriana for her comfort--and began to butter a piece of toast. 

She had talked to the house-elves about making tea like it was drunk in Morocco (with lots and lots and lots of sugar and fresh mint in green tea), and was very pleased with herself when one of then scurried over and brought her a cup. 

********

Kat had watched as Sarah dashed off again. She sighed a little. Sarah seemed to have gained a knack for dashing off. She glanced around to see how Fee felt about it all. 

Kat felt sorry for Fiona. Having a best friend whom was now dashing after a pair of boys in such an enthusiastic manner. 

She turned and glanced at Branwen. Obviously Branwen was not going to be trying out for the team. She had shown no interest before even though Kat had nagged her a little. 

Marvo had left the hall. Kat wondered if he was going to give her a little more space this term... Probably not she concluded. She finished her coffee and picked up her last slice of toast, looking forward to going out on her broomstick later. 

"When I was younger, Mrs. Farell used to tell me that I simply could not drink coffee, because it would stunt my growth." Jacob set his now-empty mug down. He hadn't eaten any food, it seemed, only water and the coffee. 

He sounded rather amused, though the half-frown remained on his face. "I suppose not." 

The teenager, who was over six feet tall, glanced over to look at Kat. Had he actually made a joke? It was hard to tell... 

Kat looked up at Jacob a little taken a back. Jacob making a joke? At least it seemed that way. She was not sure how to react. 

She smiled up at him. "No, I think she must have been wrong." 

Jacob smiled almost shyly. It was an odd smile, for he wasn't very practised at doing so, but sincere enough. "Sometimes I think I have too many limbs. I never thought I would grow so quickly...it can be hard to even walk without falling." 

With that, he chuckled lightly. He _actually_ made a sound close to a laugh. It seemed that he hadn't just grown in height over the summer. Maybe spending time at David's had actually made him a bit more sociable. 

Kat laughed a little. She was finding this new talking Jacob a little strange, but it was nice to see him in what seemed a lighter mood. 

"So are you going to attend the trials, Jacob? With all those long limbs you'd make a good keeper." She smiled at him, hoping that he would take this as encouragement. 

Jacob looked thoughtful, and pushed his glasses back up his nose. Pale eyebrows nearly hidden by them pulled together. "You know, I just might. I practised a bit over the summer...I love flying." 

**********

Down the table, Dumbledore could see that Minerva was engaged in conversation with Miss Rich of Slytherin House. However, she was already aware of the 'problem' of Shinrei Hikari and the events of last evening. He doubted she was pleased with the loss of 60 points from Gryffindor and yet there was no argument given that three Gryffindors had been involved in a breach of rules. 

Mahou's music had provided a few minutes of distraction, and as it had ended he gave a small clap and returned his attention to Professor Snape, who looked even more sour than usual. 

"Severus, please.. the expression on your face. Miss Amberstone was only trying to make our Sunday morning breakfast a little brighter." 

He smiled in Mahou and Nimue's direction, "It is good to see that she is making friends. I am sure Nimue will prove a stabilising influence in respect to any wanderings. Nimue may be inclined towards the Otherworld herself but she also has more than a dollop of common sense - would you not agree?" The Headmaster realised he was talking to himself on this matter but paid no attention to Snape's continued grumpiness. 

"Now where were we....ah yes. As I was saying this partial list provided by Randal is of concern. However, I would imagine it should allow you to analyse the nature of her ' Chishio' remedy to a far greater degree than Poppy's olfactory recall. Randal will undoubtedly advise me if asked the names of those students Miss Hikari has admitted to providing remedies for" 

"Whether her intentions are innocent in this …" he shrugged slightly, "It was obvious from the start Severus that her allegiance to Kanjou is an unquestioning one. That he has placed himself outside of his community and considers such things irrelevant appears to be an attitude he has passed on to his protégé." 

He glanced again in the direction of the Gryffindor table a slightly troubled expression on his face. 

Severus Snape reluctantly removed his hands from his ears when the Headmaster started speaking to him.  "That truly is a sound that grates on my nerves," he announced, sourly.

He cast a brief glance over the list that Dumbledore gave him and one eyebrow arched in interest.  "This does indeed call for further investigation, Headmaster.  And one which I am sure the results of will be most interesting."  He looked at it again.  "Most interesting indeed."

He glanced down at Mahou and scowled again.  "I may have to invest in a set of ear plugs if our students are going to continue to provide in-meal entertainment."

The Headmaster made a little 'tut-tut' noise, "Now Severus, we can't have that can we? You'd wear them to staff meetings and I'd never know if you were actually paying the slightest bit of attention to me." his eyes twinkled. He was very used to Snape's grumpiness. 

"I have faith in your ability to discover the nature of this draught and then *we* shall speak to Miss Hikari together. I will be having Malcolm Ward keep a watch on her movements as well. These late night wanderings such as you intercepted last night need watching. We are in agreement that Mr. Verga was just being gallant and not involved in some clandestine meeting?" 

As he spoke he scanned the room, "Except for Miss Amberstone whose little excursion I think was unrelated, the other three are all absent this morning. Still, I trust that once classes start things will settle down some." 

".. and I'll see what I can do about the 'entertainment' eh Severus - make sure the atmosphere is more conducive for your nerves?" he smiled at this light comment but anyone who could read him well would know he was disturbed by these events. 

The corners of Snape's mouth twitched just ever so slightly at Dumbledore's words, but he did not rise to the bait. 

"Ah. The erstwhile Mr Ward. Indeed. A wise choice, Headmaster. Yes, I believe a conversation with Miss Hikari would be most enlightening." There was a companionable silence. 

"An interesting group of new recruits altogether this year, Headmaster," he said, scanning the room slowly, his eyes lingering for a few moments on Magnus Prytz who was looking rather different. "Not least of which is the Rachinov boy. I must speak with him later today - I have taken delivery of some of the rare ingredients for the potion HE requires. Really, Headmaster - what WERE you thinking allowing that boy to attend Hogwarts? That one will be more trouble than it is worth. And by all accounts, his academic work is not up to standard at all." 

He knew, of course, about the financial donation to the School made by Ivan Rachinov on the acceptance of Piotr's application. But that still didn't, in his eyes, justify allowing someone of Rachinov's particular peculiarity to attend Hogwarts. 

Snape was altogether a downright irritable man today. 

********

Nimue excused herself from the Gryffindor table and went over to Kat who was engaging in conversation about Quidditch. 

Nimue smiled at Jacob, "Hello Jacob." then tuned to her friend, "Kat, I wonder will you be heading out to the practice field soon?"

It's just that Mahou Amberstone" she indicated the girl in the green velvet dress seated at the Gryffindor table, "is wanting to get some practice in as well and she doesn't know her way around at all. She got herself in terrible trouble last night. I don't know if you heard but 60 points were lost and she's tending to shoulder the whole blame." 

Kat turned to talk to Nimue. "Sure, Mahou can come out when I go. I need to go grab my broom though. And I am sure Mulder and Scully will want to come and play too. You know those cats. I never will understand why they enjoy flying." 

She glanced across at the Gryffindor table. She noted the dress that Mahou was wearing. "Is Mahou going to change into something more sporty for practice? " 

"I did mention it when she put it on." said Nimue. "She seems to want to wear it though. I think she's a little sweet on someone and is hoping to make an impression. Maybe she'll change after breakfast." 

Nimue didn't say who Mahou was 'sweet on'. Anyway, she only had Mahou's over enthusiasm about Snape to go on - maybe she really just reacted to all teachers in that way. 

Kat continued, "I have to say that I did hear rumours about Gryffindor losing points, but I didn't know that Mahou was involved. I don't think she is your only problem either." Kat was obviously looking at Magnus. "What happened to him anyway? I assume you've already taken him to Madame Pomfrey, what did she say?" 

"Magnus? We came in late to breakfast and I admit he seemed a little wrapped up in fiddling with his hair. I didn't like to stare because he I didn't want to think I was joining his fan club." As she was saying this Nimue followed Kat's gaze and saw the boy whose loss of hair had become seriously pronounced. "THAT is more than having a bad hair day!" 

"Excuse, me I'd better go and see what's wrong. I'll suggest Mahou join you after breakfast. Bye Jacob." 

With that she moved back to the Gryffindor table and went to sit next to Magnus brushing a clump of blond hair off the seat as she did so. Magnus appeared to being given a wide berth by most of his housemates, yet there were murmurs of sympathy for the Swedish boy. 

"Magnus?" began Nimue hoping to break into his misery as gently as possible. 

Magnus looked up at the girl who addressed him. He recognised her as one of the prefects for Gryffindor, although he didn't recall ever being formally introduced. [OC: This doesn't mean he wasn't, just that he can't remember] 

"Hello." he said. There was no smile. Smiling was probably the furthest thing from his mind. He felt kind of strange inside. It felt like some part of him was missing and he couldn't quite figure out what.

Roughly at this point, Anders entered the Great Hall, a broad smile on his face. His eyes lit up to match when he saw Nimue, but as he moved closer, he realised she was talking to some lad who looked decidedly fed up with the world. Tact was not a great part of Anders' psychological make up, but this time he carefully veered towards where Kat was sitting. 

Walking up quietly behind her, he put his hands over her eyes. "Guess who!" he said, cheerfully, before releasing his hands and squeezing into the seat next to her. 

Fiona glanced up at the voice and her face paled slightly. Although she had got over the painful crush she had had on Professor...Anders Grimalkin, she still found him very...yes. Very. 

She did feel a familiar surge of envy at the easy way he spoke to Kat Black, but then, she figured - she was Nimue's friend, and the link was obviously there. She sighed audibly, then looked down at her porridge in embarrassment. 

She'd been feeling a bit left out since returning to school. All these new people...and Sarah had run off with the boys, leaving her on her own. Despite her new 'look', Fee was still very shy and uncertain. 

Maybe she could find someone else to go to spend time with, because Sarah didn't seem to be too bothered right now. She didn't mind too much, it was just Sarah's way, but Fiona took being lonely to heart. A wriggle in her robes reminded her that as long as she had McTavish, she'd never be completely lonely. 

She watched Kat and Anders quietly and without - she hoped - being too obvious. 

*********

"Ah, you've noted Mr. Prytz's condition. No sign of a bow though." Dumbledore raised his voice slightly so that Minerva would catch his remark. 

Still he was fairly certain Magnus would be able to regain his locks with out too much fuss. He also knew Arcadia Fudge would not have been so careless as to leave a calling card. Her intention, unlike the original joke, was not to show-off. Still it would be a valuable lesson for Magnus who may not have had the tables turned on him by previous victims of his pranks. 

He was quiet for a moment as Snape spoke about Piotr who had also it appeared had skipped breakfast or come and gone before the Headmaster's arrival. 

"I appreciate your concerns though I disagree with you, Severus. The boy obviously had no choice in the matter. If you would look a little deeper beyond the aloofness and arrogance, there is a ….." he dropped the thought, mindful of the boy that had shaped the man sitting beside him. 

"Now you *will* be discreet about Piotr's condition, won't you Severus? I have given my word to his parents that he shall have as normal an existence here at Hogwarts as time allows him. I am confident that with your potion he will pose no threat to any of the students. Mr. Fudge is in his Year and is well placed to keep a discreet eye on him. A little encouragement and I am sure his academic performance will improve." 

"Of course I will be discreet," Snape almost snapped. "I never let on about Lupin all those years, did I? And just look at how *he* turned out. Half feral, and disappeared into the dark depths of the English countryside. Probably killing chickens for a living." Snape shook his head. "It just bothers me, that's all, Headmaster. He really does not strike me as the sort of boy who will fit in. However, as you say..." 

Professor Dumbledore noted the time. "I must go, Severus. I take it you have a full day ahead of you? You will be welcome to sit in on my briefing of Mr. Ward and Mr. Fudge later this morning though I shall speak to both you and Minerva this evening. Ah……Anders very good." 

The entrance of Anders Grimalkin had caught Dumbledore's attention. He smiled and gave a little wave in the direction of the Ravenclaw table where Anders had seated himself next to his sister. 

He too noticed Anders' arrival and rolled his eyes skyward. "My day just got three times worse," he muttered. Whilst he no longer held much animosity towards the young ex-DADA Professor, he still did not entirely trust him. It was quite unnerving to Snape how much the young man's mood had swung from one of eternal angst to one of almost terminal cheerfulness. 

And besides. He had been given formal permission to court Nimue, and that made Snape feel decidedly protective. 

To take his mind off the subject, Snape studied his cornflakes with great interest for a few moments, before raising his head and steepling his fingers. "I will be keeping very close tabs on some of these students this year, Headmaster. I feel a lot of watching is going to be necessary." 

Dumbledore was pleased Snape had not pursued the Lupin matter. Probing old wounds was never a good idea at breakfast. 

To his remark about keeping tabs, the Headmaster gave him a small smile, "I am very sure that as always you will, Severus. We will no doubt talk later at some point." 

With that the Headmaster rose and bid good morning to his fellow staff members and left the high table to walk through the Hall. 

Passing the Gryffindor table and feeling concern at Magnus' sad condition he paused. "Mr. Prytz, I expect you should make your way to see the School Nurse right away." 

Jian Hupi peered into the Great Hall from his waiting post outside the doors. Students who had already

finished their breakfast and were exiting were all staring at him almost suspiciously.

He saw the Headmaster pausing to speak to someone at the Gryffindor table. He hoped that the Headmaster would soon leave the Great Hall. Jian was already getting very self-conscious under the stares of all the students who passed him by.

Magnus acknowledged the Headmaster's comment, and as Dumbledore continued on his way out of earshot, he said to Nimue "Do I have to? It's so, erm, embarrassing. I'm sure it will sort itself out in time." His eyes were something just a little short of pleading. 

"Well, of course it's your choice but the Headmaster probably thought Madame Pomfrey might be able to give you something to stop your hair ummm... falling out." 

There she had said it. Hair falling out - because it was. 

"Of course, you have a lot of flair, Magnus and I am sure that you could carry off just about any look and be considered a trend setter. Yet there are a lot of young ladies at the school - a fair few of them in our class - who would be most disappointed if those golden locks were to be sacrificed. Madame Pomfrey is *very* discreet." 

"Well, if you put it that way, then I suppose I should go and look her up" said Magnus, thinking to himself that nothing of the sort was likely to happen. He wasn't sure, but he thought he detected a slight mocking tone to the Gryffindor Prefects words. Either way, it was probably a good time to leave. 

"Please excuse me, Madam Prefect" he said, rising from the table. He thought about making a bow, but decided against it given his current predicament. Instead he quietly shuffled away towards the door. Maybe he could find Piotr. Together they might be able to beat this. 

The Fiery and the Ficklesome

In the true style of dirty dealings, like sliding up to a dark arts and muggle enchanted objects purveyor (the show, of course, was put on just for Sarah) he showed Zidane the delicate rose petals and said: "what can you do? I don't want the pouch to catch on fire, mate," he added with a grin. 

Zidane grinned in response. Though he was confused by Raphael's sudden disappearance and equally quick reappearance, he did not mention it. People all had their quirks. 

"Well." He crossed his arms across his chest and put on a furrowed-forehead look that indicated he was deep in thought. "I do things with fire, you see. I can barbecue them. Ah, no. Or I can heat them up to the point when they are nice and dry, like autumn leaves. You want them to look like they're varnished or something?" 

He looked around the group. "I can't assure you about the pouch though. If someone wants to do something to leave the petals suspended in the air, then it won't be a problem." 

Sarah was not going to let a remark like this pass without comment. "Zidane, what sort of things can you do with fire? Is it a muggle thing?" 

*********

He was alone and they were all against him. 

Luis Verga stood in the middle of a secluded clump of trees at the farthest end of the lake, surrounded by six opponents. His eyes were narrowed in concentration, his feet planted apart with knees bent, weight more on the right leg; his arms were held out halfway with palms open and wrists tense. 

He was ready to "dance." Already the Capoeira singsong chant was playing in his head. 

The opponent right in front dived grotesquely, as if in attempt to pin him to the ground. They were all slow. So slow. 

He retaliated. In a matter of fifty to fifty-five seconds, all his opponents were on the ground. Defeated.

Luis blinked, still locked in a tackling position. Six down in less than a minute. He knelt on the ground and examined one of his fallen artificial "opponents," pieces of logs and twigs that he had magically bound together and enchanted to assume the form and movements of human attackers. The logs were all badly scraped and half broken-down. He would need to find new, stronger ones if he wanted to have another decent workout. 

He stood back up and retrieved his wand, nestled in the folds of his shirt that he had discarded and thrown beneath a tree to make his workout more "violent." He could not risk going back to the castle with a torn shirt. People would think he had lost his marbles or had wrestled with a troll in the Forbidden Forest. 

He pointed the wand at the pile of defeated wooden "opponents" and said: "Finite incantatem." The logs all broke apart from their magical bonds and turned back to their harmless wooden state. One more wave of the wand made them all fly into a neat pile under one of the trees. His gift to Hagrid, if ever the groundskeeper found them. 

He picked up his Limp Bizkit shirt and put it back on. He undid the rubberband of his ponytail, allowing the long black hair to fall onto his shoulders. He felt warm but the workout did not really make him sweat much. He knew what he needed. Real, strong opponents. But where to find them... 

He tucked the wand into the back pocket of his jeans and began the walk to the castle, hoping to run into someone interesting along the way. 

*********

"It's what the Muggles called an abnormal thing," Zidane answered, with just the slightest touch of bitterness in his voice. "So no. It's a magic thing, Sarah. It's something like //this//." 

As he said the last word, his voice with its relaxed West Coast accent suddenly became deeper and more disembodied. The air around the group at the lakeside suddenly became infused with a rush of heat and the distant squawks of startled birds. 

Zidane's red hair was now flowing around his head like liquid fire. His normally hazel eye colour was now the bright red of the purest ruby. He was floating an inch or so above the ground, surrounded by an aura of fire, sizzling quietly. 

"This is the //thing//," his disembodied voice explained with amusement. 

"Don't let Marvo catch you doing that." she said with a grin, "he'll foam you." 

"So, what kind of magic is it or is it 'just you'?" 

"It's just me," Zidane answered, reverting to his more normal human form in the blink of an eye. "Professor Flitwick, whom I met over the summer and invited me to Hogwarts, said it's magic. I can do things with fire since I was three years old, but, I dunno, they still say its magic." 

"The Muggle doctors told me I was a mutant," he added. "But there's nothing wrong with my genes or anything. So magic it is. And about that Marvo person--" he shrugged negligently with a smile--"his 'foam' will just bounce off my fire shield. It even keeps out rain, you know." 

"I read books on powers like mine over the summer. The closest thing I found out was a fire wizard, but it's gotta be just a special ability. Me, all the magic I can ever do is fire. It's pretty limited, as far as I know." 

"Yeah, but are you likely to burn down anything or anyone? I mean those birdies felt something when you transformed and the trees in the forest and stuff will take objection if you're likely to be a danger to them and their creatures." 

Sarah, seemed more serious - concerned. "Let alone the teachers....." 

The conversation was going too quickly for him... Raphael still had questions about the first few things that Zidane had said... but Sarah was animated. It was actually kinda worrying. For a girl who wasn't allowed to do fireballs, she really had a thing about fire... like a kid playing with matches... Raphael grinned at her back. 

He watched the passioned conversation between Zidane and Sarah, and even when Zidane himself lifted off the ground in a ruby bubble of fire, he didn't move much, instead just watching curiously. Magic... was so exciting... sometimes... His hand slipped unconsciously into his left pocket, and then came out again. his wand was in his hand, although he wasn't holding it in the right way, only the tip poking out between his left index and middle fingers. He waved it vaguely around, not really paying attention, just liking the feeling in his slightly bruised hand. 

"It's what the Muggles call an abnormal thing," Zidane had said. What was it about these muggles? From before... he'd had no problem with other folk. Although, to be honest, that hadn't been surprising. But even... in the last six months... there hadn't been a major problem... had there? 

The fire that Zidane was using was... beautiful. "How do you do that, Zidane?" asked Raphael, half to himself. "It'd be... like if you could that with air... it'd be... she'd... er... envocatem?... envocate... ausolious?... auster? envocate auster... well..." As Raphael tried to remember something that was just out of his grasp, muttering as he did, the buzzing filled his head until it started to pound. He gave trying to remember anything beyond the six month mark up for a bad job, and stuck both hands in his pockets in annoyance. 

"Let alone the teachers....." finished Sarah. 

"It shouldn't be a problem, should it, Sarah...?" butted in Raphael, motioning at Zidane. "I mean... well, people tend to be accepting of most things. I don't get why you've had problems with... muggles..." said Raphael to Zidane, the word uncomfortable. 

"But..." he said, glancing to his left. The rose petals were floating uncertainly about a meter in the air, the pouch lying dead on the floor below. Raphael looked at the two people who he hadn't been watching, and made an educated guess. "Thanks... Shinrei?... for doing that. Zidane, do you want to have a go now at drying out these leaves? Impress us," added Raphael, grinning, as he pulled his empty pouch out of reach. "I think your magic is cool. I wonder what else it can be used for?" 

For a second Sarah looked as though she might try to explain what she meant about danger. 

She realised that she was very angry with Shinrei for having done that to the rose petals. Shinrei had practically every boy in the school hanging round her dead impressed with her abilities and now she was working her thing on Nathaniel and Raphael. 

"Oh wait. I think as a mere mortal I'd don't qualify for membership in this club. I'd better go find some normal kids to hang out with! You know the kind that actually are here because they need to learn not just show off all the time." 

Then she moved away swiftly not looking back. Some yards away she realised she was crying but didn't stop. 

She hated herself for losing her cool like that. She wanted to find the deepest, darkest dungeon and just..... just ... be miserable on her own. Still her feet were carrying her towards the nearby trees. She considered skirting around the lake and going to Hagrid's hut. She could wait for him there because he would understand. 

Sarah wasn't really looking where she was going when she practically ran into Luis on his way back to the Castle. "Oh, the Shinrei Hikari fan club is meeting over by the lakeside, Luis. I'd get a move on if I were you! You might miss a fawning opportunity!"

 She sat down on the grass near a tree and waited for him to leave. 

********

Shinrei, very impressed with Zidane's unusual abilities, had been quietly watching the very animated conversation between Sarah and Zidane. When the boy called...Raphael?...said that she had made the rose petals float in the air, her eyes widened. 

"I am not the one who made those petals float in the air, Raphael-san," she said to the boy. But Sarah had made her outburst at almost the same time and had not seemed to hear her. 

She looked from one person to another surrounding her. She definitely did not use any of her spells on those petals. She was too...empty to do any magic just now. So who had done so? 

Raphael was the only person holding a wand in his hand, waving it vaguely around. The power was there--she could sense it. Dim, undirected, but *there.* 

"Raphael-san, I believe it was *you* who made those petals float in the air." 

Raphael stepped back from Shinrei rather quickly when she spoke, both surprise and shock registering from both Sarah's outburst... what had she said?!... and then she was gone and this other girl was accusing him accusing him... what was she accusing him of doing? He hadn't done anything... not like magic... at all... 

He put both hands up in the air - both being completely empty - and shook his head vehemently towards Shinrei. "I didn't do anything, really! I can't... do... things like that. I've never... had... well... I've never managed to even get a spell out of this thing," he said, retrieving his smooth laurel wand from his right pocket and throwing it to Shinrei carelessly. He hadn't done anything... had he? "I don't know what I'm meant to do when we-" 

Sarah - remember! 

"... oh buggery what was that all about with Sarah?" Raphael said directly at Nathaniel, forgetting that he was meant to be talking to Shinrei. But... she'd turned up... and then she had a go at them. She'd said that she wasn't... she didn't like hanging around with them... because they weren't normal... and... and she'd been crying, hadn't she? And... as Raphael looked at Nathaniel, who was standing, so silent, so brooding, so damned uncaring all of a sudden, anger swept over him. Walking past Shinrei - and splashing water from the damp ground on her as he did - Raphael grabbed Nathaniel's arm. 

"Just damn well go and deal with her, will you?" he muttered harshly at him, before turning and walking away further down the lake past Shinrei. As he did he kicked harshly at the rose petals without thinking, missing and hitting the air below - with something that sounded like a squeak of pain, they fell out of the air and to the ground. Halting, he stood about a meter down from Shinrei, looking out at the lake. 

Shinrei easily caught the wand that was thrown her way. Unperturbed by the commotion caused by the very emotional and quite panicky Raphael, she ran her hands along the laurel wand, feeling the static of leftover magical energy still humming from within it. 

When the boy rushed past and splashed parts of her clothes with half-muddy water, she almost carelessly used the wand to cast a cleaning spell and render her clothes spotless once more. 

"Raphael-san is right, Nathaniel-san," she said. "You should go after Sarah-san and find out if she is well." 

As Zidane was the only one left who seemed to be more composed, she turned her attention to him. "Zidane-san, are you familiar with the theory of 'priori incantatem'?" She looked meaningfully at Raphael's wand that she was still holding. 

*********

Niki finally finished her meal, and hurried back to the Slytherin common room to get her broom. After which, she hurried through the Great Hall and onto the grounds, making for the Quidditch field as quickly as she could. She was very excited about the try-outs--getting a good night's sleep had made a remarkable difference in her demeanour. 

Unfortunately, letting her mind wander had led her to a rather unfortunate place--the side of the lake, where Shinrei and the rest were standing and talking. Staring around discontentedly, she frowned at them, but couldn't help being curious as to what was going on. 

The wand itself seemed odd, the laurel peaceful, and the hum from it seeming to be like a tune... a melody of some kind. Any magic within the wand itself barring this lovely tune that had started to wind it's way into Shinrei's mind was dormant, still. And somehow... leafy. 

Raphael stood at the edge of the crowd, looking out to the water, waiting for Nathaniel to... to *move*, to do anything. It made him angry - no - it made him furious. Couldn't he see that - 

Someone else was coming. A girl. Raphael recognised her, from on the train, vaguely, a girl by the name of Niki. There'd been something wrong with her yesterday, hadn't there...? He strolled over. 

"Hi," he said easily. "You feeling better today? Here for the Quidditch?" he asked, making himself look away from Nathaniel, hoping the other boy would get the hint that he didn't plan to go and find Sarah, as it wasn't his job. "We went flying last night," Raphael told Niki, "and I can't wait to get started again." 

Niki nodded in relief. "Yes, I'm going to Quidditch. I wanted to play last year, but I couldn't..." She peeked over Raphael's shoulder, but couldn't see what else was going on, so she gave up. "I'm feeling much better--actually managed to sleep last night, so I'm all rested and shall probably be bouncing off the walls, but that's all for the good. What position do you play?" 

Zidane glanced at where Raphael now stood. He was talking to a girl who had just joined their little lakeside gathering. 

At Shinrei's question, his sharp mind snapped into focus and began a thorough search of its internal data banks. Priori incantatem. Ah-hah. 

He grinned. "Yeah. It's a wand recall thing, right? You do something to make the wand remember the spells it has done before. I dunno, but isn't it a little advanced or something?" 

Fire.

Reds-golds-oranges-umbers-yellows.

The ripple of it.

Fire was such a beautiful thing.

So deadly.

Nathaniel watched Zidane and almost immediately things in his mind ripped, tore, fell bleeding in puddles of flame.

A terrible feeling of .. 'age'.. came over him.  He felt older, not just in body, but in mind.  A thousand thoughts leapt and spun and danced and stabbed and fought for supremacy.

He just stood there, trembling, a dazed look in his green eyes again.

Rose petals.  Someone had said - done - something about rose petals.  He gathered that much from beyond the dream that was not a dream; and that was about it.  Nathaniel didn't even realise that Sarah had gone somewhere until Raphael grabbed his arm.

"Just damn well go and deal with her, will you?" he muttered harshly at Nathaniel, and stormed off.

Nathaniel blinked around.  No one seemed to notice that Nathaniel had been lost in nightmares of a woman burning at the stake.  Maybe that was for the better, because these kind of thoughts Nathaniel was not in the mood to share with anyone, far less these new acquaintances.

The mostly black kitten became his saviour.

Waving an imperious tail that beckoned the boy to follow, the mostly black kitten - Stalks by Night, his vague memory supplied - trotted off into the woods.

Nathaniel followed, his indigo overrobe billowing in the breeze. "Sarah?" he called.

*********

"It is advanced magic, I have to agree." Shinrei smiled approvingly at the American boy. Zidane knew his magical theory *and* he had unusual powers with the way he could manipulate fire. "However, I can execute a minor version of Priori Incantatem on Raphael-san's wand to find out if he really made the petals float." 

She pulled out her own hand from within the sleeve of her kimono and held its tip to Raphael's laurel wand. "This is a similar but much easier spell I learned from my teacher in Nippon," she explained. "It only allows the quick recall of the last three spells of the wand." 

She concentrated on the wand tips and said: "Sankakou'hou-Mi!" 

Niki snickered. "Priori incantatem isn't difficult!" she announced. "It's one of the easiest spells there *is*, if you don't count light and hovering spells and such. We learned it in our first year--it won't regurgitate all the spells, but it will go for the past several years, if you keep contact..." 

She shook her head. "And I can't believe it would be so very different between Morocco and Japan--but then again, to each his own..." 

********

"What position do you play?" asked the girl Niki, who Raphael had found bounding up and down on her feet around him, looking over his shoulder at the action. 

"I don't know ye-" was all the response he managed to stammer out to her before the syllables of Shinrei's spell echoed behind him. On that wand. That stupid damned wand that did a little less then nothing. He spun around, something tightening around his chest as he looked at the assembled crowd.

 "Sankakou'hou-Mi!" 

Silence. Oh silence, even though the echoes in his mind were getting louder... the sudden burning golden light of her spell. And then it changed. Changed to an oily black. The oily black of raven feathers. 

First to come splashing out was a spectre of dirty water, a spell that Shinrei herself had performed just seconds before. Raphael sighed in thanks - perhaps... then a bucketload of raven feathers came pouring out of the tips of the wands, an oily sheen cascading down as if it was water, impacting on the ground and disappearing into blackness, with a strange haunting melody in the background pulsing in time with the feather-water... 

And then as the feather halted, and the next spell started to come through, Raphael called out in his mind, once: a command. Just a warning. Just in case. Because those feathers looked just like... 

THUM! 

...the wand had... exploded? No... as the last spell had started to come through the wand, it seemed to jellify for a second in Shinrei's hand, and then with an explosion of air pressure, it had... expanded, violently pushing away from the Japanese girl's wand, and almost hitting Zidane in the stomach. 

Raphael picked up what the wand had... changed into. A five-foot long quarterstave, in deep, creamy, smooth laurelwood. For a second as he took it off Shinrei, he seemed unsure, simply staring at the wood. 

Then he adjusted his grip, spun the stave fluently three times around his head, did a quick figure of eight, adjusted his grip in mid air to hold it at the end, switched and drove the stave into the ground, holding on to it like a walking stick. He grinned at the others around him. "I didn't know it could do that," he said simply. 

And then it changed back into its 12-inch long form and Raphael fell over face flat into the mud. 

Woodland Conversations

Luis made a move to steady Sarah as they almost ran into each other, but she had already moved away from him and seated herself under a tree. There were hints of tears around the girl's eyes. Why in God's name were all the girls crying all over the place? Last night it was Mahou, now Sarah. 

Shinrei's fan club, was it? Fawning? He walked to where Sarah was now sitting and squatted down so they were now eye to eye. 

"Are you okay, Sarah?" he asked the girl gently. "Has this got anything to do with the chiquita? Did somebody do something bad to you or...?" He let the question trail off. 

"Banana girl - yeah it has kind of." said Sarah continuing to equate the word 'chiquita' with a brand of fruit. It slightly cheered her up though. 

"No one did anything bad, Luis. It's just all the boys crowd round her showing off and 'ooowww you can destroy train cars in a single blow and stuff' and all I was trying to point out was that being able to become a human torch was maybe something that wizards might not like considering that fire tended to burn things up and suddenly I am like turning into a old fuddy duddy like Jon Sinclair where as 'ooooowww Shinrei makes things dance in the air by the power of her mind'. I mean geezze Luis what's the attraction? You gotta a thing for her haven't you? I mean you might have had that nice dinner with me and Katia but you wanted to be with her really." 

She then realised she'd rambled, "It's that new kid Zidane who did the Torchy trick not Shinrei but no doubt he was showing off for her I know the signs." 

She sighed, "I know what boys are like they always go ga-ga over the girls who are unobtainable. Shinrei doesn't need to do anything and like I said they are just fawning over her every utterance. Even Nat's kitten has a thing for her now. Anyway, she gave give them the kind of magic they want, fireballs and stuff - I can't." 

She looked fed up but it was obviously very much a teenage thing. She liked a boy (or two) and they'd shown interest in another girl meaning to her mind she was history or relegated to boring, friend department. 

"Anyway, I made a scene and now am totally humiliated in front of three house mates and of course Shinrei. My life is over. Maybe I could get a transfer to Slytherin." 

Luis had moved to sit beside Sarah under the tree and proceeded to listen to her babble, switching from an angry to an uncertain to an anxious and finally to a disappointed tone as she delivered her "speech."

After she had lapsed into a few seconds of silence, most probably to catch her breath, Luis turned to look at her with a little smile playing at the corners of his mouth. 

"Feel better now?" he asked in the same gentle voice he had used a little while ago. "Okay. You should go back there and forget anything happened. I'm sure they don't even know why you ran off in the first place. Leave it at that." 

"Look. Sarah." He paused and looked away, into the distance, at the lake shimmering under the morning sunlight. "You said so yourself that you have a pretty good idea on how boys act around people like Shinrei Hikari. They probably fawn all over her because she seems like a comic book character or a movie star, or something. I've seen Sinclair and even Hupi do so. She's more like a fantasy than a real person. They know they can't have her. They're just having a few moments of being in the presence of someone so...untouchable." 

"You familiar with the legend of Psyche? She was the most beautiful girl in all the land. Every man worshipped her and praised her beauty and all that jazz, but they did not love her. They moved on to love real women. Women who really lived and loved them in return. They knew it was no good to pine away for a fantasy." 

He took his wand out of the back pocket of his jeans and pointed it at the air between him and Sarah. He muttered a few well-chosen words and a tiny ghostlike Shinrei appeared, revolving slowly in space, like a figure in a music box. 

"This girl may be at Hogwarts, Sarah, but her heart and her life will never really be. She belongs to that high and mighty Japanese lord and that strange land we don't even have much of an idea about. She just passed us by the way we see our dreams sometimes. So real that we could almost touch them--" 

His voice caught. Luis knew he was dangerously close to revealing the real depth of his feelings for Shinrei. He withdrew the wand from the air and the tiny illusion he had projected disappeared. 

"But we wake up and find out it's otherwise." He raked both hands through his hair and rubbed his eyes, as if they were in pain. "So go back to your friends, Sarah. Wake them up." 

Sarah sat silently as Luis waxed lyrical on the `wonders of Shinrei'. Without doubt this boy was self-appointed president of the Shinrei Appreciation Society and might give Marvo a run for his money on the wrong things to say to girls when they were upset over issues of this nature. 

Still Sarah liked Luis and he had always been nice to her and bless him, he was trying to help. Plus, he had in a roundabout way. Sarah's keen observation of Branwen had indicated that while some boys might worship at the shrine of the unobtainable for a time, a warm smile and a genuine interest in others won more hearts even if one's magical ability didn't register on the Reicter scale and you were banned from duelling. 

Of course, Sarah also realised what Luis was saying was about his own feelings for the Japanese girl and she actually felt quite sorry for him given the circumstances and resolved not to tease him. Sarah was playful but she wasn't knowingly cruel. 

She gave a little sigh and wiped away the last of her tears, and smiled at him. 

"Thank you Luis though I can't go back. I mean if it's true what you say and it hasn't even registered with them why I was upset then that would be almost as bad as if they did realise. I'd just feel even more stupid than I already do and Shinrei would still be centre of all their attention and look even cooler in contrast to wacky Sarah. No, I'll see them later anyway and just see how it goes." 

She looked over in the direction of where they must be. "If you see them on your way back to the castle just say I'll meet them at the Quidditch field later OK?" 

*********

Sarah saw StalksbyNight approaching about the same time she heard Nathaniel calling her name. 

Her heart was pounding so loud that she figured Luis could probably hear it. Obviously she both wanted to be found but also was in sheer panic at being found and hoped she didn't look too pathetic. "Luis, what do I do?" she said with urgency. 

Luis smiled and rose to his feet, holding out a hand to Sarah so he could help her up. 

"In spite of what you said, wanting to go back inside and meeting whomsoever at the blasted Quidditch field, my advice still stands, Sarah." 

He gestured to the direction of Nathaniel's voice. "Go back to them. I knew you were Sorted into Slytherin and Slytherins don't let a little thing like /that/ get them down. Show 'em what you got. And don't worry, you look gorgeous. Maybe just a little flushed." He gave her a teasing wink for good measure. 

"Sarah?" Nathaniel called again, following the kitten round a tree.

Then he saw Luis and Sarah, holding hands.

That was, he resolved, the last time he followed the kitten anywhere. It always seemed to home in on people holding hands or sobbing, both of which were as embarrassing as each other.

He shook his long hair back out of his face and tried to put a brave face on his usual sullen scowl.  The kitten was winding around Sarah's ankles, so he was damned if he could get away without being noticed.

"Hullo, Luis."  Nathaniel said somewhat awkwardly.  "I ..uh.. was looking for Sarah."

Of course, that's why he was wandering through the woods yelling her name. Way to go, Nat, he silently congratulated himself.

The kitten just purred.  Nathaniel hated it with a vengeance.

Sarah had taken Luis' offer of a hand to get to her feet and just at that moment Nathaniel had come around the tree and so it looked as though he was walking into a tryst. 

Sarah thought that Nat's expression looked fairly neutral and so she could only assume that he wasn't bothered by the fact she was talking with someone else even if that someone else was ga-ga for Shinrei. Well she guessed that answered any questions she might have about whether his feelings towards her were more than 'just friends'. 

"Oh hi, Nathaniel. I emmm.. " She decided to test Luis theory that the boys wouldn't realise why she'd stormed off. "I was just coming back down."

She turned back to Luis and gave him a warm smile, she started to giggle suddenly because the kitten was winding around her ankles so enthusiastically and it was tickling a little. 

"Oh, damn, this is going to sound stupid, but I ... uh... was worried, I didn't know why you left, I ... uh.. .didn't quite understand it..." Nathaniel jammed his hands into his pockets and looked at Luis briefly. 

"Worried..?" echoed Sarah, suddenly totally unsure if there was a way to be cool and collected in this kind of situation. "no that doesn't sound stupid. I probably was being ..it ...stupid that is." 

"I just thought that after all your talk about fireballs and stuff yesterday that you two would probably want to hang out with Shinrei now you see she has all that firepower and.." *mysterious, oriental beauty* though she didn't voice that concern - "... Zidane and see the kind of magic they do." 

*That sounded totally lame* thought Sarah. *Now if he starts going all dreamy-eyed at the sound of her name I may throw up!* 

"Shinrei?" Nathaniel looked, if possible, even more confused than ever. "What on earth does Shinrei have to do with anything?" 

The kitten lay down on the fallen leaves underfoot and put both paws over its eyes. Nathaniel tried very hard to ignore it. 

"Or Zidane, for that matter? Was it wrong for me to watch Zidane showing me what he does, Sarah? Have I broken some kind of etiquette amongst wizards?" 

Sarah glanced down at Stalks by Night, wondering if the kitten was commenting on her or Nathaniel or just making an observation on the ridiculousness of the situation in general. 

"Shinrei... well I ..." she stopped, realising this was going into deep embarrassment territory. She shouldn't care if Nathaniel was interested in Shinrei. 

She glanced towards Luis with a quiet desperation. She then shook her head, "No...you haven't broken any kind of etiquette - Nathaniel not at all. I was just worried that Zidane's magic might be dangerous - but then it seemed I was being boring ... and so... I left you all to get .. to know each other better." 

"You thought you were being boring?"  Nathaniel stared at her.

"Yes." said Sarah quietly.  "Hanging out with too many prefects I guess."

The kitten scampered off into the trees and Nathaniel looked after it with a soft curse. "I ought to go make sure it doesn't get eaten by anything." he hesitated.

"Yes, I mean there are things in the forest and it is a very small kitten."

They looked at each other for a moment and then Nathaniel grinned cheerfully at Luis.  "Excuse us."

"I'm no expert out here but..." she turned to Luis to excuse them. If Nathaniel wanted her help.

He glanced at Sarah hesitantly. "That is if you want to come..?"

"Yes. I'll come."

Looking for the errant kitten seemed a much better occupation than awkward conversations.

Luis had wisely kept quiet throughout the awkward exchange between Sarah and Nathaniel. He did not have a part in the whole thing. He was an outside entity who just happened to stumble into the "party." 

He nodded and waved a little when they excused themselves and began to walk away to look for the mostly black kitten who had located Sarah first before the boy did. 

Cute-looking couple, he thought, his eyes following Sarah and Nathaniel as they walked off together. It was nice to know that the "story" had a happy ending on Sarah's side. 

"Sarah, what was the matter?  Really?"  Nathaniel asked quietly, once they were out of earshot of Luis.

Or maybe not... Sarah wanted to be able to talk to him openly .... she took a deep breath. "OK.... everytime I like anybody there always seems to be someone like Shinrei around. Only most of the time it is Shinrei."

Nathaniel came to a halt under an oak tree, leaves crunching under his boots, and turned to face her.  "Ah, so it's not something I did?"

"No, of course you need to make friends and she is very .."

"Sharp, I think is the word you're looking for?"  Nathaniel supplied helpfully, a hint of a grin at the corners of his mouth.

"Sharp?" Sarah was confused, "what do you mean? Luis thinks she is every man's unobtainable dream girl ..like Psyche in the myths."

"Unobtainable dream...."  Nathaniel's words trailed off into a smile. "Maybe to Luis, she is.  Not to me."

"Oh...."

"I found her very... stand-offish?"  Nathaniel crinkled up his nose a little. "She was crying.  I stopped to see if I could help.  Next thing she just …. closed up again.  Nothing I could do."

"You did!" Sarah tried not to look too happy. "Oh yes, well I think she doesn't really know how to relate that well to Western boys."

He grinned, and the expression crinkled up the corners of his green eyes in merriment. "Nah, I think it's just me.  I have that effect on girls usually."

"What sort of effect? Crying?" she was starting to relax a little.

He nodded.  "Made you cry and didn't even realise it."

She had hoped he hadn't noticed. "I'll get over it - tough as nails."

"Sarah, I'm sorry." Nathaniel replied softly.  "I didn't mean it."

Now tears were threatening, "Look Nathaniel, you weren't leading me on or anything. I was leading myself on. OK. I do want to be friends."

"I wonder where Stalks has gotten to?" she tried, desperately trying to change the subject.

He blinked once or twice very slowly, and touched his fingertips fleetingly to her wrist.  "I would hope our friendship lasts more than two days, Sarah."

"So do I.," she said quietly.

He patted his pockets absently and produced the silver filigree ball with a shake of his sleeve.

A small wink and he let it spin from the back of one hand to the other, and presented it to her.

"A gift." he said quietly.

"Thank you." she said taking it gently from him. 

"Ah... the right words... best if you know the right words." he said absently.  "Sol... sol solis, somnio... yes, somnio amor."

He was, Sarah felt, just so beautiful, gentle and wise. ....

"It won't work without the right words." he added helpfully.

"Oh yes... those words...sol, solis, somnio amor? I say those words?"

As she spoke them, the sunlight gleamed on the silver and the crystal beneath, and at the last syllable, the silver filigree casing snicked back, folding into itself.

"It's a thing of dreams, I think."  Nathaniel said softly.  "Of flights of dragons and the summer country."

"Have you ever seen such a thing, Nathaniel - flights of dragons and the county of the summer stars?"

He nodded, and touched a fingertip to the gleaming crystal.  "In there, I have.   What you see in there, I don't know."

"I'm not sure what I might see. My head's a bit... at the moment. This place to me is so full of magic."

"Look." he suggested gently.  "There's nothing of harm in it, I know that much."

She looked within the crystal's heart.

Within the crystal's heart she saw a cave glittering with crystalline forms. A high cave of such beauty - it was a place she had travelled in her dreams. At one end from a high fissure fell water into a pool and within the pool was a mystery and she wished to plunge deep into that pool and touch the mystery that lay beneath it.

Nathaniel watched her look deep into the crystal, unblinkingly, and simply waited.

Sarah came to herself - how long had she been away. Nathaniel was there - they were in the woods but she felt she'd been elsewhere or could have journeyed elsewhere and she knew this was no slight of hand but what was it?

"Sarah?" he asked her very gently.

She looked at him, her blue eyes quite soft in the diffused light of the woods, "Yes, Nathaniel?"

"Nothing." he smiled.  "You just looked a little lost."

"No, I'm fine. That was .... thank you."

His smile became a grin.  "I'm glad you liked it.  The words are yours and yours alone.  If you lose it, it'll probably come back to me because it knows me best right not."

She took a deep breath, "We still haven't found Stalks by Night"

The grin became something mischievous.  Without changing his tone or taking his eyes off Sarah, he said, "And I know you're up there, you little devil, so get down here right now."

The mostly black kitten dropped out of the tree above their heads and landed in a heap of fallen leaves, and had the grace to look ashamed of itself. 

Sarah smiled at the kitten. "It's an amazing kitten."

"You're an amazing girl." he said simply.

She felt like she had survived. Nathaniel knew that he had won her heart and though her feelings were not reciprocated, they were still friends.

She didn't know what to say. "I don't know if I am that but thank you. You are a very kind person."

"Close it like this."  He lifted his hands to cover hers, and stroked them over the silver casing of the crystal, and it slid closed and was nothing more than an ornate sphere again.  "It can't be confiscated, it's just a contact juggling ball.  The magic's up here..." he tapped his forehead with a finger  "... though I still don't believe it.  And yes, you are amazing, Sarah.  Do you want to see how I see you?"

She smiled at him; "They only confiscate things that could hurt ... nothing of beauty even if this was magical." she was a little disconcerted by his touch but could cope. "Yes.... if you wish to show me."

He patted his pockets and sighed, and flung his hand out towards the ground. A small 'pop' and one of the small plain glass spheres levitated up to his hand. "Don't ask me how I did that." he looked at it.  "Because I have no idea."

To the sphere he whispered some low words, and let it slide this way and that in his hands, and then held it up spinning on the tip of one finger. Within was a vision of Sarah in the sunshine, her blonde hair silvered by the light, smiling.

She looked, slightly embarrassed by this image of herself. She thought back to the small vision that Luis had conjured of Shinrei and thought she was happy that Nathaniel saw her as smiling.

"I'm bad with words."  he said, and made the ball vanish into his sleeve. "'Leading on' implies that... " he made a face "... something was being offered that wasn't meant.  I meant nothing more than that I liked you.  A lot."

He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet in the leaves. "What time is Quidditch?"  His turn to be desperate to change the subject.

"I didn't mean to imply you were..offering..." she didn't wish to return to uncomfortable country after such magic. "and I like you Nathaniel and Quidditch is about now."

He grinned an infectiously mischievous grin at her.  "Come on then, you can watch me make an idiot of myself all over again then."

"Hey, don't be so hard on yourself."

"Come on."  He offered her his arm.  "It'll be fun."

"It's supposed to be fun you know... and I saw you last night, Not bad for a first time."

She took his arm and prepared to leave - making sure naturally that Stalks by Night was still with them and not off slaying monsters.

"Uh-huh."  Nathaniel grinned lazily as they strolled back out of the woods, the kitten trotting at his heels, waving his tail impudently at the world.

Quidditch & Issues

Taytum turned in her seat looking over to Fiona carefully. The table was mostly deserted now, but she still hadn't decided where she would go.. 

She hadn't met Fiona yet, and her eyes clearly showed her curiosity in the matter.. "Hello, I'm Taytum Raleigh.." she said leaning forward in her chair, and shooting the girl a friendly smile. 

"Hello," said Fee, glancing up at the new girl. "Fiona Munro. Got here a wee bit late last night, so didnae meet any of the new people." 

She pushed her now just-past-shoulder length blonde hair back behind her ears and looked again at Anders Grimalkin. She was moderately disappointed that he hadn't said hello, but there was time yet. 

"How are ye findin' Hogwarts so far, then?" she asked Taytum. 

Taytum shrugged looking down at the table.. "It's goin alright.. I arrived late as well, didn't make it to the feast or anything, so I'm still trying to learn my way around and meet some people." 

She grinned slightly at this, realising, that she wasn't really "finding her way around" by sitting here in the Great Hall.. "So, you were here last year, I presume?" 

Fiona nodded. "Aye," she said. "I was at Durmstrang to start with, but my family moved back to the Highlands last year and I came to Hogwarts. It's much better than Durmstrang. The people are much nicer." 

********

Mahou's song was done and she noticed as people began to leave. She thought that that might happen.. she had that effect on people. Not knowing she was taking their leaving the wrong way, Mahou stood, a clearly dejected look on her face, and headed back to the common room to change into more "sporty" clothes as one girl had said.

 ~*Some first impression, eh, half-blood?*~ Mahou muttered to herself as she walked back to the Gryff tower. She had sneaked a glance at Snape and looked away quickly as she left. She knew Dumbledore beside him was nice enough. With her eyes on her shoes, Mahou trudged back the way she had come. 

~*I guess I really donnae belong anywhere,*~ she said to herself, her words musical to anyone who would be walking by. ~*Some girl I turned out ta be.. Cannae e'en make friends wi' a Professor.*~ Kicking a stray stone, Mahou decided to look out a window. So she did. 

The sky was blue and clear, and her mood did not lighten. She felt Blackfoot around her ankles, but didn't look down. She knew there were students walking behind her, but she didn't care to notice. She just had to keep herself looking sporty and indoors. Maybe she should reveal to the school that she's an elf, too? That would be the clincher to her wonderful year she started. Perhaps she should go into the Forest again, just to lose more points. 

~*Way to go, half-blood,*~ Mahou berated herself. ~*Losing sixty points from Gryffindor.. wonderful and smashing all at the same time.*~ Those that walked by would be able to understand 'Gryffindor' if they were listening. Blackfoot just whined and rubbed her fuzzy head against Mahou's leg. 

Dylan had chosen just about the same time to make a bolt from the Great Hall--Quidditch talk bored him to tears, 9 times out of 10. As he was heading back to Gryffindor, it was easy for him to pick out Mahou walking in front of him. He knew well the atmosphere of disgust--both with oneself and the world--and wondered, albeit correctly, if it had anything to do with the loss of 60 points he'd heard about the other night. Granted, his own run ins with Snape had lost Gryffindor many points, 80 being the highest at one go, so he understood where she was coming from. 

For a moment, the young Welshman struggled to come up with a name, and when it struck him, he hurried to catch up with her. No point in letting her wallow and think she was the only one who'd ever done something bad. "Mahou, hey," Dylan called softly, easily catching up to her. "Y' alright? Y' don't seem t' happy." 

Mahou looked up at Dylan as he approached. Her slanted eyes glittered in their lime-green goodness. Her attention moved from her view of the grounds to the boy at her side, now. 

"I be alright, aye," she told him, looking back out the window. "I be th' one who lost all th' points.. And I be sorry, but I donnae ken yer name." She looked at him again, standing straight. "I went inta th' forest.. well.. nae really *in*. I leaned against a tree on th' edge o' th' Forest. Th' Forbidden Forest." 

She sighed and clasped her hands before her. "But th' Forest seems ta be an interestin' place, it does." Looking back out the window, Mahou got a dreamy look in her vivid eyes. "I guess I need ta ha'e Lord Hagrid wi' me.." 

Looking at him again, she offered a weak smile. "Are ye going ta practise Quidditch, too? I was thinkin' abou' it, but donnae ken me way there. All I ken be th' way ta th' Forest it seems.. Since I be so outdoorsy.. an' I need ta dress more 'sporty' fer Quidditch." She looked down at her dress. "This be th' thing I always play in." 

She crossed her arms and leaned her weight on one leg, throwing him that look that women give. "Wha' do -ye- think, eh?" 

"M' name's Dylan," he said to Mahou . "I don't play Quidditch...no knack for flyin', y' see." Dylan shrugged a little. He'd always been miserable on a broom. "I wouldn't worry 'bout th' points. If'n it makes y' feel any better, I've been sommat o' a record holder for loosin' points here. Best one was 80 at one go." 

Though his black hair nearly obscured his eyes, when he raked it back, his blue-grey eyes glittered with mischief. "But anyway, I guess I wouldn't wear a dress on a broom...if'n y' want t' play, I can show y' th' way t' th' pitch." 

Mahou smiled and took Dylan's hand, tugging on it a little. "Then let's be gettin' back ta Gryffindor Tower an' get me broom," she announced. "An' I like ta wear dresses an' skirts as oft as I can, ye see. It be part o' me religion. It be easier ta do th' different things I need ta." 

As she walked with Dylan, Mahou continued talking. "I donnae think ye lost all th' points on yer first day, did ye?" she asked, taking a sideways glance at him. "I shouldna went near any forest. But woods an' things call ta me. So peaceful an' such as tha'. An' abou' Quidditch.. ye can jus' cheer me on. I practise all th' time at home, ye see, so I ha'e all th' latest things on th' market. I ha'e th' Firebolt. Jus' got it fer me birthday." 

Stopping, she looked at Dylan, cocking her head to one side. "Um.. I donnae recall yer name.." 

Laughing a little, he repeated, "Dylan. Dylan Rhydderch. I lost those points at th' Valentine's Day dance. It ah...was an interestin' night. 'Twasn't my fault, though, not completely, though Snape would say otherwise. Th' man guns for me, he does." 

He glanced down, a bemused expression on his face as Mahou tugged on his hand. "Wha' kind o' religion requires y' t' wear skirts an' such? I reckon it'd be a bit o' a bother." 

Mahou blushed and looked at her clothes. The green velvet was rather out of place here, but she enjoyed skirts and dresses. Made it easier for her. 

"Well, I do a lot o' rituals an' such," she explained, "ta honour th' gods an' things. Nae any sacrifices, so donnae think o' tha'." The half-elf smiled. "I be Wiccan, Dylan. Plain an' simple.. A witch in all sense o' th' word!" 

She twirled with her arms splayed, the skirt belling out, showing her legs. Mahou didn't care. She loved the freedom that skirts gave her. "I wear skirts b'cause they make me feel more free. Pants an' shorts feel too confining. Tha' be why I'd rather nae wear them ta play Quidditch. I feel th' most free in th' sky. B'sides.. I've gotten pretty good at side-saddle brooming." 

Blushing a little at the mention of Snape, Mahou shrugged. "He be th' one who docked th' points from Gryffindor, ye see," she told him, resuming their walk. "But it be me own fault." 

Dylan shrugged at the Wiccan comment, not completely sure what that term meant, but then again, confusion was a standard for him when it came to interacting with the wizarding world, so it wasn't entirely unexpected.  "Well, wear wha' makes y' comfortable, I s'ppose."

 However, the fact that she blushed when Snape was mentioned caught Dylan's eye.  He wasn't quite sure what that meant, but the fact remained that she blushed, nonetheless.  "Snape loves t' take points from Gryffindor.  Tha's how he gets his jollies, 'tis.  He hates Gryffindors, some o' us more than others."

********

Kat jumped a little in surprise, but having become more used to her brother over the summer she knew who it was. 

"Fancy you turning up here. Come to supervise the Quidditch practice today? I know there are a number of people intending to go and polish up some of their best moves." 

She glanced across at Fee, remembering that she was probably Anders biggest fan. Realising that Fee probably had no idea of Anders and her relationship she wondered how many people in the hall thought their apparently closeness was a little strange. 

"So, do you suppose we ought to start telling people about why we seem to be getting on so well, or shall we leave them in suspense?" 

Anders rubbed the end of his nose thoughtfully as he grabbed a slice of toast. "I really ought to do some shopping," he said, in between munches. "I keep coming up here to filch the food." 

In answer to her question, he glanced around the hall, almost shyly. "I don't know," he said. "Do you think it'd bring up questions about Sirius? I mean, I know he wouldn't want people to know about HIM necessarily and you know what people are like, see? They're nosy. Maybe we should just keep it to ourselves?" 

He looked a bit concerned by the topic. He still hadn't fully accepted Sirius and had a few personal issues that one day, soon, he would bring up with his errant father. 

"I didn't think Dad minded. After all, he stuck up for you at your trial." Her expression had become more serious for once. 

"People are going to find out sooner or later I guess. But if you think we should keep it to ourselves then I guess we will." She gave a small smile. She still didn't know how her friends would take the news about her family discoveries, and she didn't want to have to keep it secret. 

"Let's just play it by ear," he said, sombrely, his face taking on the expression of inner torment that had so marked him the previous term. Then he brightened again. "Anyway, I didn't come here to be miserable on you. I came here to play Quidditch!" 

He held out the Meteor Shower towards his sister. "Take a look at this little beauty." 

"Wow!" Kat's eyes lit up as she tentatively took the broom from Anders. She turned it over carefully examining it. "Where and when did you get this? It is amazing! I didn't think these were in production yet! How did you get your hands on it?" 

"The makers sent it me with a letter explaining they wanted it trialled by someone whose opinion they valued." He puffed up with pride visibly. "And after the...the trial, they thought I'd be the idea candidate." 

He leaned forward, conspiratorially. "Want a go on it?" 

"I can? Are you sure? Wow! I would love to try it out!" Kat is almost jumping out of her seat to go and try the broom. Excitement doesn't cover it. 

"Can I go try it now?" She looked at him eagerly. 

**********

Nimue had watched as Magnus left the Hall. The few times she had seen him enter or leave before this he had radiated confidence. Whoever had done this to him was definitely cramping his usual style. 

Still she had done her 'duty'. Looking around the table, she noted that Mahou had also left. She had wanted to advise the girl that Kat would be going out to the field soon but expected given the mood of Quidditch fever Mahou had fallen in with some Gryffindors. She decided to give a report to Kat as to Magnus' condition. 

As Nimue headed towards the Ravenclaw table where Kat was still seated, she suddenly realised that the person sitting next to Kat was Anders. 

Nimue's face lit up as she wasn't expecting to see him but seeing that Kat looked tense she wondered if she was about to walk into a brother- sister moment which was really about stuff they needed to work out or time they needed. The complexities of the whole thing sometimes was a bit overwhelming and everyone seemed to have unspoken issues. 

In the next second or two it had seemed to resolve as Anders showed Kat a broomstick, which she obviously was very taken with. Nimue looked to see if she could slip out without either of them noticing. 

Strangely, and most uncharacteristically, Nimue's Knight in Shining Armour turned out to be Severus Snape. 

He had noted the expression that had come onto her face as she had spotted Grimalkin speaking with Kathryn Black, and he felt a moment's pity for her. Excusing himself quietly to the head table, he headed across the Hall. 

"Miss Hawkwood," he greeted her, formally. "I do hope you could spare me those few moments you so kindly offered to help me sort out my supplies and books?" 

"Yes, of course Professor." replied Nimue grateful that Snape was now standing between her and line of sight of the Ravenclaw table.

Nimue turned and led the way out of the Great Hall. However, once through the doors, she paused and said a quiet 'thank you' to Professor Snape, which he may or may not have heard, acknowledging discreetly that she was grateful for his intervention even if he wasn't aware of what he'd done. 

She then more properly given their stations stepped aside so that he took the lead as they made their way to his office without further conversation between them. 

Anders seemed to be considering Kat's request, then he grinned broadly. "You think I'd let anyone else on it before you? Well, alright, maybe Nimue if she flew, but...hey, you know what I mean." 

He hugged her and grinned. "I have to go to Madam Hooch and get the key to the broom shed, so I'll meet you outside in...ten minutes?" 

Anders grabbed another slice of toast and turned to see where Nimue was. Severus Snape had accosted her, it seemed, and his face crashed to the floor in sheer disappointment. He would not dream of initiating a conversation with Snape if he could possibly avoid it. 

"Ten minutes?" he repeated the question, snatching his mind back to the here-and-now. 

"Sure. I'll go fetch my broom too. And I know Mulder and Scully will want to come out and fly a bit." 

She grinned happily and headed back up to the Ravenclaw common room to find her broom and her cats. 

Fiona watched the exchange between Kat and Anders and sighed inwardly as the tall young man got up and wandered out of the Great Hall. She found herself wondering just why Anders had come to speak to Kat and not Nimue, and watched him leave with the faint light of her crush re-lighting in her eyes. 

She shook her head as though she could physically clear the sensation and turned her attention back to Taytum. "Do ye play Quidditch?" 

Taytum laughed slightly to herself, "Oh no no.. I can't even sit on a broom, much less fly one. I'd much rather have at least one foot on the ground..." 

She stopped a thoughtful expression falling upon her face. "Why, do you? I think some people are out there practising right now.." She turned her head to look through the Great Hall exit as to emphasise her point. 

**********

Randal had watched Arcadia, Oriana and Magnus. It was an interesting situation. He knew full well that if things were dealt with between Arcadia and Magnus that he might well be pushed to defend Arcadia. That would not be fun, he decided. 

Becoming bored of watching Arcadia showing off, he moved out of the Great Hall. There had to be something more interesting to do than this... 

Branwen noticed Randal slip out of the Hall, perhaps now was her chance to catch him alone and find out why there had been no word... 

She pushed back from the table and, trying not to make it too obvious, followed him. 

She caught a glimpse of him at the other end of the corridor. "Randal?" she called, "Wait a minute... please" 

Randal turned around to see Branwen. "Branwen! I was wondering when I would manage to bump into you. You look lovely as ever." He smiled at her in what he hoped was an encouraging way. 

Inside he was dreading the onslaught that was bound to come soon. He had no idea what he wanted either. If only she had waited longer to talk to him. But then again maybe it was better to talk now and be done with it. He really did not know... 

"Did you have a relaxing holiday?" He made no move to embrace her or kiss her. So much for girlfriend. 

Branwen stared at him. She shook her head a little but no, he was still there acting like some....acquaintance... "Am I missing something here, Randal? Other than the dozens of letters I know you sent me I mean. Or have I done something to upset you?" 

She waited for his answer and tried not to let herself get upset...she had a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach but as she looked at him she hoped she was wrong...he wasn't really giving her the 'cold shoulder' was he? 

"Er... well..." He was a little unsure of what he could say. "I'm sorry I didn't write. I was not allowed any time to myself during the holidays in which I could write. I can't tell you more than that. And, well, I assumed you would be mad at me." He looked at her and felt a little shaky. 

He still liked her, more so than anyone else he had ever met. But he knew that logically he should not get involved. This would be such an opportune moment to drop it all. But did he really want to? 

Continued in next Transcript!

