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HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 41

Quidditch Practice and Rest of Sunday 

Transcript begins with Message 11378 and continues the Quidditch practice on Sunday morning and various scenarios.  It concludes circa 11569 with overlapping threads tidied up.  Transcript ends with long IC chat that established the interwoven relationship between Piotr, Nathaniel, Raphael and Sarah. These were posted later but decided took place on the Sunday evening. 
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The Wand

"Sugoi," Shinrei whispered as the swirl of smoky magical energy began to subside. She was still breathless from being in the core of such an overwhelming storm of power, "I have not seen such a thing before. Kami-sama. It is beautiful, so powerful..." 

Misty-eyed, she turned to Niki, the girl's remark still echoing in her mind, "Niki-san, had I used the Kossawa Priori Incantatem, we all would have been imprisoned in the sheer power of this wand. *Our* Priori Incantatem is different, so different, it has no regard for power and it takes so much out of the wizard who cast the spells..." 

Her wand was still shaking slightly in her grip, humming with the surge of magical energy from Raphael's wand. She vaguely wondered why she could still stand so steadily. "Gods, had I cast Priori Incantatem, but no...*But* there was still so much taken out of him..." 

She scrambled over to where she saw Raphael fall. He was face first into the mud. "Levo," she said clearly, using her wand to lift him gently off the ground. Another wave of the wand cleared all the mud off him. "Raphael-san. Speak to me." 

She looked over her shoulder at Zidane. "Zidane-san. I believe he needs our help. His wand is no ordinary wand and I have to see if Professor McGonagall has anything to say about it." 

The burst of magical energy was very strong. It was like a slap on the face. Its strength was somehow /familiar/, something from the past. Luis' thoughts quickly fell on his duffel bag, safely stored in the Slytherin dorm and wrapped with seven sealing spells. He was as paranoid as the best of them but it was all necessary. 

The /source/ of magical energy was the thing that seemed familiar to him. It was like being back in Mexico, being in those three years of hell. He had better find out right now what it was. 

Luis ran towards the side of the lake as fast he could, long black hair flying. As he ran, he retrieved his wand from his back pocket and gripped it tightly. Paranoia was good at a time like this. It kept his blood flowing. 

There were four people. The American at the Sorting last night, Niki from Slytherin House, and Shinrei, who seemed to be taking control. A dark-haired boy was floating strangely in mid-hair. 

Obviously not a nice picture, overall. "What's going on?" he barked, sounding very much like Snape. His wand was still held out, as if he was ready to duel. 

Zidane did not know the boy with the long black hair who had decided to join them just now. He noticed the Limp Bizkit T-shirt with slight amusement. 

He instinctively stepped between the boy's wand and the rest of the group gathered around the levitated Raphael. 

"The wand of my housemate was just a little too excited when Shinrei did a recall trick on it," he answered calmly. "Who are you, anyway? You a student here, too? I'm Zidane Summers, Fourth Year Ravenclaw." 

So this was the Zidane person that Sarah had mentioned. The Torch guy. The American 'tude was definitely there, with the way he strutted forward as if he had every right in the whole world. Another of Shinrei's fans and definitely showing off. 

Luis sneered. He lowered the wand from its duelling position but proceeded to tap it menacingly against his palm. "Luis Verga of Slytherin. Fourth Year." 

He focused his eyes on Raphael, then Shinrei. "More excitement so early in the day, no? Was it not only last night when we had ourselves a most interesting forest encounter? And now /this/." 

He turned to address the group as a whole, twirling his wand with mocking ease. "Anyone care to tell me what happened? Maybe I'll just ask Professor Snape for advice on what to do next..?" 

Marvo had decided to take a little walk and check out the Quidditch field before his meeting with Dumbledore. Of course he wasn't trying to avoid Branwen, no no. Not at all! 

Quidditch! Why oh why was everybody so interested in it! Such a waste of time as far as he was concerned. Time that could be spent, well, having fun without hitting people! 

He saw the group of students up ahead and saw a spell being cast. Not one he recognised. His eye glowed red a moment. 

"Most peculiar" He said to himself. Not a spell he could find at all! Were these students experimenting in making their own spells! Worthy of investigation! He approached "What's going on here?" 

Nathaniel was in a mellow mood as he and Sarah strolled out of the woods, arm in arm.  The mostly black kitten looked back over his shoulder as though promising to return later and kick up who knew how much fuss.

They were walking towards the Quidditch field when Nathaniel lifted a hand to his left cheek and said suddenly, "Raphael."

He dropped Sarah's arm, not meaning to offend but needing to .. know better... Stalks by Night leapt up into Sarah's arms.

Something old danced in Nathaniel's green eyes, something older than him that had seen more of life than he had.  Nathaniel turned his back on the Quidditch field and ran back towards the lake.

His eyes saw the levitating Raphael and then saw Raphael's wand in Shinrei's hand.  What had been going on here?  A faint ravens feather rustle in the corner of his eye.

Bleeding edges tore in his head, and something that was Nathaniel and yet was not Nathaniel looked out through his eyes.  Just for a moment.

Without further ado, he took the wand out of Shinrei's hand. "Don't mess with his wand." he snapped.  "Respect other people's belongings as you would have them respect yours."

Anger in his face, barely concealed. He looked from Raphael to Luis.  "Can you get him down?"

Something inside Luis snapped upon Nathaniel's sudden reappearance in their midst. It was a very stupid move, as far as he was concerned. Nathaniel did not even know what was going on. Such children. 

"Sure we can get him down. But first--" He pointed his wand at Nathaniel and said softly, in his best Snape imitation, "Expelliarmus." The wand flew off the boy's hand and Luis caught it easily in the air. 

"Now. Since I'm apparently the oldest around here, lemme get this straight. Don't you people /look/ at me like that. I'm seventeen." 

"Nat. Do me a favour, right? Speak like that to Shinrei again and I'll conveniently forget I'm at Hogwarts." 

"Sarah, you and Nat and Summers take this housemate of yours to the Infirmary. Between the three of you, one of you is bound to know how to do a 'levo' spell." 

"You Ward?" He turned to the boy who had just arrived. "You're /very/ popular in Slytherin. I'm Luis Verga. Since you have a little bit of, ah, experience in these sorts of things, maybe you should ask Shinrei here about what just happened. She seems to have witnessed it all, haven't you, chiquita?" 

Luis almost carelessly tossed the wand in Marvo's direction. "Your evidence of whatever crime happened here." 

"Crime?"  Nathaniel looked evenly at Luis.  "Chiquita?"  He looked at Shinrei, and remembered what Sarah had said in the woods. "Ah I see.  My mistake."

"Oh I know who you are Luis Verga. Probably more than you do" The illusion of a normal hand had disappeared and Marvo's left hand now looks like a lump of scares, welded to a black wand.

"And perhaps if you acted your age rather than your shoes size you'd realise that Slytherin or not asking for trouble is never a good idea" Marvo was not in a good mood, Kat had seemed slightly distant at Breakfast, and with the situation with Branwen... well. Luis was unfortunate getting the backlash. 

"Now will someone explain what I'm seeing here?"

Nathaniel glanced at Marvo.  "Shinrei had Raphael's wand in her hand. Maybe you should ask her what happened, yes.  Be careful with the wand.  It's as unpredictable as Raph."

Now, what was a levo spell?  Damn it...  He caught Raphael as he sank downwards, and supported him.

"Hey kid." he said softly, touching Raphael's left wrist.  "You in there?"

Sarah had followed Nathaniel back in the direction of the lake. The mostly black kitten had decided to travel on her shoulder obviously watching the unfolding scene intently. Sarah had been shocked when he'd strode up to Shinrei and taken Raphael's wand back. 

After that things moved very quickly. She was deeply concerned about Raphael - what on earth had happened while they'd been gone! She stood back observing close to Niki, hardly mindful of the fact they were very close to the lakeside's edge. 

Raphael, for the moment, was somewhere else, and floating easily in the grip of Shinrei's magic, his shut eyes burned icy blue.

He could hear it, almost, be one with it... music that was drifting in the winds of his mind. Drifting through a doorway. He remembered for a second, an ornate temple built around a rose... but that was long ago, and here things were already radically different. The doorway through which he saw through

Zephyr's eyes was always there, now  - but Zephyr was somewhere else.

Symphony - web, pulse, beat, dark, light, curved, twisted, falling, climbing

Zephyr was in a forest, somewhere. The music was overwhelming, almost - burning, relaxing, painful and harsh but natural and beautiful. As constant as sunshine - always present, even if he was in shadow sometimes. There were places Zephyr couldn't follow him. Inside...

Symphony - mirror, age, dark, obtuse, spiral-growing-inward, SPIRAL-GROWING-INWARD

He withdrew, for a second, the music was too loud, too... too intense. But even as he did he knew what the angel was referring to - was experiencing.

Symphony - crouched, squashed, inward, fiery, twisted, power, gentle, fear, fear of... ...what... why did he see... as...?

Symphony - burning, time, mirror, power, mirror, light, circle, spinning, creation, CREATION, touch, and then... angel symphony

... Raphael knew... knew what it meant... he knew... it made his heart crush inward... it was right... but it crushed him. He gave up, and so he returned.

"Ug," he mumbled incoherently. The ground seemed to be... er... not there. That was rather odd. In fact, the ground didn't usually have a habit of going away... when he fell over, it had a habit of usually being rather present. So this situation was rather... odd. He looked over. A Slytherin from the night before... one of the older ones...? was standing there, as was Zidane and Niki and Shinrei, still. How bizarre. Raphael wondered what was going on.

The wand was gone from his hand. That turning into a quarterstave was cool, although... well, his was was rather... floppy... "Hi?" he hazarded, then, as though his position in mid air was nothing to worry about. Still, do something about it...?

"Hello," he said kindly to the group around him, "could you please put me down? I like flying but generally I like to know about when I'm about to fall. And not being in control is kinda scary. Um. Why am I in the air?"

Then Nathaniel caught him. Raphael grinned at him and pulled himself upright. "Hi everyone. What's going on?"

"What you are seeing here?" asked Raphael, standing with the help of Nathaniel and clicking his neck back in place from hitting the floor so spectacularly... again... He wandered over to Marvo, and looked carefully at the wand. Laurel. His wand. He'd bought a... 

Raphael looked disquieted for a moment. Then, retrieving a black feather from his pocket, he walked slowly towards Marvo very carefully touched his laurel wand, slowly moving the feather back and forth. - It had the desired effect. 

The wand exploded out to its five-foot length with something that sounded suspiciously like a giggle. Then, as if it was looking around after revealing itself with all the wizards around, it went instantly floppy for a second and hit the ground, and then sucked with a pop back in to be it's floppy 12 inch state. 

Raphael looked up at Marvo and grinned. "It's a trick wand!" he announced happily. "I bought a trick wand! I wonder if it turns into a rubber chicken...," he said to himself, moving back from the Gryffindor student and shoving the - raven...? - feather in his left pocket. 

"You brought a ... " Nathaniel stared at Raphael who seemed back to himself again. 

For a long minute he just stared at Raphael and then he let the lines of anger and concern in his face just ease away. He put his hand into his pocket and took out a thin black hairband, with which he tied his long black hair into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. 

"Come on, you two, we're going to miss Quidditch." He turned and extended his hand towards Sarah. 

Sarah walked over to join the small group at Nathaniel's invitation. "Hey, Raphael did you ever get your rose petals dried out? I guess we can sort something out if you didn't" she came up close to him and whispered, "Sorry I was so moody earlier - thanks for sending Nat and Stalks to find me." 

She stepped back and addressed the group, "Yes, we should get a move on. Once that broomshed is opened there will be a run on the good ones so anyone without their own broom will need to be there as soon as possible." 

She turned to Shinrei, "Can't wait to see that Rakurai of yours in action." 

Niki was looking extremely confused and not a little annoyed at Shinrei's supercilious manner and Marvo's sudden appearance. She was not fond of the Junior Auror, considering him to be extremely patronising. 

While she may have been the *height* of one, Niki resented being treated like a small child. "I think we're all right here without sp--Aurors. We're going to play Quidditch. If memory serves, that's still legal--although I'm not sure about certain *Japanese spells*..." 

Shinrei breathed deeply, trying to clearly and coherently absorb the events going on around her. She felt relieved when Sarah, Nathaniel and Raphael began to get ready to take their leave. 

She managed to give the blond girl a smile in return. "Of course, Sarah-san. It would be my honour to show you my Rakurai later on." 

She turned to Nathaniel, then to Raphael. The wand was no trick wand. It was a very special, dangerous wand and she would be telling Marvo Ward all that she had seen the moment the others were out of earshot. 

"Good day, gentlemen," she said formally, her facial expression and tone of voice giving nothing of her suspicions and apprehensions away. 

Zidane felt as if he was in an X-men episode for sure. Too many people showing the promise of power. The guy with the wand attached to his hand looked rather formidable. 

He watched his fellow Ravenclaws turn to leave. He wanted to go with them and watch Quidditch. But the real excitement was //here//. Besides, he had watched the entire Raphael episode himself and had to agree the wand was no plaything. 

He approached the boy with the wand attached to his hand. "Hi. Zidane Summers, new Fourth Year Ravenclaw. Sorted only last night. I saw the whole thing, too. I was with Shinrei the whole time." 

Niki tapped her foot impatiently. "Quidditch?" she asked quietly. "I don't want to miss it!" She glanced irritably at Shinrei and Zidane, then at the Ravenclaws who were leaving unsure who to stay with. 

"Coming Niki?" asked Sarah. Sarah always felt slightly nervous around Marvo even if he was Kat's boyfriend. He tended to give her one of his special 'I'm watching you' looks at every opportunity. 

Resisting the temptation to stick her tongue out at him, she waited for the others to start walking.

Was he likely to fall under Shinrei's power would he and Luis fight? Would he try to douse Zidane if he turned all fiery again? It was exciting but could just fizzle out as easily. She'd undoubtedly hear from someone what happened later.

It was apparent to Luis that Marvo Ward was in a bad mood. The temperament that the "kids" could have sometimes. He sighed inwardly, wishing to the heavens that he was in seventh year, where he belonged. 

The best thing that could happen right now was to get the wand affair straightened out. He was very sure the power was not one from a petty trick wand that could be bought in shops like Zonko's. If he would be forced to admit it...he would: the energy he felt was very much like that of-- 

He could not think of /that/ right now. Once more, his thoughts settled on his securely sealed duffel bag, and what it held. 

Summers had said that Shinrei had attempted to do a "recall" trick on the Ravenclaw's wand. It was most likely Priori Incantatem. 

Luis addressed Niki, the girl who was hovering at the edge of the "party" and appeared like she wanted out. The less people to settle things with, the better. "Niki, isn't it?" He gave a bow and a charming smile in her direction. "I wouldn't mind if you leave me to the mercy of these, well, non-Slytherin ones." 

Luis had been one of those who were up early and had passed through the Slytherin Common Room to see her and LaGrand...asleep there. Those moments had been most interesting. 

"I suppose I'll be having a chat with our classmates here and I'll be occupied for a while. It's best you go ahead to the more exciting pursuits, no?" He winked. "I'm sure LaGrand will be wondering where you are now. I'll bet they'll all be gathered at the Quidditch field at this very moment." 

Marvo stood waiting, his wand still visible.

He smiled at Zidane as he introduced himself. "Hello Zidane, yes I heard about your sorting, congratulation, you have a wonderful prefect" He looked the boy up and down a moment. There was something about him.

He did not respond to Niki, unless you call a glare and raised eyebrow a response.

Then as Raphael approached and 'tickled' the wand he stepped back slightly, surprised by the result! He did however regain his composure.

" A wand with a built in elongation spell? how..... useful. I bet you'll be popular with the girls" Instantly he regretted saying that and blushed!

*Oh why did I have to read them ALL! If only I hadn't had the upgrade and could cast a forget spell on myself!* he thought to himself.

"Er,...< cough > Very well then. I.. I suggest you all go off to your Quidditch 'thing' And I'll say no more. Shinrei? Perhaps we could walk together and I could have a.. word with you?"

He looked over to Luis. "Privately"

"Can I have my wand back, then?" asked Raphael flippantly. To be honest... all he wanted to do was have a go with it, see if it worked... and if Marvo...?

"Wand back?" Said Marvo absentmindedly. "Oh. Yes, yes of course. And I should remind you it's sometimes considered bad etiquette to touch another wand without permission" 

*PLEASE all go AWAY* He screamed in his head. 

"Of course, Ward-san," Shinrei replied to Marvo's request of having a word with her. "I will always have the time to speak with you."

As she walked closer to him, she saw that Marvo looked as if he'd rather be somewhere else. He looked drawn and tired somehow. She hesitantly touched his shoulder. "Ward-san? Are you all right?"


***********

Raphael strolled off then in search of the broom shed, trying to remember that he wasn't meant to know where it was. His head was buzzing, still... he walked away ahead of Sarah and Nathaniel, giving himself a minute or two to try... and think about things.

Being a teenager was such a drag. If the others caught up, then... mebbe he'd just... Zephyr had to have been... right. Didn't he? It was... but why had Zephyr seen...? Too many questions!

He decided to fill in the space imagining the brooms. It was a nice image. Flying last night... in the air... was easy, so free. Okay, so, he didn't know how to play Quidditch and Nathaniel was brilliant on a broom in comparison to him, but... somehow he felt more at home in the air. The broom didn't matter... but to be soaring among the starts... to feel firsthand what he'd felt so often during the last six months...

He was on his way to the broom shed. Remembering what Sarah'd said... he had the petals in his pocket, fat lot of good... and he was determined to not look back to see if anyone was trying to catch up.

Sarah had stifled her laugher when Marvo had made his wand comment. He did seem to be 'loosening up' somewhat! However, she was in danger of needing to get changed if she didn't put her mind on other things.

As Raphael headed off in the direction of the Quidditch field, she turned to Nathaniel.

"I have to go get my broom. I'll be very quick and see the two of you out at the field." she produced the filigree silver ball. "Thank you again for such a treasure...." - she gave his hand a quick squeeze and then dashed off.

Nathaniel caught up with Raphael halfway to the broomshed. "Hey kid." he said brightly. "You doing okay now?"


Raphael looked at Nathaniel as he caught up, just a quick glance over to his right. He wanted to say something - anything - just to relieve the pressure that was building up in his head. Anything to be able to get rid of thoughts of what he'd seen through Zephyr's eyes. He started to say something, stopping and turning around to Nathaniel, but then it translated itself into a slight smile, and a shrug.

Instantly he regretted stopping. Instantly he regretted the whole... wildflower... thing. Instantly he regretted sending Nathaniel into the forest, and then instantly he hated himself for thinking that. She'd be... He shook his head angrily at himself and started walking again, double speed.

Broom stick, find a broomstick. Any broomstick would do. Well... mebbe not... as he arrived at the outskirts of the Quidditch field, Raphael went directly to the shed, and tried not to think about the fact that Nathaniel was probably right behind him.


**********

A few minutes later Sarah reached the Ravenclaw Dorm.

"Feeee-ooonnnna" she called wondering if Fee was about.

She grabbed her broom and also a small box in which to place the petals if Raphael still had them. He hadn't answered her and she was mentally kicking herself for not being more sensitive to his feelings. 

A Prophetic Message is Delivered

As the Headmaster left the Great Hall he was aware of Jian standing there. "It is Jian Hupi is it not?" he said with a smile. "Taking the opportunity of this fine day to explore the school and get your bearings?" 

Jian bowed low and formally to the Headmaster and looked at the elderly man with awe. 

So this was the Albus Dumbledore that his great-uncle spoke so greatly about. The Headmaster radiated with subtle yet unmistakable power, with the way his eyes twinkled behind those half-moon spectacles. Very wise and powerful, was Jian's first impression in looking at the Headmaster up close. 

"Good morning, Headmaster," he answered. "Yes. I am Jian Hupi." He might as well get used to saying his name with the given name first. "It is my honour to be at Hogwarts School representing the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order." 

"I have the task to deliver a message for you, Headmaster. It is from my Order, yes." 

The Headmaster smiled, "We are honoured that Hogwarts continues to attract students from other parts of the world who bring with them the traditions of their cultures. Now most of our students are addressed here by their surnames but if you are more comfortable with another title, I am sure that most of our staff will be most happy to consider that.... I travelled a great deal in my youth and I always recommend to my students that make the most of such opportunities. Now as for this message you bear from the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order as it is such a beautiful morning shall we take a walk outside?" He indicated the entrance door. 

"I can also take the opportunity to point out some of the features of the castle and the grounds. We are very proud of the gardens here at Hogwarts as well." 

Jian was very surprised and very flattered at the Headmaster's offer. "Yes, of course, Headmaster." 

He bowed again, flustered. "It would be my honour to walk with you at the Hogwarts grounds, Headmaster. It is also all right if they call me Hupi or Jian. As I said last night to a schoolmate, being at Hogwarts school is already a great honour in itself." 

"My message concerns my great-uncle and myself. He attended Hogwarts fifty years ago and now I am here to attend Hogwarts as he had. There is a story behind this, Headmaster." 

"One I shall look forward to hearing." said the Headmaster leading the way outdoors. As they walked Dumbledore spotted in the distance the small group of students gathered by the lakeside. It looked peaceable enough. Probably just the young people getting to know one another and making plans. 

"Not that direction I think." giving a friendly wave to the party and leading Jian away in the directions of the formal gardens and greenhouses beyond. 

Jian followed the direction of the Headmaster's wave. The lakeside. He saw a familiar slender form, with the familiar pile of black hair on her head. They had not spoken since last night, he and Shinrei, since what very strange exchange on the school grounds. 

Even until now he had no clearer idea of what actually happened, with the owl always warning him whenever she was "troubled." Why did he have a suspicion that it would happen again? And soon? 

As they reached a more secluded section of the grounds, the Headmaster halted and suggested they sit on a nearby stone bench so that Jian could begin. 

He obediently and quietly followed the Headmaster and sat down on the stone bench as indicated. 

How to begin? How would he sum up Chinese prophecies and the stars and their meaning? He did not want to sound like a fool. Hupi Xian had never sounded like a fool. 

"Headmaster. I..." His voice trailed off. He looked skyward. The heavens were clear, so different from the dark, raging skies of the night before. At a time like this, he found it difficult to reconcile the prophecy with such peacefulness that the surroundings presented. 

"I am sorry, Headmaster. I do not know how to say it correctly, yes." His Chinese accent was beginning to swallow up some of his consonants. "Headmaster, have you heard of an Evil Star? If Western people make a wish on falling stars, the Mian-Ju-Tao pray for good to strengthen when they see an Evil Star. The falling star that burns a blood red path in the sky, leaving death and destruction." 

"Our elders see Evil Stars. They saw one fifty years ago, shortly before Hupi Xian was sent to Hogwarts. They saw another last winter, Headmaster. It fell in the direction of the West. 'In the land of the fog and the moors,' says Chen Shun'u. 'Again.'" 

"I was sent here because of the Evil Star, Headmaster. Same reason why Hupi Xian was sent here fifty years ago." 

Dumbledore smiled, "Yes, our students are also taught to observe the heavens as well as take note of prophetic signs. I dare say many discount such lessons and then there are those who take things too far and won't get out of bed in the morning if their horoscope warns against it. Wonderful excuse but carries no weight with the teaching staff here." 

He paused, "And yes - without doubt we did have a 'spot of bother' last winter, which was kept somewhat quiet within the magical community. Many of our students, as I am sure Hupi Xian recalls, find their time at Hogwarts interesting and, as I am sure you recall, 'may you live in interesting times' is a Chinese curse." 

His face grew grave for a moment and then he addressed Jian again, "Jian, what do you know of the events during Hupi Xian's time here?" 

The Headmaster's statement about students trying to get out of lessons was meant to be a light comment, an attempt to maybe lessen the gravity in Jian's own demeanour. He was thankful at the Headmaster's kindness, of course, but he did not know how to smile the way other people could.

"In my uncle's time, Headmaster, the Evil Star came to pass. Even in China and the whole of Asia, there were battles and deaths. But most of all here in the West, there was so much terror. My uncle said he failed in his duties, but he lead the ranks of Mian-Ju-Tao and other warriors in a successful fight years later."

"Now another Evil Star threatens, in the very same place." If others could see Jian at this moment, it
would seem he had grown much older all of a sudden. His face, only almost fifteen, seemed to have
developed the lines of age and worry and the burden of a big responsibility.

Jian continued to explain the Mian-Ju-Tao prophecy in the minutes that followed, hoping that he did not sound foolish. He stated as simply and as humbly as he could the reasons why he was at Hogwarts as an "exchange student."

"Headmaster, please accept my apologies for saying all these to you without any other word before," he said very quietly when he had finished his 'piece.'


"Armando Dippet, the Headmaster during my uncle's time, did not know any of these. He took Hupi Xian's stay here without question. The Mian-Ju-Tao think it is different now. Now I have to tell you. Because maybe if I do not, it may soon be too late and we could not bear that."

The Headmaster listened carefully to Jian's words. He spoke quietly yet with a serious edge to his voice. The power that often lay concealed behind his half-moon glasses was more visible now and yet 
held in balance. 

"Your uncle did not fail, Jian for your Order remains even if much of your people's traditional culture was swept away in the first years of the Cultural Revolution. In the West the wizarding world was forced to withdraw much earlier due to persecutions. It was a hard road to come to the understanding we now share with elements of the non-wizarding world, which allows us to live in relative harmony. Yet always such alliances are fragile and ours was tested sorely during the time of Voldemort's rise to power." 

He paused, "It is true that those who sought to place the wizarding world under the rule of tyranny and to likewise subjugate the non-magical world set their sights upon many lands aside from this one. Their ultimate desire for the secrets of immortality as well as limitless power led them upon quests to capture objects of magical significance as well as knowledge from those repositories where such are held warded from those who would ill-use them. Many brave wizards and witches died in that defence and helped to hold back the dark times."

He sighed, "Yet such ambitions rarely die with one generation or with the death of a leader and there re always those who seek to inherit the mantle. This is why 'constant vigilance' is the watchword of our 
Aurors - even in times of apparent peace and plenty." 

He continued, "There is obviously a difference between now and the time when Professor Dippet was Headmaster. The Office that I hold in terms of the guardianship of these lands means that it was right and proper that the purpose of your Order Elders was declared to me at the start of your studies here at Hogwarts. To do otherwise would have been poor etiquette. I shall in turn convey this message to my 
comrades who work with the inner powers. There may well be portents which will link to this prophecy." 

Pausing for a moment his eyes took in the castle as well as the Forest, "Hogwarts is a nexus point in the West. While I spoke somewhat frivolously of what had occurred here last autumn and wintertide in truth, powerful forces were unleashed against Hogwarts and in its defence great powers were called from their slumber. 

He waited to see what Jian's response would be. 


"As long as Evil exists, there will always be good to rise and fight against it," Jian said softly, in agreement. "Yin and yang. I have felt strong protective powers at Hogwarts, Headmaster, exactly as my uncle had said. This place is a magical sanctuary in itself, yes."

"It surprised me yesterday to see another Oriental Order here in the West, Headmaster. The Clan Kossaw and their ninjas at the train. Do they have the same theories-prophecies-about the Evil Star's threat? The East has its own magic schools...but this place, at this time, seems to be a point of convergence. It has been for a long time now. The Mian-Ju-Tao Elders say so and I...I believe it is so."

"Ah yes, the train." said Dumbledore in response to Jian. "That incident surprised a lot of people. There is quite a flap about it so I hear. I did receive a letter explaining its purpose linked to Miss Hikari's betrothal but it was poor judgement on their part to do so upon British soil."

He smiled, "Our courtships are a little less dramatic. However, I do not believe it was related to the Mian-Ju-Tao Elders prophecies. Shinrei Hikari has been sent to Hogwarts, as it is a place of safety.  I think it unlikely Master Kanjou would knowingly send her into danger considering his intention to wed her."

Jian acknowledged the Headmaster's statements with a nod. He did not know how to respond. All he knew was that he and Shinrei had a strange connection somehow, with the way her equally strange owl had the habit of summoning him to her side.

That and Shinrei's spirit being troubled. But somehow Jian felt like he should not voice such concerns to the Headmaster. He was certain he would sound like a fool to someone so wise.

"I shall be on my guard at all times, Headmaster," he finally said. "Whenever I sense something of concern, I will tell you and inform the Mian-Ju-Tao at the same time. That is my first purpose at being sent here."

"Thank you for your time-and your understanding, Headmaster," Jian added with a solemn bow of his head. "Hupi Xian and the rest of the Mian-Ju-Tao send their regards to you and the Hogwarts staff."

"You are most welcome and I shall write to Hupi Xian expressing our gratitude for their concern as well as for sending their brightest and best to us."

Dumbledore rose from his sitting position in readiness to depart to his office to handle other business. In parting he said, "You are part of an extraordinary Year in terms of students, Jian and I trust you will forge strong bonds of friendship with some of them. 

Now Mr. Ward of Gryffindor House is someone with whom you can discuss your purpose for being here as he is himself bound to the service against the Dark Arts as an Auror. His position here at school is in a guardian capacity and he is in my confidence."

Dumbledore did not mention Randal Fudge, as Randal's role was more covert as well as him being in another House. Malcolm Ward was the visible presence while Randal was the invisible.

 Jian rose along with the Headmaster and gave him a low, formal bow.

"It is my greatest honour to be of service to my Order, my country, and the wizarding community, Headmaster," he said. "I shall indeed speak to Marvo Ward about this, yes. I was advised to ally myself with the ones concerned about the protection of peace in this land."

"I would like to thank you, Headmaster, for receiving me. The Mian-Ju-Tao say you and the Hogwarts teachers are also always welcome to visit and stay at the temple, if ever you journey to our land someday."

The Quidditch Field and Other Places

Anders had quickly obtained the key for the broom shed from Madam Hooch, who had gone ridiculously giggly and girlie over the Meteor Shower. Anders had faithfully promised her a go on it after he'd spent some time with the students and escaped, mercifully, with the key to the shed. 

He strolled leisurely across the grounds, enjoying the feel of the bright autumn sunshine on his face and revelling, just for the moment, in the joy of simply being alive. 

Arriving at the shed, he glanced around surreptitiously and flipped a cigarette out of his pocket, lighting it and leaning back against the structure for a smoke. He WOULD give up. He'd promised Nimue he'd give up - and had, in fact, told her he'd given up. Maybe he'd stop tomorrow. 

He waited for the students to arrive. 

Just when he had reached the shed, a very flustered Morticia came running. "Am I too late? I missed it, didn't I? Oh, no, I'm to late, aren't I?" 

Then she realised Anders's puzzled face. "I'm not too late?" she asked hopefully. 

Anders nearly choked on his cigarette, but recovered quickly and grinned at Morticia, pushing his long hair out of his eyes. 

"You're right on time," he said, winking at her. "I haven't even got as far as unlocking the shed. I take it you want to join in today's sessions? These aren't the trials - it's just a bit of a warm up because there's so many new people here...I'd be really glad if you stayed, it's always good to have good fliers like yourself..." He blushed slightly. 

"I know, I know, but I haven't played for DAYS!" Morticia exclaimed nervously. "I'll never make it onto the team if I don't start practising right now! Would you mind if I started already? I need every second I can get! I have to get better!" 

She bit off a piece of a fingernail. "Nathan wants to try to get on the team after all, that means my chances are rapidly decreasing... I just HAVE to be better!" 

Kat had retrieved her broom from under her bed. As she had expected Mulder and Scully were waiting for her, aware that there were likely to be opportunities to fly today. Kat had never understood the desire of her twin cats to fly, but then they were witches cats... 

She was happily daydreaming as she approached the Quidditch field, wondering what moves they might be asked to perform at the trials. Or if they would be asked to play a game... She had forgotten all about Nimue's request to make sure Mahou found the field. 

As she rounded the corner to the broomshed she spotted Anders back. "Hey! Big Bro! You got here..." she finished walking to where he was stood talking to Tish. Scully tentatively sniffed at the broom shed, and Mulder sat Kat's feet. 

"Hi Tish!" She blushed. Unsure what to say now. 

Tish eyed her coolly for a moment - she was a rival for the competition to get onto the team, after all. But then it was Kat, so she smiled politely. "Hey, Kat. Didn't think YOU'd need practice..." 

Kat breathed a sigh of relief and glanced up at Anders. Obviously Morticia had not realised that Kat had slipped up in calling Anders brother in front of someone else. 

She grinned at Tish. "I didn't think you did either! Anyway, you're a beater right? And I'm a seeker... so relax... I don't want your position on the team. Anyway I'm sure you will get in." She gave Tish a conspiratorial wink. 

Morticia's face relaxed, then fell again. "Then you're up against Nathan," she stated darkly, avoiding to look at Kat. "Take care," she added quietly. 

Kat looked at Tish. She knew both of them remembered last time that Nathan and Kat had both played Quidditch together. "I will. At least this time we will be supervised."  Inside she was a little worried though. 

Anders looked from Tish to Kat and back again, his dark eyebrows furrowing slightly in concern. "If anybody tries out what I consider to be dirty tactics," he said, surprisingly assertively, "they will be straight off the Quidditch field, mind. There was this one time when I was playing for Wales..." And he was off on a flashback story for the first time since he had been sent to Azkaban. 

He blushed, halfway through as he caught Kat's expression of amusement. "I'll...just unlock the shed, shall I? Yes." 

He ground out his cigarette and unlocked the door. "Take a broom," he mumbled. 

"My brother doesn't need dirty tactics," Morticia replied coolly, "I hope you're not implying that he plays unfair!" She walked into the shed. "Oh, and by the way, smoking causes cancer." 

Despite his happy mood, Anders' face fell. "Oh, no, Tish, I didn't mean...I wasn't accusing...oh...I'm sorry..." 

He rubbed at the end of his nose. "I didn't mean to offend you," he said, miserably. "And...well, I know about the smoking. I'm trying to give up." Mentally, he added, 'if YOU'D been in Azkaban...you'd know why I took it up in the first place.' 

Morticia ignored Anders, grabbed her broomstick and went outside. She noticed that her broom needed some caring... it was already so old. But it was still the best she'd ever flown. She didn't care about the new models with all their extras. She and her broom knew each other, she always said to her mother when she suggested a new broom for birthday or Christmas. 

She took off and started to circle the Quidditch pitch, happy to be back in the air after days of abstinence. 

Jacob halted uncertainly, about ten feet away from the loud group. His pale cheeks were a bit pink (a blush, perhaps? or maybe the wind) and his glasses actually looked as though they had been cleaned. The very fact that they were no longer covered in scratches was startling: his eyes were visible. 

"...sir?" He attempted to address Anders. His voice was very quiet and very shy sounding. 

Kat decided to start flying and try to alleviate the difficulty. She turned to Anders. 

"So... are you going to let me have a go on that broom of yours or do I have to wait until everyone has turned up? I can take Mulder and Scully out for a spin while we wait..." She was obviously eager to start flying either way. 

Still feeling a bit hurt from Morticia's comment; Anders nodded and handed the Meteor Shower across to his little sister. "Be very careful," he said. "It might be a little...temperamental. Nobody but me has flown it yet. Broom - this is my sister. Behave, or else..." 

He looked up at Jacob's arrival and blushed just as furiously. "Hi," he said, grinning. "First off, forget the 'sir'. I'm Anders. You're...Jacob, right? Go in and find yourself a broom." 

Jacob cleared his throat, and ducked his head. "Yes, si- I mean...Anders." He looked rather scandalised at being allowed to call a teacher by his first name. 

He headed into the shed, and three minutes later came out with a school broom in his hand. It was one designed for being excellent at quick manoeuvres, and was quite zippy for short ranges. However, any father than fifteen feet, it grew slower and slower. 

"I tried this one last year." He explained shyly to Anders. The broom was a rather cheap one, titled 'The Orbiter.' "I liked it a lot." 

Kat grinned happily as she took the broom and commanded it, "Up!" 

She smiled at Jacob as he emerged from the broom shed, but she was too excited about trying out the new broom to say anything. 

She carefully climbed on board and tentatively pushed it forward a little. Bringing it higher into the air to perform a simple circuit of the field. 

The twin black cats were sat at the sideline scowling moodily. Their mistress had not given them the chance to mount, and had left them there with her normal broom, a Cleansweep 2001. 

Kat felt the pull of the broom beneath her. It was amazing, she could feel the power it contained, bunched and ready to go. At the moment she was holding it back, but she knew it wanted to go faster. Gently she let it have its way, speeding it up and starting to weave it in different directions. 

*******

Smiling again, Mahou took Dylan's hand and ran the rest of the way to Gryffindor Tower. Saying the password (confidential), the girl let go of his hand and raced up to her room that she shared with the other girls. 

At the foot of her bed was her trunk; inside her trunk was her Firebolt; and her Firebolt was her dream. Lifting it gingerly from the trunk, the half-elf sat on her bed a moment, admiring her new prize she got for her birthday. The handle of the broom fit her hands perfectly, and the twigs were perfect in every way. Standing, the girl took off her hat and brushed her hair, placing it again on her head and tucking in her pointed ears. She would have to be careful not to let it fall off during practise.. lest everyone find out.. 

Skipping back out, Mahou brandished her broom at Dylan, positively beaming. "It be th' Firebolt!" she said proudly. "Th' best on th' open market there be." 

Heading out of the Common Room, Mahou looked behind at Dylan. "I'll let ye ha'e a go if ye want," she offered. "But now it's on ta th' pitch! Where be tha' anyway?" 

"Out this way," Dylan said and proceeded to lead the way. "I'll pass on th' test run, though. Not really fond o' brooms an' all," he explained quietly. "Not good at flyin' or anythin'." 

A shrug of his shoulders, and he trained his eyes on the ground. Old habits break very hard, indeed. 

Mahou decided to take off at a quick pace to the Quidditch pitch, with Dylan in tow.

As she got outside, she saw the pitch.. and her heart took a leap. It was beautiful. The grass was so green, there were people there and.. what the--? What was that broom? The half-elf could see exceptionally well and could pick out the changes from the Firebolt to this new broom. She looked 
at Dylan with a confused look on her face, not realising that they were still a bit too far away from the pitch for him to see that it was a new broom.

Dashing to the pitch, Mahou gaped at the broom, the Meteor Shower.

"Oh, wow.. wha' broom be tha'?" she asked in utter awe, her hand around the shaft of her Firebolt. "It be.. just.. wow.." She put her hand on her head to keep her hat on, hoping it wouldn't fly off.

**********

Nathaniel shrugged to himself, and the kitten at his heels mewled reassuringly. Raphael would work it out, Nathaniel knew.

At the broomshed, Nathaniel helped himself to a docile looking broom and stood back, watching the others and wondering if he could possibly slip away again without being noticed.


Anders had been enjoying watching Kat ride his cherished new broom, but reluctantly ripped his attention away as more people began to arrive.

"OK," he said. "Those of you who've never really flown much before - team up with someone who has. Let them go through the basics with you and I'll wander about and see what I can do to help everyone."

He grinned, shyly, looking back up in the sky at Kat. The broom seemed to be behaving itself so far, for which he was grateful. It had displayed a worrying tendency towards doing its Own Thing a lot of the time.

**********


Not having located Fiona, Sarah headed off to the Quidditch field her Nimbus sling jauntily over her shoulder.

"Hey, Pr...Anders." she said cheerfully. "I'm happy to buddy up with someone who is new to all this." 

OH WOW!" she had spotted Kat high in the air on the Meteor Shower. "What is she riding?"

Jacob blushed furiously. "I...never really learned how to fly. It just happened. I know we took a course on it, but my head was in the clouds. Brooms really never used to like me...until last year. I have 
no idea why..." His speech, normally so fluid and eloquent, was disturbed by awkward stops. 

"Maybe, someone could...I don't know...tell me if I am doing it alright..."

Of course, it wasn't like he spoke much. But with the broomstick in his hand and rather cold air blowing in his face, he suddenly felt very shy.

Sarah tore her eyes away from Kat and the Meteor shower and smiled at Jacob.

"Don't worry you're not the only one Jacob. Raphael and Nathaniel here haven't flown before." she winked at the boys after all they weren't suppose to have been on the field last night. 

"I think if we see how many new fliers there are - what do you think ..Anders and then a bunch of us can buddy up with them?"


Sarah smiled at Dylan, looked like the lovely Gryffindor boy had caught the eye of the new student, Mahou Amberstone. She was rather extraordinarily clothed for Quidditch but what the heck... takes all kinds. 

"Hi Dylan, Mahou. Sorry about the Snape thing earlier - I *just* love winding Nimmy up that way. 
Running gag she's a good sport about it by now. Thought I was done for there for a sec when he sneaked up behind me like that."

Snape again. Mahou pinked slightly in the face at the mention of the Potions Master. She nodded and laughed a little, her laugh that of a musical one, much like the language she muttered in. "Lord Snape is a rather.. shall we say.. surly lad," Mahou confided. She pulled her hat down lower over her head to cover her ears. She looked at Sarah with her strange, slanted, lime-green eyes.

She looked at her Firebolt and smiled a little. "A gift from Ma an' Da fer me birthday. I was so thrilled ta see it! I had been wantin' one o' these fer forever." She held it horizontal, the shaft sporting 'Firebolt'. 
Blushing a little more about Snape, Mahou looked up at the sky. "Perfect day fer flyin' I see. Are we teaming up, taking off now, or wha'?" She looked back at Sarah, allowing the twigs of the broom to hit the ground softly.


 ********


Andy finished his breakfast and headed off to the playing field. It was nice to meet all the new Gryffindor's and greet them. He had remembered when he had come the first year and been sorted. He had been so happy to arrive at Hogwarts.

 
But now he was in his fourth year. Many things had happened since then. Things he'd rather not think of. But at the moment he was content. He continued to run to the Quidditch field for he knew he was late. He hoped An...Professor Grimalkin wouldn't be too upset. 


He gripped his Nimbus 2000 in his hand. He had pride in his Nimbus 2000. He saved all his money he had made over the summer at Dumbledore's, and had just enough to buy the broom he'd always wanted. He was thrilled. He might get the chance to play on this years Quidditch team! To be Seeker was his ultimate goal. He also was going to try out for Chaser, but being the Seeker was much more important. 
He stood with the group of people playing Quidditch trying to be unnoticeable. 

Maybe, just maybe, this year would be different.


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

Branwen eyed Randal for a moment, not saying a word but giving him the opportunity to appreciate just how much she had blossomed during the time they had spent apart. 

"Okay..." she said slowly, "Maybe I can believe that but you really shouldn't have been avoiding me since. I mean, I couldn't even find you on the train.." she told him, pouting ever so slightly. 

Of course, the truth was that she hadn't made much of an effort to look for him but he needn't know that. She stepped a little closer and looked up at him, waiting to see what he'd come up with as an excuse this time. 

Randal watched her carefully. He tried to think straight, to use his training to ascertain her thoughts and feelings, but he felt his own emotions trying to take over. She was very beautiful, he thought to himself. How could anyone resist her? 

Inside another part of him was trying to tell him that he didn't need to feel this way. He had not felt this way through the summer. So, he had missed her a little to begin with, but he had quickly over come that emotion in his training. 

He considered what he should say. Perhaps the truth would be a little much... 

"I wouldn't say avoiding as such. I've been worried about seeing you again. But as I said before I didn't want to get into a big row because I hadn't been able to get in touch. As for not being able to find me on the train... I was there. And I am sure that if you had really wanted to find me you would have been able to." This was in fact true. 

He had been careful what he had said. Yes, he had put the disinterest spell on the door, but it was not strong enough to deter someone who had been determined to find him. 

He looked into her eyes for a minute, wondering what he should do or say now. "So, are you going to shout at me? Am I forgiven?" 

Branwen smiled slowly, "Of course you're forgiven" she said quietly, moving a little closer still. 

She gently laid her hand on his robe and looked up at him through heavy lidded eyes. 

"So, I don't suppose you'll tell me what you've been up to...want to hear what I've been doing with myself or do you feel a sudden urge to try out for Quidditch?" she asked, pulling a slight grimace. 

Randal looked happy briefly before he explained, "I cannot tell you what I have been up to. Dad gets me involved in some things that I am not allowed to talk about. Not even to you." 

There was a sad look in his yellow eyes. He regretted that he could not tell Branwen or anyone else. But if he did then he would be whisked away somewhere else to spy on a different school. Sometime his job was a real pain. 

"I have no urge to go and play Quidditch, and I would be happy to walk with you and hear what you have been up to." He reached out and touched her face. 

"You are beautiful Branwen, possibly more so than I remembered." There was a soft edge to his eyes. 

Inside he felt elation. She had forgiven him. "Come," he said taking her hand. "Let's go find that grove in the forest while everyone else is playing Quidditch. I feel the need to run!" He grinned at her. She would know what he meant. 

Branwen grinned and squeezed his hand.  She hadn't expected him to tell her anything, she'd got used to this state of affairs very quickly, but now she wasn't sure what to tell him of her summer and the local boys...ah well, she'd make something up, gloss over some other bits...it'd be fine.

"Now that sounds like a fantastic idea," she beamed, "just promise you won't peek while I change" she said, winking mischievously and quickening her pace out of the school.

**********

At Shinrei's question once more Marvo blushes (You'd think they would have invented an Anti-Blush Spell by now!)

"Of course. Perfectly all right" He began to walk slowly with Shinrei slowly towards the Quidditch field

"So. I just wanted to ask how things are going. And what was going on up there?"

Luis watched as Ward smoothly whisked off Shinrei towards the Quidditch field without so much as a
"buh-bye". And it irritated him to no end that she so nicely went up to "Ward-san" without hesitation.

"'Will always have the time,'"he grumbled as he glared at their retreating backs. "Right. Holier-than-thou Gryffindors."

He turned to Zidane beside him. "So. Summers. Looks like the fan club fawning session has been adjourned. Aren't you going to join the other Ravens at the field? Seems to me the action's gonna be there today."

"Fan club fawning session?" Zidane echoed stupidly. "Who's got a fan club?" He looked in the direction to where the "holier-than-thou Gryffindors" had  disappeared and back at Luis' sour expression.

At the mention of his housemates at the Quidditch field, Zidane shrugged. "I'm sure they're all gonna be flying around on brooms and stuff. I could shoot hoops and maybe shred with the best of them, but Quidditch? Hah."

"Aren't you going to the field?" he asked Luis. "Seems to me you know your way around pretty well."

Tatyum had left the great hall a little in a fluster, as she made her way out onto the grounds. She looked up at the sky questioningly.. 

The day seemed to be slipping away form her, and tomorrow she started classes. She sighed as she hurried along quickly not sure where she was going.. *Everyone is down there playing Quidditch.* she thought to herself.. Her thoughts interrupted when she ran into a group of people absently.. "Oh my I'm so sorry!" she said looking up at them..


Zidane had very quickly reached out to firmly grip Taytum's arm so she would not slip on the damp
lakeside ground.

She looked up at the two of them, blushing wildly. "Hi Zidane, sorry about that.." she smiled at them slightly, regaining her footing. 


He grinned down at her. "Hey, Taytum. You okay?" He released her once she seemed steady. "By the way, Taytum, this is Luis Verga of Slytherin. Verga, this is Taytum Raleigh, also of Ravenclaw."

Luis nodded and inclined his head politely at the Ravenclaw girl. "Buenos dias, Taytum," he said. "Nice to meet you."

Seeing that Summers had one of his fellow Ravens with him, and a girl to boot, Luis felt like his presence was no longer needed there.

He wondered if he should go see a teacher and ask for permission to go to Hogsmeade and pick up his acoustic guitar from his old room at the pub. He'd think about doing so in a little while. First thing he was going to do was go back inside to get some food from somewhere and change clothes.

"I'll see you kids later then," he added with a patronising smile. "Have fun." He strode off back to the castle.

Taytum She waved slightly at Luis as  he walked away before turning her attention back to Zidane. "So uhm.. what were you guys doing out here?" she looked up at him curiously before looking out over the lake.


Zidane nodded politely to Luis Verga as the older boy decided to leave.

He then turned to Taytum and grinned at her question. "You missed all the excitement we had only a little while ago," he replied. "One of the new Ravens like us-you know Raphael?-had what you just gotta call a wand-related incident. A Gryffindor girl thought he was unknowingly casting a spell and tried to find out if he really had been by doing a Priori Incantatem on the wand. The reaction was, well, not quite what we expected."

He shrugged at the memory. "Anyway, seems like one of those authoritative types stepped in and declared the wand was actually a trick wand. Then everybody dispersed to the Quidditch field. I'm pretty sure a lot of people are practising there for Monday's trials."

"So. You got any plans for today, like looking for good Quidditch books or something? Are you joining the Quidditch trials, too?"

Taytum raised her eyebrow surprisingly at hearing of the events prior to her arrival. "Wow..sounds crazy.. I haven't met Raphael yet though."

She stopped turned her gaze toward the Quidditch field, shaking her head. "No, I've never played Quidditch actually.. never been to good on a broom.." she grinned, "Why? you looking for a good read?"

"A good read?" Zidane echoed, smiling and blushing slightly. "Yeah. Always looking for one. I love books."

His own eyes strayed in the direction of the Quidditch field, following Taytum's gaze. "But you've been on a broom before, right? I've never been on one. I didn't even know I was one of those wizarding types until this past summer. Lucky for me I met Professor Flitwick last August, who then invited me to attend school here."

"So. Taytum." How to put it, he wondered inwardly. "I know Quidditch theory and could probably debate with the best of them, but can you tell me how it's like to be, y'know, up there? On a broom?"

He gestured skyward. His "transformations" allowed him to levitate, with extreme concentration and strain, but he could never really appreciate the experience from being too focused on channelling his energies.

Taytum smiled, "Yes, well I'm quite partial to reading myself," she drawled in her heavy accent. She gazed down at the Quidditch field, people still rushing in and out of it, while she stood in thought.

"Well," she began, "Quite personally I find flying to be absolutely terrifying.. I'd much rather have both feet on the ground."--she grinned slightly at this before adding: "I'm somewhat afraid of heights.." she blushed slightly looking down at her feet. "But to most people, it is wonderful, I'm sure you would enjoy it..are you  planning to try out for the team?" she stopped at this looking up at him expectantly.

"It never hurts to try," Zidane answered. "Quidditch is a lot like basketball, I suppose. Except you're

airborne and you have more than just one goal, y'know?"

"I grew up playing basketball," he added, grinning broadly. He could not really keep out the pride in his

voice. "It's such a big sport in California, where you have a really awesome team like the Lakers."

He did not add that he learned how to play with semi-pro players exclusively hired by his parents. One

of the many //tests// to figure out his so-called abnormalities. Because as Zidane grew older, his eyes became more and more keen, enabling him to have a high level of hand-eye co-ordination. It likewise grew in proportion to his pyrokinetic abilities.

But were all these things //magic//? He wasn't certain. He couldn't even execute something as simple

as a "Wingardium Leviosa" or a "Lumos." Over the summer, he had tried doing so but either something in the room caught flames or the wand spouted fireballs. It was always fire. //Only// fire.

"Anyway," he said, turning his attention back to Taytum, "I figured trying out for Chaser would be fun.

Shooting hoops, especially-it's just like basketball. So you wanna go to the field? I think Kat and Sarah

would be willing to teach broom newbies like me how to fly. Besides, I don't have a broom so I guess I need to borrow one."

"So you play basketball.." Taytum nodded her understanding. "I've read about it in a few muggle books" she noted, "It sounds wonderful."


She looked towards the field, a small half-smile on her face. "Yea, let's go down there, I haven't watched Quidditch in a while.. and it might be interesting to see them teaching some newbies.." she winked her tone amusing, as she began to walk in the direction of the field, beckoning him to follow.

Zidane hesitated for a few seconds before taking a step forward to follow her.

There was no harm in learning, indeed, but was it safe for him to be around other people while learning
something "magic"? He might accidentally burst into flame or something, toasting a totally innocent nearby party in the process.

Then again, this was only flying, not spellcasting. This was Hogwarts, not California.

"Yeah," he agreed, smiling at Taytum, "basketball is wonderful. I'm pretty sure Quidditch is too, in
practice especially."

He followed her towards the Quidditch field, resolving not to remember the things he had left behind in
//his// world back at California.


"So tell me.." Taytum began, "Back home, in America...did you play basketball on a team?" "I've heard they have only a few players.. not to different from Quidditch.." she looked up a him curiously as they made their way toward the field entrance.

It took Zidane few moments to come up with an answer that wasn't a complete lie.

"I play with random people," he finally said. "I was not educated in the, erm, normal Muggle schools or

whaddoyoucallem. I had private tutors, so...I play with random people."

//Random semi-pro people// he added mentally.

"Yeah, there are few players. Five on each team, ten all in all. There's a centre, two forwards and two

guards on each team. I play guard or small forward. That's the person who mostly moves the ball around and shoots from a distance."

Taytum nodded slightly as the entered the stadium. Her eyes glanced around to all the people, "Wow.. looks like the entire Ravenclaw house is down here practising.." she mumbled before looking up at Zidane.

Zidane scanned the people in the Quidditch field with wide eyes. "Wow. They weren't kidding when they said that Quidditch is //THE// wizard sport. Look at all of them..."

She smiled slightly, "Do you know who you need to talk to, to get yourself a broom?" she glanced around again once more.. "Is there like.. a coach?"

In response to Taytum's question, he said, "Why don't we go join the enthusiasts over there and ask? I bet they'll be glad to show their stuff to us and all."

Zidane and Taytum then walked down to the middle of the field and joined the crowd.

***********


Shinrei followed Marvo away from the lakeside spot where most of the excitement had occurred earlier. She was tempted to state that Zidane had also witnessed the event the way she had, but something made her stop. It would seem that her housemate had only wanted to speak with her and another person would be
unwelcome.

Once more, she looked Marvo over. He really did not look "all right." However, she decided not to press the issue. Maybe it was something she was not meant to know.

She averted her eyes to the distance, not really focusing on anything. In this more quiet moment, now
that all the excitement had subsided, she felt weak and, somehow, defeated.

"Domo arigatou for your concern, Ward-san," she finally replied, "everything is well." The lies came
so easily now that sooner or later she could maybe convince herself they were the truth.

"I went on a morning stroll at the lakeside and met the new Ravenclaw boys. Nathaniel, Zidane and Raphael. Sarah-san was also with them. Raphael-san wanted to have some rose petals dried and Zidane-san suggested someone had better make the petals float in the air to make the task easier."

"Then the petals floated in the air. Raphael-san assumed I had cast the levitating spell, when I had
not. I was certain he made them levitate himself. I felt the power in that supposed trick wand that you
held minutes ago, Ward-san."

"I cast a minor version of Priori Incantatem on the wand to confirm my suspicions. That was before you saw us, I believe. The wand became a long staff right in my hands. Raphael-san took it and spun it in the air, in almost ritualistic fashion, then he collapsed seconds later."

"I suggested we take the wand to Professor McGonagall for further examination, but things seem to have gotten a little faster than I could control. And you came along, but Raphael-san seemed all right by then."

Shinrei finished talking and she realised how hungry and tired she suddenly felt. She gave Marvo a weak smile. "That is as far as I could recall. Zidane-san may have his own observations on the matter, if you want to investigate further, Ward-san."


"Ah Priori Incantatem. Is that what it was. interesting." Marvo smiled at the mention of the Wand. Then blushed again! "I can assure you that the wand is harmless. I checked it myself"

He tapped his eye with his finger and smiled. "As for Zidane, Well you've told me everything anyway, so no need."

Bucking Brooms and Other Events

Kat looked down at the gathering group of students ready to come out and fly. She felt a lot more confidant now, and it was great to have an audience.

As she started to weave the broom into tighter circles she could feel it trying to resist her requests. It was trying to pull away. It felt like it didn't WANT to go where she asked. She pushed harder, 
concentrating her will to take the broom in the circle that it obviously didn't want to perform.

Suddenly the broom stopped in mid flight. Kat was nearly knocked off by the forward motion she still felt. She settled herself back in position and pushed the broom to go forward. It was not going to move. 
She pushed again. This time it started to try and lift it's bristled end up to tip her off the broom. She squealed in surprise and clung on...

Andy looked up at the meteor shower. "It's so lovely," he thought to himself.

Then he saw Kat. "Kat!!" he yelled. "HOLD ON!" He mounted on his broom and was in the air in the blink of an eye. He met Kat face-to-face. "Stay calm I'll try to help you," he said.

He got his wand out from his robe and said a spell to control the broom. It was difficult. He was sweating. Kat did so much for him. He really wanted to return the favour. But it didn't work.
"Professor!" he screamed. "Come quick!"

"Don't worry, Kat. He'll get you out of this," he assured her. He flew his broom directly under Kat so that if she did happen to fall he would be able to catch her.


Kat looked down to where Andy was flying under her. "Thanks Andy! Hope you are a good catch, I've no idea how long I can ride this thing! It really has a mind of it's own."


Anders had been happily talking to some of the students who had arrived when he heard Andy call out Kat's name. His heart pounding painfully in his chest, he grabbed hold of Kat's broom and leapt onto it, performing without any apparent awareness, his most famed move from his Seeker days - the near-vertical take-off.

Everyone had heard of Anders' prowess on the broom, but few - if any - of the students present had witness him flying. Even now, in a panic, he seemed to be the one airborne, harmonising and blending with the broom so it was hard to tell where the broom stopped and Anders started. 

Kat struggled to bring the broom lower as Anders approached, but the broom was set in it's path now. As he arrived she looked a little relieved, briefly impressed by his take off manoeuvre as she tried to 
stay on as the broom 'bucked' again. 

He flew straight up to his sister and guided the broom as close as he possibly dared without knocking it. "Kat," he said, in a clear voice. "Just trust me here, OK? I have to take control of this broom and you have to get onto your own." He put out a hand and grabbed the Meteor Shower just in front of the
bristles and clung on grimly, letting go of Kat's broom, his slender body twisted so that both hands were grasping it steady.

The Meteor Shower apparently didn't like this very much, because it began to wrench and struggle to get out of Anders' grasp. He held Kat's broom firmly between his knees. "Get on," he said, breathlessly, still fighting the Meteor Shower.
 Anders' steadying hands gave her all she needed though. She glimpsed down again to where Andy was flying and swallowed hard. She didn't  really like the idea of changing brooms mid-flight. But since this WAS Anders' broom, he had more chance than she did of taming it. 

Slowly she moved her leg so that it was over both brooms. The Meteor shower was still trying to buck but Anders was holding it steady for her to move. She shifted her weight so that she was mainly sitting on the Cleansweep with which she was so familiar. Then she swung her other leg off the Meteor Shower.

"It's all yours. Be careful, Anders. I'd hate to lose my brother just after I found him." She smiled at him, although it was possible to tell from her expression that she was worried. She reached out her hands to hold the meteor shower broom as Anders had done in order for him to mount.


*******

The ever observant Sarah had taken note of the slight blush that touched Mahou's cheeks at the mention of Snape's name and made a mental note to follow it up. It couldn't be that this pretty little girl was taken with the Potions Master? 

"Lord Snape is it? or should that be 'Lord! Snape!" she gave a little giggle and winked at Dylan. "Is that an Irish thing then calling folk Lord and Lady?"

"Th' 'Lord' an' 'Lady' thing be somethin' tha' was taught at Cerrydwin's. So, aye, tis Lord Snape," Mahou explained. 


A second later everyone's attention was taken by the drama in the air over the Quidditch pitch. 

"I'll be careful," Anders cast over his shoulder as he prepared to disembark from the Cleansweep.
The Meteor Shower apparently had ideas of its own. With a sudden obvious effort, it broke itself free from Kat's grasp and shot off, with Anders still holding firmly onto it and hanging underneath it. Despite himself, the young man grinned broadly. This was something he'd used to practise in his professional Quidditch days and it didn't daunt him one little bit.

In one slick move, he swung himself easily into position astride the Meteor Shower, which arched and bucked, trying to throw its rider off, but in an impressive display of broomsmanship, Anders remained on it, tugging it and steering it gently. Finally, the broom seemed to become docile again and with
a glint in his bright blue eyes, Anders turned into a nosedive towards the amassed students. He pulled up just before hitting the ground and hovered a couple of feet above the ground.

"This broom has definitely got a life of its own," he announced, to no one in particular. He actually felt moderately proud of himself for keeping control of it and allowed himself the satisfaction of a grin.

There was a sudden lurch, and the broom tipped Anders upside down and onto the ground. It floated gently a few feet out of his reach and managed, somehow, to smirk at the young man who was now sitting ruefully on the floor, his long hair in his eyes and an expression of embarrassment attached to his face.

"Definitely," he said. Getting to his feet, he tried to cover his shame by re-issuing the suggestion that experienced fliers help the beginners.


On the ground below Sarah and undoubtedly the rest of those gathered had been watching with bated breaths.

Sarah was naturally concerned about Kat but could see the situation was well covered by Andy and Anders else she'd have also been airborne within seconds. It was the first time she'd seen Anders fly and she was quite gob-smacked. "Oh, he is just SO....amazing! Don't you think? That's flying and then some!" 

*********

Raphael was having problems somewhere else, and so didn't see the rest of the minor problems that were being had over the Quidditch field. It was probably a good thing: he'd have been paralysed by a sudden need to leap into the air being stopped by a severe doubt of his own abilities. He couldn't fly, after all...?

No, Raphael was having problems with the brooms in the shed. They seemed to not... like him. To the point where the loose ones moved around the room to avoid him, and the ones he found 'parked' like bikes in city railings shook at his approach.

He looked at them with confusion. Had Sarah's Nimbus Buzz been spreading the word that he couldn't fly...? Did brooms talk to each other? He wasn't sure if he should laugh or not.

In the end, he made a decision, and leapt into the biggest group of migrating brooms, pinning one down
while the rest scattered. Then it slipped out of his hands. He tried again, throwing himself bodily at the
largest group. He ended up curled around one broom while the other scattered. It bucked and struggled under his weight, trying to throw him off, but he wrapped his legs around it in confusion until he got a good hold...

A minute later, he walked out of the shed hugging the butch broom with both arms, to see Kat, Andy and Anders Grimalkin struggling on a set of brooms. Forgetting, Raphael walked over to Sarah, and asked her: "is that how we're meant to practice?" just as Anders fell off the broom with a thud, and Raphael's own broom struggled and whacked him across the forehead.

Sarah smiled at Raphael's question, "No, not really that was a runaway broom - speaking of which what's gotten into yours?"

Then the broom whacked him across the forehead. "Honestly!" she said, "You and that poor noggin of yours - you'll be getting a concussion on top of your concussion if you don't watch out!" 

Kat hovered in the air watching the performance. As Anders came to a halt in front of the other students she moved down to where they all gathered, looking to see if Andy followed. 

She laughed as Anders was thrown off the broom at ground level, more out of relief than anything else.
"Well I'm happy to show a beginner how to fly. Any offers?" 

Mahou had straddled her broom at the shout of Kat's name, but didn't take off..  She didn't know these people. Dismounting, Mahou watched as the scene played out, her strange eyes reflecting the light of the sun.

As Anders flopped to the ground, Mahou smiled at Sarah and walked to him,  concern on her face and her Firebolt in her hand. "Are ye alright', sir?" she asked, her brown knitting in concern. "I be Mahou Amberstone, an' tha' broom may look amazin'.. but it seems it takes e'en more than a Quidditch player ta harness it, eh?" She smiled kindly and pulled her hat down lower, as it had popped up a bit in the breeze.

Looking around, Mahou didn't much like the fact of helping others learn to fly. She wasn't good at teaching. Flying, yes, but not necessarily teaching. "I donnae ken if I can teach someone how ta fly..." she told him, looking back at Sarah. She hoped the other girl didn't figure out her crush on Snape. She'd die if anyone else found out.. what if Snape found out? Shudder. "Flying does come easily ta me, b'cause I practise a lot at home.. but teaching someone? I donnae ken if tha' would be easier or harder than learnin' yerself."

"Yes, thank you," said Anders, blushing slightly at Mahou. "Broom's still not fully broken in, see. I guess it just didn't like me letting someone else ride it."

The young ex-Professor glowered at the Meteor Shower. It had one particular knot in the wood towards the end of its handle that he swore looked like an ever-so-slightly malevolent eye. 

"Please, Miss Amberstone?" he asked. "Take one of these people who have never flown before through the basics." He raised his voice so everyone could hear. "One of the main things that you need to know to get onto the Quidditch team is an understanding of team work. This little exercise is designed to help you learn a bit about that."

He limped slightly as he walked towards the wayward broom. He may only have fallen from a couple feet up, but he had jarred his ankle somewhat. "I'll just stay down here for a few moments and...get my breath back. Then I'll come amongst you and give you more guidance."


Sarah came over to where Mahou was standing with her broomstick.

"Fiona - that's one of my housemates - had the biggest crush on him" she indicated with a nod of her head Anders, "both before he came to teach here and last year. I think she's mostly over it but she still 
likes him a heck of a lot and who can blame her. She'll kick herself she wasn't out here to see him fly *like that*!"

If Sarah had any suspicions about the object of Mahou's affections frankly she was too involved in her own mixed up emotions as well as the excitement of the match to probe deeper. "Teamwork like Anders says is important and watching each other's backs. You up for what positions?"

Expecting that Mahou would follow she headed over to where the kids were that hadn't flown before.

The half-elf was not convinced. She marched after Anders, her pretty little face stern and her gait mimicking her expression. "I'll nae be flyin' till I be sure ye are alright. I may no' be from here, but it doesna mean I'll leave ye like this, Sir." Her red hair caught fire in the sun, glinting in the rays. Her eyes, vivid in their slanted sockets, were almost glaring in her concern for the Quidditch man.

"Only when I be sure ye are alright, will I be takin' someone up ta show them th' basics. Bein' a part o' a team is also makin' sure tha' e'eryone be okay. An' ye be nae any exception."


"I am fine, really I am! I just twisted my ankle a little!" Anders grinned shyly at her to show that he was feeling fine. "I just need to catch my breath. I was ill for quite some time a year or so back, and exertion like that tires me out. That's all." He winked. "I promise."


"Anyway" Sarah said to the gathered group of first time flyers, "the thing is to basically not to get too carried away." she gave Raphael an extra look having caught the end of his escapade.

"Take it steady at first. If you fly with someone more experienced they can spot you, and make sure you don't get into trouble."

She saw that Mahou had decided to give aid and comfort to Anders. 


********

Andy was relieved that Anders and Kat were both on the ground safely. He got off his broom and walked over to them. 

"That meteor shower certainly does have a mind of its own doesn't it?," he said smiling. "Will we continue to practice or will it be delayed because of the shower?"


"I expect we will still practice. These new students need the chance to learn." She gave Andy a hug. "Thanks."

Andy blushed and hugged Kat back. "It's okay Kat. That's what we Gryffindor's are for!" he said smiling.


Marvo and Shinrei's walk had finally brought them to the Quidditch practice area and Marvo saw the crowd (having totally missed the Kat incident) "What's going on?"

Kat turned round to see Marvo and Shinrei approaching. "Hi Marvo. You just missed Andy and Anders heroically helping me get off a difficult broom." She was flushed and excited by her brush with danger.


Andy looked at Marvo.

"Again! Are you sure you should be flying? You're always falling off or something!" Marvo smiled, obviously teasing and gave Kat a big hug. He turned to Anders "Thank you of course"

Then he turned to Andy, and looked more serious. "Erm... Thanks"


Kat looked a little hurt at Marvo. "Can't you be a little more grateful? It's still the same old Andy that you were always good friends with you know." 

She put a hand on Andy's shoulder to show that she understood how he felt. 

Thing is, to Marvo this wasn't the 'same old Andy' Marvo still could not get past his prejudice of 'constructs'. It was as if a little Kat was sitting on his left shoulder, whispering to him how good a friend Andy was, and on the other shoulder a little Moody was shouts that he was a construct. a thing of evil and dark powers.

Marvo was Confuddled! "I.. erm..." *HELP*


Andy was definitely surprised and a little puzzled at Marvo's thanks.

"You're welcome," he said. "I'm just glad I was able to be of some help. Professor Grimalkin was the true hero."

Andy put his hand over Kat's. He gave her a 'thank you' look and glanced back at Marvo. "It is Marvo," he said. "It's me. It's really me."

Marvo moved closer to Andy and raised his hand. He wand appeared and he PUSHED it into Andy!

There was a slight 'buzzing' noise and the area around the wand glowed white. Andy felt nothing.

" I'm sorry Andy. It isn't. You might think it is but...." Marvo stopped. he was looking straight into Andy eyes. And they were Andy's eyes! Construct or not. That WAS Andy in there.

He pulled out the wand and kept looking at Andy's face. "Andy? IS it you in there? Really?" Marvo brows furrowed, deeply he was very confused.

Andy watched as Marvo pushed his wand into him. He felt nothing. What was Marvo getting at? 

Then he heard Marvo ask the question he'd been waiting to answer for a long time. "Marvo," he said, "it's me. It's Andy." He paused. "It's Andy Warden." Andy waited for Marvo's reaction, and he really hoped it would be a good one.

Marvo looked at Andy..... He looks some more.... Anyone around could almost hear the cogs working in his brain! He looked at Andy... He HUGGED Andy!!

"Andy! I'm so sorry. Yes. I believe you now. It is you in there. To hell with what Mad Eye says! You wouldn't have tried to help Kat if you were made of Dark Magic."

He stopped hugging Andy, "We will have to see about getting you a body back. Or at least teacher
you to use this one properly" One of Marvo's eyes was a little 'wet'.

Andy hugged Marvo back. He was so happy. He wanted to remember and cherish that moment forever. He knew right there and then that everything was going to be okay no matter what. He had his best friend back. Nothing could go wrong.

"It's alright Marvo," he said. "We can figure out my body situation later. I'm enjoying it actually. I can walk through walls!"

"Now we can finally get back to normal!" Andy also had a damp eye.


*******

Piotr had fetched his potion from his room and had sat for a while on the bed, the curtains drawn and feeling decidedly sulky. To his immense relief, no more of his hair seemed to be falling out, but somehow that didn't make him feel happier.

It was too light, even with the curtains drawn in the bedroom and checking his supply of potion, Piotr pulled the hood of his robe over his aching eyes and headed downstairs towards the cool, dark dungeon classrooms. They would afford him some extra protection and a little breathing space.


Magnus' depressed wanderings had taken him through most of the school. He had even, briefly, been out in the grounds near the Quidditch pitch, but he had found that being depressed was too difficult in the presence of large numbers of laughing, whooping, and flying students. So he had returned to the castle and headed downwards.

The dungeons. As if anywhere else could possibly be as depressing to a Gryffindor. Settling down in a corner, he let his thoughts wash over him, and the time slipped by. Then, a noise. What was that? Was there someone else down here with him? "Er, Hello?"

"It's me, Piotr." He pushed his hood back and shot Magnus a sympathetic look. "How are you doing? Figured out a way to get even yet?"

Looking at the Gryffindor boy, Piotr couldn't help but be relieved that he hadn't taken too much of that pumpkin juice. As it was, he had a few rather difficult-to-conceal bald patches that were going to take some work.

"Piotr?" The relief in his voice was tangible. He had thought that perhaps he was about to be pounced upon by some bunch of students determined to make fun of him.

"No." his head bowed as he found something immensely interesting on his shoes to stare it. "I haven't come up with anything yet. How 'bout you?"


Piotr shook his head.  "I just don't believe anybody could stoop as low and petty as this," he said indicating first his head, then Magnus.  "I mean.  How *childish* can you get?"

He stood and stared for a while.  "Look," he said, eventually.  "We're in different houses, but I want you to know that I couldn't honestly care at all about that.  When the person who did this insulted one, she insulted the other.  Fancy defying all tradition and working together to get back at her?"

Piotr surprised himself with his words.  He seemed to making the opening gambit towards a tentative friendship and waited, listlessly, for Magnus' rebuff.

**********

Mahou nodded gravely, if not sulkily, at Anders' retort. She walked a bit away from the group and watched, her mood darkening at the joviality of them all. ~*I'll nae belong in their world,*~ she muttered in elfin, ~*nae in Da's world. I jus' be a halfin' elf, an' haflin' human.. no' ta mention only half a human witch.. an' half an elfin shaman-thing.*~ 

She straddled her broom for a quick warm-up before helping the beginners with their brooms. "I'll be goin' fer a quick warm-up," she told anyone who would be listening, "so's I donnae sprain anythin' teaching others." Her language was English then.

She kicked off, rising into the air with a small smile on her face. Her skirt flickered wildly around her ankles, the velvet looking strange in its movement. Her hat was squashed on her head as she rose a bit, not too high, in case she missed something and fell to the ground. Humming softly, Mahou did a few tight circles to test her Firebolt's controls, her green eyes half-open in her blissful flight.

The Firebolt seemed to obey her neatly, though with a few stutters here and there, since she didn't have much of a chance to ride it at home. She flew around, holding on with one hand to stretch her arms, alternating the arm to be stretched and the one to hold on. Then, holding tight with her knees, she attempted a short distance with no hands, going a few feet before gripping the shaft of the Firebolt again, not wanting to chance anything.

Finally, the half-elf came to settle on the ground, unstraddling the broom with a contented sigh. She looked around for someone to pair up with.. to help them learn how to fly.


**********

A tall sandy blonde haired boy walks in he looks to be a 4th or 5th year, he looks around alot like he is nervous or uncomfortable.  Moving quickly he goes to the Slytherin house whispers the pass word and nervously enters.  Moving silently he goes to a chair and falls down and pulls out some reading: 

Advanced potions level 1.  he reads silently and slowly falls to sleep with the book open on the page with "love potions for the common person"

Happily, Alpha entered the common room to fetch her cat, Miss Eezy. They liked watching Quidditch together especially when some cats  wanted to fly with their 'masters'. Alpha herself did not fly, whenever she was on a broom, she became airsick even when the broom was hovering a few feet above the ground. But watching was fun.

As she entered the room she saw an unfamiliar boy, asleep in a chair. Shrugging and muttering about late arrivers she went to the dorm to get her cat and went down again. She cleared her throat. "Ahem... Hello...who are you?" she said. Her cat yawned and watched intently.

Groggoly the boy wakes up. "wha', wha'? oh. who am I? I am Roger case I recently arrived missed the Hogwarts express. So I had to wait for the Ministry of Magic to come by and take me here . So I went straight here and fell asleep reading" through out all of this he was trying to hide the page he was on.


"That can happen." Alpha commented dryly. "I'm Alpha Rich, fifth year . Are you coming to the Quidditch field? They're practising a bit because tomorrow are the trials." She and Miss Eezy, her cat, were heading for the exit.

He looked at Alpha strangely and said "Quidditch huh? not for me I would rather earn points for my house on academic achievements. I mean really a sport where you put your body at risk." he looked a little annoyed at her question. he continued "I mean one of those black balls fly at your face isn't my idea of fun, what about you?"

"I really wouldn't know" Alpha shrugged, " I don't play, but I'm going to watch. I'm late already." With these words she exited the common room, up to the Quidditch field. 

More Falls


Hal had finally put down the timetable and looked at his watch. he was late! So much for starting this term as he meant to go on.. perhaps he should give up before he started.

Grabbing one last piece of toast from the table he clutched his things and run in the direction of the Quidditch pitch. So many people! He didn't stand a chance, no one would let him be Chaser, he thought bitterly, but slowed his pace and tried to look nonchalant as he wandered over to the group.

"So, what's the plan then?" he asked, trying not to sound as anxious as he felt, wishing he had an ounce of Edryd's natural ability.

"So, what's the plan then?" he asked, trying not to sound as anxious 

"Hi!" Madison greeted as she saw him. "I don't know...I'm as lost as you are," she said sheepishly. "I guess we can just follow along with what everyone else is doing..." She smiled. "So you're into Quidditch? What position are you trying for?"

"Chaser" Hal replied, watching everyone performing their acrobatics and sighing rather loudly. "I don't think I stand much of a chance, I'm not Edryd afterall..."

He looked at Maddy a little sadly and turned back to the practice ground. "You think we can squeeze in a little flying?"

********

Raphael stood in the corner of the pitch and stared at his broom. He'd declined the aid of any of the other students, preferring his own company once more, while he went in the air.

And so he'd taken himself away from the Quidditch pitch, away back towards the lake and the forbidden forest where nobody would disturb him for a bit. And he stood on the less then firm ground, hidden by a sole pine tree that shielded him from anybody coming from he castle or the lake, and looked at the broom in his hand. He'd calmed it down enough, now, perhaps enough to ride it for a while.

Now, how had Nathaniel got on his broom? How about the others? He straddled the broom, since that seemed to be the general idea (although why he couldn't fathom) and stood for a second to think, the old tatty broom calm and expectant. And then a dream he'd had once came back to him in a flash.

He'd been looking at the muddy ground, although it was in an older oak forest, looking at the frosty leaves under his feet, feeling them as they cracked and crunched beneath him. His back was burning, as was the right side of his face: his back was a searing tearing mass of pain, where his face melt like it was melting. Sharp needles of pain were erupting all over his body. But none of them compared to the peace he was feeling, although the feelings were killing him.

Back on the wet summer ground near the forbidden forest, he breathed in the damp Scottish air and decided to start. How had the coach done it? He'd lifted off vertically, not like the others, across and then into the air, and not like Raphael had the night before, literally leaping onto a broom that was flying at head level. Raphael decided that that was how he wanted to do it, not knowing that the broom was despairing in a tiny voice underneath him at the concept of doing the practically impossible lift off
move.

He eased it up, straining vertically with all of his might, not sure what was happening: was he pulling the broom up or was the broom lifting him? He could feel it start to whine and almost buckle underneath him, but he would not let it, it would take off, it would go straight up into the air like a
rocket into space, no skimming across the floor or sliding into space, he and his broom would tear into the sky like angels at sundown...

...and in the oaken dream forest, Raphael spread his wings and felt them pull him into the air.

- with a screech, the old broom shot directly upwards, slipping into the sky like a knife into butter, and with it followed Raphael. He set it into a spiral pattern, looking into the clouds, not seeing the ground beneath him, not seeing it recede. And then he turned, and dragged the broom downwards, pointing it at the ground and at the lake. The waters of the lake shimmered and rippled as Raphael shot across them, sparkling in the midday sun. He hooked his feet around the broom, let his body flop downwards, and trailed his head in the water, letting coolness wash over him as his hands cut the water into ribbons.

... he'd dreamt that in his dream, as he'd flown through the forest of night, he'd been searching with sound. He'd been searching for a discordant note...

Raphael shot out of the water, pulling himself back on the broom and starting it into a spiral bullet motion across the grounds and towards the Quidditch field, pulling the broom to a halt hovering above the stadium in the shadow of the seats, watching the action on the pitch with interest.

And then he sped down towards the pitch.

...and in the forest, something had moved in his dreams, something huge and black, evil, angry, and swiped at him while he was beating his wings. It had crippled them, pushed him to the ground, a fallen angel. And as he had been on that forest floor, and looked into that blackness... and into the mirror that the still dank water made on the forest floor... he'd seen his own face was black, and his own hand was cloven. As it reached out of the water to curl around his angel wings and pull him down to drown, he saw that the demons eyes were fire...

For an instant on the Quidditch pitch, Raphael wondered what was wrong, for the world was rushing upwards around him. And as he fell and the broom squeaked in horror as it fled upward in his sight, away upwards where it wouldn't keep him in the air, Raphael wondered dimly if the ground would
hurt if he hit it. He'd find out in about a second, as long as he didn't hit the girl who was standing below him...

Niki had been watching some of the other flights with interest, totally oblivious to the drama taking place above her. However, as Raphael made his descent, she glanced up, seeing the boy growing larger and larger and larger, frozen to the spot, and then, as she gathered her wits about her to
move forward, out of the way of the fall...

WHAM!

She had moved a split-second too late, and was flung down to the ground with the force of the impact. It hurt. A lot. Raphael had sharp elbows, and one of them was digging very uncomfortably into her rib cage. As she wheezed, the breath completely knocked out of her, Niki wondered why all these things
seemed to happen to her.


Mahou watched Raphael for a moment, then turned away. She heard the fall, but didn't pay any attention. She was staring off into space, her pale hand on her Firebolt, her hair ruffling in the calming wind. Lime-green eyes looked across the grounds. The grass grew silently beneath her slippered feet, the trees sang their incessant song around her, and the wind whispered sweetly in her hair. Mahou felt alive and wonderful, closing her eyes and feeling the breeze envelop her with its gentle arms.

~*There could nae be a better day fer this,*~ she said quietly in elfin, not recalling where she was. ~*If only I could see th' forest again..*~ Looking back briefly at the others, the girl then returned her strange gaze to the grounds...


Having surmised that most of the newer students were eager to try on their own, Kat had relented and let Mulder and Scully fly with her.

Mulder lay at the back on the bristles and Scully was perched in front of Kat, purring as they flew. Kat could not tell, but Mulder had probably fallen asleep where he lay. This was nothing unusual. 

Noticing Raphael fall, Kat was a little shocked. Why did flying seem so dangerous these days? She dived down to where he had landed on Niki.

"Are you two ok?" She couldn't see that much wrong by looking at them. Maybe a few bumps and bruises. Niki had probably stopped Raphael hurting himself too much, rather ironically.

"Can't...breath..." Niki wheezed. Raphael was significantly taller and heavier than she was (although, admittedly, you would have to go to the smallest of the first-years to find someone who wasn't), and was squashing her rib cage. "Ow?" she added. Other than a bump on her back, she was only suffering from having the breath knocked out of her and then knocked around so that it couldn't get *back*.

"Urgle," said Raphael eloquently, rolling off Niki and onto the ground beside her. "Urgh," he repeated,
shaking his head out and sitting up painfully.

"You okay?" he asked Niki, who seemed to be having problems breathing. "Uh... no really, you okay?"


"You heavy," Niki announced, sitting up and gingerly rubbing her ribs. "Ribs hurt. Complete sentences bad." She coughed, then began to get to her feet. "Are you all right? Long fall."

Sarah had been helping out a little with some of the less experienced flyers.

Still seeing Raphael fall she was quite concerned and landed her own broom came over to stand close by but not wanting to interrupt.

Anders had also hobbled as fast as his twisted ankle would let him over the fallen pair. "Hey, come on," he said, good naturedly, quickly assessing the situation. "I'm not having anyone break their necks when I'M in charge."

His smile covered the slight waver in his words as he spoke.

Marvo saw the fall and was about to 'act' when it was already all over. "Huff! Now that's why I think Quidditch is such a silly game! Far too dangerous!"

Anders suggested a few more flying exercises for everyone to practise, most of which seemed to centre around the apparently simple tasks of take-off and landing. When someone commented, Anders shrugged. 

"You might think it's simple stuff," he said. "But there are people here who don't have as much experience as others. Every little bit helps, and it NEVER hurts to start at the beginning and polish your skills."

He shot Kat a grin as he spoke. Yes, he'd decided it was good fun having a sister, and he'd further decided that if she was prepared to publicly acknowledge their relationship - then so was he.

Kat acknowledged Sarah and Anders as they approached. She looked relieved that no-one appeared to be too badly hurt.

"No broken bones then? Good. I suggest you sit and breath deep breaths Niki. That should help your breathing a little."


"Ribs one big bruise, but will be okay," Niki reported, after gingerly feeling her bruises. "Nothing broken except syntax. Complete sentences. Must use complete sentences." She took a deep, steadying 
breath. "Better, I think."

"Good." Anders put out a hand to help her up. "You want to take a break for five minutes, or do you want to get back up there?"

He glanced at Raphael. "You OK as well? I didn't realise I was going to have QUITE so many worries just coaching Quidditch!" He smiled to show he was joking.

Nathaniel and the broom that had come to his hand in the broomshed were getting along in a mediocre manner. The broom seemed to like Nathaniel, in so far as a thing of limited sentience could like people. The boy didn't make excessive demands of it, and had long gentle fingers that absently petted it.

However the boy, for all his gentle ways, was rather lacking in the equation of magic for flying. The broom tried its damnedest, but still the maximum height Nathaniel could get was five feet up. He kangaroo-hopped around the Quidditch field once or twice, grimly determined, with the mostly black
kitten watching from the relative safety of the roof of the broomshed.

"I'm okay," Raphael reported, grinning at the coach, and mouthing a 'sorry' to Niki. Right. Back on the broom. Although... just why had he fallen -

He spotted the broom loitering with intent up by the top of the seating stadium, looking embarrassed. He called to it, and it swooped down shakily, only just missing taking off Nathaniel's head on one of the downhops. Seeing Nathaniel Raphael tried his best to make some mental notes on his technique - it was quite different to everyone else's...

The broom looked like it was going to slow down when it was coming towards him. He stepped out of the way of Niki, and whistled with his fingers in his mouth. The shaking in the broom increased, as did it's speed... right at Raphael.

Raphael ran towards it. And then skidded into a racers block, and waited for a moment with his eyes closed. Then - with a shout - he was off, and grabbing at the broom to his right. By the time that Raphael passed Anders, although the broom hadn't gained any height, Raphael had leapt onto it and was curled around it, letting one of his hands dangle loose. He picked a summer daisy.

Doing a skid in mid-air by pushing away the broom with his feet while hanging on for grim death with his right, Raphael fell downwards for a moment as the broom switched tail for head in mid air. Then got pulled back vertical as the magic reoriented itself and shot off again, whereupon he attempted to assume the position that everyone else was doing.

He managed it, although for some reason he slipped around the broom and his head was being whipped by the blades of grass.

Coming back for a second sweep over Anders, Raphael threw the daisy to Niki as an apology (with a grin thrown in for good measure - even if everyone was better at this broom thing it was fun) and shot off towards Nathaniel, scratching his leg with a major itch on the way.

Damn. Too quick, Raphael thought, and realised that if he didn't slow down, he was gonna crash right into Nathaniel... not good etiquette. So he slid down the broom with his feet, and dropped all of his weight onto his feet that were on the bushy part of the broom, and pulled up with his hands. The
broom screeched as it was forcibly pushed into a vertical position, and slowed down considerably.

Raphael called out to Nathaniel as he did his best to hover in the strange position, although the broom was shaking like mad and started to fall. "How're you meant to do this stuff again?"

"Somewhere between your technique and mine, I think!" Nathaniel called back, fighting with the panicked broom.

He fell off and landed on his back staring up at the sky. "This is a ... unique way of looking at the world, I suppose." he said to himself.

Sarah had remounted her broom when it was obvious that Raphael was OK. He seemed to be avoiding talking with her since the incident by the lakeside. She didn't know him well enough to be able to
tell if it was her or personal stuff going on in his head which he'd snap out of given a little space.

His acrobatics were impressive though. Raphael appeared to do everything at a frenetic pace. If he could calm down and yet keep that flair he'd be one hell of a player. Good raw material.

She smiled at Nathaniel's remark about technique. Nathaniel was plucky though. She's watched his progress with interest as well as assisting some other younger students with their broom technique.

Sarah landed near to Nathaniel when he'd had his fall. She hovered close to the ground. "Nathaniel, do you need a hand? It's best to get back up and on it if at all possible. Like falling from a horse if you've ever ridden one. Falls are a fact of life. That's probably why we play on such squishy grass. Softer!" 

"Horses? No. I mean, uh.. " Memories twisted and spun. "Yeah. I have."

He rolled over and got to his feet, and beckoned the broom closer. It came obediently and he scrambled back up, face set with grim determination to master this or die in the attempt. The fact that he could get it airborne was, to him, an indication that he Could fly. Just not... properly.


Niki didn't catch the flower, but she picked it up from the ground and tucked it behind her ear before sidling away from the pitch. She had been planning to practice her flying a bit, but now going and doing something which did not require strenuous physical activity--something like research, of which she had quite a lot to do.

She hummed to herself as she crossed the grounds. The leaves were starting to turn colours, something she wasn't completely used to, and she remembered how cold she had been the previous winter, mentally making a note to buy a heavier cloak.

**********


Jacob, meanwhile, had quietly mounted his broom and pushed off. Ignoring the others, he practised flying, with a sort of ease that the tall boy could never quite seem to find on the ground. He 
gradually began to relax as the others didn't really notice him, trying more and more difficult techniques.

He had just begun to practice sharp, screeching turns, and a vague smile had slowly appeared and then remained on his face. After one extremely short turn and stop, he caught his glasses just as they fell off of his nose.

Chuckling lightly to himself, he put them back on. He had been nearly blind without them, only able to see the dim outline of something pale holding onto a pair of thin-rimmed, somewhat circular shapes. 

Both of his hands had left the broom as he adjusted the glasses, but he remained comfortably suspended. Finally, gripping easily with one hand, he urged the somewhat stubborn school broom forward, moving at a leisurely pace farther across the field.

Sarah was glad to see Nathaniel remount. She wasn't the type to fuss. He was getting the hang of it and confidence was pretty important.

She also noted that Jacob had come out for practice.

A couple of Fourth Year Hufflepuffs (those almost invisible students) challenged her to a race and she spent a pleasant few minutes madly dashing from one end of the field to the other beating them easily.

She finished the last run with a few loopy-deloops which frankly almost cost her her breakfast.

Even though she knew she wouldn't be allowed to undertake trials on her Nimbus she enjoyed its speed. There was only one thing better than zooming around on her racing broom and she was strictly forbidden to do it this year at Hogwarts. Mean ole parents!

Raphael had seen what Sarah was doing, and started trying to copy her, after moving a safe distance and leaving the much safer Nathaniel on his own. The loop-de-loop seemed easy enough, although he personally preferred just throwing himself over the side of the broom, twisting his hands loosely to slip sideways and flying upside down for a minute or two.

Then one of the Hufflepuffs, noticing Raphael quite happily flying suspended downwards from his broom, and shouted across if he wanted a race. Raphael did. He had a feeling that although his broom was feeling rather annoyed at him already, it'd feel good embarrassing another.

They shot across the field at top speed, Raphael gaining the lead quickly until he was far ahead of the giggly Hufflepuff girl simply by straightening himself along the broom and letting the speed keep him horizontal, even if his feet were behind the brush. And then he pulled his broom up into a climb seeing just how far behind the girl was.

He'd gained a little height and the broom was starting to do it's shake rattle and fall routine when he swapped around, yawing to the right, and shot back downwards directly towards the Hufflepuff girl. A scream was the response, even when Raphael slid under the girl upside-down so their brooms almost touched, before he nosed down and put himself back on the broom.

He was about to run into Sarah, although the broom was at a respectable speed. What... what was he meant to do about her? Raphael knew what Zephyr had seen: it was irrefutable. But... perhaps... perhaps even if her and Nathaniel were gonna be an item they'd still have room for him? As a friend?

He always had Zephyr.

But it wasn't enough. When he'd been under the sorting hat, when... when _whatever_ that happened, happened, it'd been Nathaniel he'd been able to grip. And Sarah - Raphael didn't - he couldn't - but she was important, too, she'd seen just how much Zephyr could... be part of him. She hadn't been afraid or treated Zephyr like an animal. And when he'd needed them... they'd sat on the steps outside in the cool air and...

Raphael drew his broom close to Sarah's, and shouted across to her about lunch. He'd decided. He wouldn't mention what he saw: he couldn't, but he could be around Sarah and Nathaniel until they wanted space. Nothing heavy. They'd just hang out. And then he'd been able to get into lessons. Maybe.

It was all too difficult to think about. He threw a grin and a wave at Nathaniel, tried to do a handstand on his broom, twisted and shot the exhausted broom neatly into the soft grass. Well... that was one way of landing, at least

Sarah of course had no idea if what thoughts were going through Raphael's head or Zephyr's assumptions about she and Nathaniel. 

She wasn't at all sure what had happened in the woods and was taking the attitude that she'd assume they were good friends until such time as something else happened.

She had enjoyed seeing Raphael speed about and herself took some pleasure in demonstrating her hovering ability with the Starfish and Stick manoeuvre though she had no plans to try out for Keeper - she just liked to experience the pull of gravity hanging in this way.

A little while later when Raphael pulled up and suggested lunch she gave an enthusiastic thumbs up. She landed a little way behind him and waited for Nathaniel to join them so they could walk back to the

Castle together.

*******

After relating what she could remember of the lakeside events to Marvo, Shinrei excused herself and began to wander off, with every intention to go back to the castle, look for food somewhere, and eat. She did not know why, but dealing with so many people at any one time exhausted her.

She would rather run for miles, alone. It was not as tiring.

As she began to walk away, there was a commotion at the middle of the Quidditch field. Raphael had fallen on Niki...? She squinted into the distance. Yes. But Kathryn-san was there, and the new Quidditch coach was there too.

Shinrei had suffered enough because of her attempts at intervening in situations such as this one. No more. She was too tired.

She turned back towards the castle but saw someone standing a short distance away, looking in the
direction of the Forbidden Forest with an expression of unmistakable longing.

Shinrei walked towards the Irish girl. "Pardon me, Mahou-san? I just wanted to ask if you are well, after what happened last night."


Mahou looked calmly to Shinrei, seemingly almost a different person than only last night. "I.. I'll be alright', Lady Shinrei," she told the other girl. Smiling, Mahou squeezed Shinrei's shoulder briefly, then looked out to the grounds again. "I jus' miss havin' trees around me. An' such as tha', ye ken?" The half-elf's voice was so full of such loneliness and emptiness, one would be led to think she valued plant-life over the company of humans. Turning to Shin, Mahou twirled her Firebolt lightly.

"Ye e'er fly, there, Miss Shinrei?" she asked jovially. "I like ta consider meself th' best flier in me family. O' course.. Da hates brooms, prefers to ride on.. other things.." she looked away for a moment, hiding something, "an' Ma loves brooms, but I still be better than her." She grinned as the wind gusted a bit, pulling her hat up. Mahou quickly yanked the thing over her ears.


"I am glad to hear that you are all right," Shinrei said, glancing at the Forest and grounds herself. The
treetops, dappled with morning sunlight, looked inviting, rich and beautiful. She could very well
understand Mahou's longing to immerse herself in the wilderness.

She returned Mahou's smile with one of her own. She wondered fleetingly if Mahou could see the deep
circles under her eyes, after her sleepless night.

"I understand what you mean when you say you miss certain aspects of nature," she added. "I miss the sea of my homeland, too, Mahou-san. All my life I lived by the shore, and now it is very different here. No fiery sunsets or the salt spray...even the red-brown sand."

Nostalgia swept through her and she felt pricking at the corners of her eyes. Perhaps she really needed a good long cry to let all her emotions out. Everything seemed to be hurting her, somehow.

"That is a beautiful Firebolt, Mahou-san," Shinrei commented, assessing the girl's broom to change her
own train of thought. Thinking hurt, too. "I am certain such a broom would only be owned by an
excellent flier. You play as Seeker, do you not? And, yes, I do fly at times, though not very often."

Mahou looked at her Firebolt and then widened her strange, slanted eyes at Shinrei's question.  "Play as Seeker?" she asked, shocked and amazed.  "I would love ta play as Seeker, but.. well.. th' tryouts are nae t'day. But I practise a lot at home on holidays."  

Grinning, she looked back to the castle.  "It be gettin' late we'd better get back inta th' castle an' 

prepare fer classes tomorrow." She did have her meeting with Snape to prepare for.

With that, she grabbed Shinrei's hand, laughing merrily, with her Firebolt in the other, and began to trot back to the school.

An Audience with Professor Snape

Mahou sat on her bed, leafing through her old potions papers and texts. All the texts were written in Irish Gaelic, and she sat there, reading them aloud, with Blackfoot beside her.  She had a little while before going down to see Snape.  And for that, she was thankful.

As she spoke to Blackfoot, Mahou looked over her notes and texts, tests and quizzes.  Almost all of them had A's on them.  There were a few where she had to miss class because of one thing or another, but she still managed to pull B's or C's.  She had never failed anything to do with potions; and for that she was glad.

"Well, Blackfoot," she said in English, "looks like we get to see Lord Snape today.  Aren't we lucky?"  She laughed.  "I hope I get into Alchemy..."

Nimue Hawkwood entered the Gryffindor dorm looking for Mahou.

It was mid-afternoon and she'd promised to escort Mahou to Snape's office. Her morning with him had gone well and she knew the Potions Masters was in a fairly good mood. 

"Oh there you are Mahou. Are you ready for our visit to Professor Snape?"

Mahou looked up as Nimue entered the room, and she smiled.  Throwing her papers aside, she leapt up and twirled, having changed from Quidditch. She was now wearing a midnight black with silver trim.  It  set off the red in her hair like a light.

"Lady Nimue!" she cried happily.  "I am ready to see Lord Snape."  She looked at her Firebolt by the wall.  "Isn't Quidditch great?  Isn't potions great?  This be jus'.."  She couldn't contain herself and swung Blackfoot in a circle, giggling.  The half-elf was wearing a black velvet hat to hide her ears, which were safely tucked inside.  Looking at the other girl, Mahou walked to her, setting the red fox on the floor to teeter back to the bed.

"I be so excited abou' seein' Lord Snape.  What -is- his first name, anyway? I be sure ye ken.  I mean, ye've been here, after all."  She grinned and walked back to the bed, slipping on a pair of soft black 

slipper-shoes and tidying up the bed.

Stacking her books up, Mahou spun around again, looking very chipper and excited, a diary lying open on her pillow.

Nimue sat on her bed for a minute. She wasn't sure whether to change or not and decided against it. 

"I'm glad you enjoyed your practice. I heard there were a few exiting moments. Anders' Meteor Shower was something of a handful it seems. I would have loved to see that! I enjoy flying when I can but not the game."

She bit her lip slightly. Had her casual use of Anders' name been noted? She certainly had every intention of stealing whatever time she could with him today but he'd been in demand both on the field and off with various students wanting to speak with him about Quidditch.

Although her long term roommates - Yvette and Madison were aware of she and Anders' history and Shinrei knew of the incident in the woods even if the Japanese girl had not registered their closer connection. However, neither Amy nor Mahou were privy to it.  

"His first name? Professor Snape's - oh yes well of course I know it. He and my father have known each other for years and years. It is Severus - Severus Snape."

Mahou did, indeed, notice the oh-so-casual use of Anders' name, and she wanted to ask about it.. but didn't know if she should.  "Um.. I've heard someone call him 'Professor Grimalkin'," she said, "so why do ye call him Anders?"  Blackfoot laid down by the window.  "I mean.. wha' be he ta ye?"

At the mention of Snape's first name, Mahou grinned in spite of herself.  

"Severus?  Sounds a lot like severe, nae?" she confided, but she couldn't stop smiling.  "I like tha' name.. Severus.. hm.."  She looked up at the mention of her father.  "Ye Da kenned him b'fore?  I wonder wha' he was like.. I wonder wha' made him so sour.."  She sat down on the bed, stacking some papers in a pile.  "I mean.. I donnae think he was always so sour... but then again, I could be wrong."  

She looked up at Nimue from her perch. "Me own Da doesna ken anyone aroun' 'ere.  He nae be normal, ta ye own standards."

At the question about what Anders was to her, she blushed slightly - it was a very direct question but then she had realised Mahou was very direct in that way. 

"It's a little difficult Mahou.... yes he was a teacher here at Hogwarts last year. I guess you may have noticed that he is quite young and well...." she arranged herself on the bed and then changed the subject. 

"You asked about Professor Snape about my Father knowing him. They were at school together though my Father was a couple of years behind Professor Snape. I don't think they were friends or anything back then - I don't know when that happened - you know grown-ups they don't take kindly to such questions if they think you are digging."

Nimue indicated the picture in the frame above her bed. It was a static portrait not one of the moving ones. The young woman in the portrait was clothed in red and gold of Gryffindor House had a grave beauty. One could see the family resemblance between her and Nimue immediately. 

"Gwenddydd, my aunt, was at Hogwarts with Professor Snape in the same year but different Houses. They obviously knew each other but..." she shrugged her shoulders, "again no one ever says anything in front of me."

 Mahou smiled a sneaky little smile and looked at Nimue.  "So.. ye be quite taken wi' this Anders, eh?  Are ye already involved?"  She was quite blunt, yes, and wouldn't let the subject lie until Nimue was 

blunt with her.

"Oh, wow," Mahou breathed, looking at the picture.  "She's so pretty. looks kinda like you.  Only older, of course."  

Turning back to Nimue, she slid a piece of paper over a doodle of Snape with surly look on his face and little hearts around his head.  "Do you think I'll get into Alchemy?  Potions was my favourite class in 

Cerrydwin's.. an' I would hate ta nae make it in here.."  She flicked the paper over the doodle more..

Nimue looked at Mahou over the question of Anders. In a sense there was no real reason to hide her friendship with Anders from Mahou. It was going to be fairly obvious that she was involved with him to anyone in such close quarters. 

"Yes, we are courting." Her mind flew back over the previous months. "I knew we were destined to be together from the first moment I saw him and he felt the same but it was just impossible." she shrugged, "and we did try to fight it for all kinds of reasons. It is not something that could be condoned - a teacher and a student - even if I were in my final year. We kept it as platonic as we could and anguished quite a lot." 

She sighed, "I guess we might have kept on like that or done something crazy like run away together but events intervened. Someone wanted to Anders to be imprisoned or worse and they lured us into the Forest and planned to murder me and make it seem like Anders had done it." 

Nimue shuddered at the memory of Dafydd. "Anders saved me and the dark wizard died in the process but also it all came out about us as it had to be proven in court what had happened. In addition, Anders had already declared his feelings for me to my father as well as that his intentions were honourable. My father was very understanding - about the destiny part as well - he could see that it was all part of a larger pattern and he also liked Anders very much."

Again she paused, "Naturally Professor Dumbledore had no choice but for Anders to leave Hogwarts and no longer teach here though it's wonderful that he is now helping out with the coaching. 

Over the summer my father gave his permission for Anders to formally court me and that is where we stand at present. Having to be very patient but it is wonderful."

Her whole being radiated her love for Anders. It was obvious that there was part of Nimue which longed to break out of these formalities yet a greater part recognised that in the culture she had been born to there were forms to be observed if they were to marry in due course.  

"So now you know..."

She smiled at Mahou's worry about Potions. "Well we all have to take Potions - it is required and I am sure that if your grades are fine there won't be any problem with your getting into his Alchemy option.

It isn't practical though - we don't actually do any alchemy it's more about studying texts on it. People of our age lack the discipline, as well as mental and spiritual maturity to undertake such endeavours." 

This was obviously Professor Snape's stated opinion.

"Are you about ready to brave the dragon's lair then?"

Mahou couldn't stop smiling throughout the whole of the story that Nimue told her.  Destiny and True Love.. it all sounded like a Faery tale. "It sounds ta me like ye an' Anders be Soul Mates, Lady Nimue," she confided. "It be beautiful what ye an' he share, truly it is."  

"Thank you Mahou." said Nimue quietly. It was true that she believed that she and Anders were soul mates. 

Standing, the half-elf stretched.

"I suppose tha' I'll ha'e ta rely on me own mind ta get inta Alchemy," she said.  "I love ta read abou' potions, an' all things about anything ta do wi' potions."  Smoothing the black fabric down, she smiled slyly at Nimue. "B'sides, bein' in more than one class wi' Snape isn't too bad, eh?"

She giggled.  "Anyway, I be ready ta brave whate'er ol' Sevvy has fer me!"

Walking to Nimue, Mahou looked more serious.  "Lady Nimue.. there be somethin' abou' ye tha' intrigues me.. I donnae ken wha' it be.. but.. ye remind me o'.. me."  Touching her shoulder with a finger, Mahou traced an intricate design on it, smiling as she did so.  "Can ye hear some things tha' others canna?  Can ye hear wha' th' plants be sayin'.. be thinkin'.. wha' I be thinkin'?"  She smiling mysteriously and walked to the door to the Common Room.  "We'd better no' keep Sev waitin'."

Nimue smiled at Mahou's suggestion that she was similar to herself. "No I don't know what others are thinking - though I sometimes can be a little empathetic. Professor Dumbledore says I do have a 'way' with things - trees more than plants but it's not something I really can put into words. An affinity perhaps."

She shrugged, "There was a boy here last year whose mother was a Floramancer and he was probably one as well. Being friends with him sort of assisted in my realising that and the danger we were in."

Getting up and smoothing her own dress for the return to Snape's dungeon, she smiled at Mahou's words.

"You'd better tuck that first name of his well away. The only people whom I have ever heard use his first name are his peers. If a student did he would be most offended. I dare not think what he'd do!"

Nimue didn't mind spending time with the Potions Master. The system she had set up for him pleased her as much as him for it was very ordered and if her life was getting complicated spending a few hours updating  his records settled and focused her mind in a place where she knew she would not be disturbed by other students. Plus, her grades in Potions were much improved and that in itself a bonus. Grades were an issue for her this year. She wanted to pull her average up and that meant work!     

"Right then." she led the way down the stairs to the Common Room and beyond.

Mahou laughed at her words about Snape's first name. "Och!  Donnae worry, Lady Nimue!" she cried.  "I willna use his first name ta his face.  Only ta ye, an' in private."  Smiling, and holding back more musical laughter, Mahou touched Nimue gently on the middle of her forehead.  "Ye donnae ha'e ta worry abou' me."

Mahou, again, smoothed out her dress and fixed her hat, making sure that her ears were tucked well away.  She smiled as Blackfoot followed, looking aghast at being left behind.  She was haughty, that fox.  

Following Nimue, Mahou left the Common Room and began her trek to Snape's Lair.

The object of some of the discussion taking place was sitting in the Potions classroom, a sour look of impatience on his face.  There was something unnerving about the Amberstone girl, and he didn't quite know what it was.  And if there was one thing Severus Snape didn't enjoy, it was not being in control.

He'd briefly wandered outside during the Quidditch shenanigans, but had been easily bored and had returned to the gloom of the dungeons which seemed somehow so much more fitting for his mood.

Flipping through a few notes, he found himself feeling uncharacteristically enthusiastic about discussing alchemy.  He checked himself and his face smoothly reverted to its normal dour expression as he sat, drumming his fingers impatiently on the table, his cold gaze fixed on the door.

Just...waiting.

Nimue had been pleased to hear that Mahou would be careful.

They made their way down to the dungeons. Approaching Snape's office Nimue gave a confident rap upon the door and then entered. She knew he was expecting them and got straight to the point.

"Professor Snape, I have brought Mahou Amberstone to see you about her grades and request to join your Alchemy class."

She wasn't sure what the Professor's intentions were - should she go or should she stay? She would as always take her cue from him.

Stepping into the room, Mahou found that she could hardly breathe.  She was nervous, but didn't show it on the outside.  Her face was calm and collected, her posture that of what Cerrydwin's would have been proud of: back erect, hands folded neatly before her in a dainty fashion, and her chin not held too high to seem haughty.  She prided herself in her posture when in formal situations.

But Mahou didn't move, though.  She waited for Snape to make the first move.

Snape stared at Mahou for a few brief moments, then his attention turned to Nimue.  "Miss Hawkwood," he said.  "You are perhaps better qualified than I to discuss with Miss Amberstone just what I expect from Alchemy students.  However."

He turned his sloe-coloured eyes on Mahou thoughtfully.  "I expect only the best - academically and in performance - from those who attend my Alchemy class," he said.  "It is neither an easy nor frivolous subject and is not to be entered into lightly.  Tell me, Miss Amberstone.  Just why do you feel the noble art of Alchemy calls to you?"

Taking a small, but a wee deep, breath, Mahou glanced at Snape in the face, then thought twice about it, and averted her gaze.  It was rude to look a teacher in the eyes unless told to do so.  She thought for a moment why Alchemy called to her so.  It was in her blood to do things with potions, and reading.  Her father.

Looking back up into Snape's eyes, Mahou's lime-green gaze didn't waver.  Her voice didn't shake.  Her body didn't move save for her breathing.

"There be rather many reasons Alchemy calls ta me, m'Lord Snape," Mahou began.  She was caught in the Cerrydwin's state of mind.  "It be in me blood, both potions an' Alchemy.  E'er since I was little, Da 

would sit wi' me by th' fire an' read books o' Alchemy, o' th' people who used ta perform such an art, an' o' many o' th' myths about it."  

She paused for a moment, wondering how to really convey her feelings to.. well.. Snape.

"Another reason is.." she seemed rather unwilling to talk further, but if anything might help her get into the class she desired, then so be it.

"Another reason is wha' nae any book can give me, nae any person can give me.  The desire."  She looked away from his eyes, knowing that it wasn't helping her to do so, but this was something she rarely revealed.  "Th' Art o'Alchaemy calls to me.. through books, through words, through me.  Th' main reason I want ta learn more is to.. learn more.  If I nae put this knowledge ta use, at least I shall ken o' the Art.  At least I shall ken wha' me heart feels it should learn th' most."  

She looked around, and, seeing no one but her, Nimue, and Snape, reached up and took off her hat.

The girl's ears were rather long and pointed, but elegantly so, not so grotesquely as the House Elf.  They seemed to make the girl seem more complete than when she had her hat on, her ears tucked safely away.  She didn't know what this would prove, but she felt more comfortable with her hat off, than with it on.

Nimue had remained quiet during both Snape's question and Mahou's response. She had nodded at him in acknowledgement that she, like Morticia Lagrand, had gained experience of Snape's approach to alchemy and would be in a position to advise Mahou of his expectations.

That class had been in the form of tutorials rather than taught lessons and she was a little unsure what his plans were for this year if the option went ahead for the Fourth Years.

Nimue felt slightly uneasy knowing how interested Mahou appeared to have been in the Potions Master when they were in the dormitory. Now she appeared to be seeking to engage his personal interest. Then the girl elected to remove her hat and Nimue wasn't sure how this would be received.

Severus Snape had always been quite cordial to her but she knew he could be acid-tongued when he felt inclined. This girl was so open and trusting by this act, she just didn't know it might be received.

She watched him closely herself.  

Snape's expression did not change one iota when Mahou removed her hat, apart from maybe a slight lifting of one eyebrow.  It appeared he was neither surprised nor shocked by her revelations and simply glanced down at the papers in front of him.

"Your reports seem...moderately favourable," he said, not looking up.  "If you are prepared to give your all, then I am prepared to teach you in my Alchemy classes."

At this point, he did look up, and the coolness in his expression was almost icy.  "Should I feel at any time that I have made a mistake, Miss Amberstone, you will be out of the class faster than you can say 'Hogwarts'.  And one other thing.  Please desist in your usage of the term 'Lord' when you address me.  It is not an honorific I have had bestowed upon me, nor is it one I intend to have bestowed on me.  'Professor' will suffice."

He steepled his fingers together and looked at her over the tops of them.  "Any questions."

Nimue did catch Mahou's intention in the glance and was glad the girl was behaving a little more restrained around the Potions Master.

"Thank you for your consideration, Professor." said Nimue. She prepared to leave though she knew from experience that Snape would expect to be the one who dismissed them from his presence.

Snape's glittering eyes passed from Mahou to Nimue and a slow smile crossed his face.  "Very well," he said, shortly.  "You are both excused.  And I will see you in the next Alchemy class."

With that, he returned to his work without so much as looking up again.

They had been well and truly dismissed from his presence.

Sunday Early Evening (Sarah, Nathaniel, Raphael & Piotr)

(Editors Note: This is a very long IC Chat involving four characters. It is important for various reasons 

for the future of these characters in role-play but can be skipped over by other readers as these events were private. 

It sets up that Nathaniel knows Piotr's 'secret and Sarah is pretty sure he's a vampire as well. It establishes also that aside from Nathaniel, Raphael both being attracted to Sarah and vice versa that there is a likely former life connection for them that has been activated by their meeting. )

A number of students gathered in the library after supper on Sunday. Niki looked for books on Runes peppered with insulting comments from Arcadia and Carina, Branwen and Piotr flirted. Nathaniel appeared to be in somewhat of a stroppy mood and Sarah tried to draw him out. However, he got up and left the library. Stalks by Night, his pet kitten, indicated that Sarah should not leave things like that 

"So where are we going Stalks?" asked Sarah following the mostly black kitten.

Stalks by Night glances over shoulder and leads her towards the lake, unerringly leads the way to where Nathaniel is sitting with his back to a tree, skimming stones into the lake.

"Hey you..." said Sarah quietly not quite sure how to begin. 

Nathaniel looks up, startled, "Hey."

After some small talk, Nathaniel gets to the heart of the problem. "This place is weird."  H skims a final stone into the water.

Sarah said quite seriously "You've noticed..."

"I'm not sure if I can handle this place." he gave an odd laugh.

"Why? I mean.... don't you like the people or is it the magic?"

"Both.  Everything. I don't feel like I belong here."

"Oh.... I feel like you belong here."

"I don't know what I'm supposed to achieve here." Nathaniel was obviously frustrated.

Sarah looked at him, "Becoming yourself - what ever that is..."

Someone leaves the building in the half-light and wanders outside.

Nathaniel shrugs, "I just don't' know what that is, Sarah.  Myself.  What am I?  Good question.  I thought I was just a kid.  Now I don't know. Just too many weird things going on."

"Well you are just a kid - we all are...and as for stuff like floating people - it's something you get used to..."

"No.  We're all witches and wizards in training, Sarah, that's very different."

They are approached by the figure, who moves out of sight.  That DOESN'T mean out of hearing, of course...

Nathaniel skims another stone into the lake; "I'm just ... in the way."

"How can you say that? In the way..."

Nathaniel looks sideways at Sarah, "Easily."

The figure ..is hungry.  Or was that....thirsty?

Stalks by Night drops out of the branches of the tree into Sarah's lap. She starts to pet him. "Hey sweetie."

"Interfering moggy." Said Nathaniel half-heartedly.

"How so? Because you almost smiled for a second?" she continued to fuss the kitten.

Something catches the figure's eyes and the shadow slinks off after it towards the Forbidden Forest.  A few moments later there is a *SQUEAK!* but loud - and then...silence.

Nathaniel manages a small smile; "Damn thing sleeps on my chest.  When it gets bigger it'll probably suffocate me in my sleep. It left a dead rat in my boot this morning. Does that sound like your idea of fun?"

"A rat huh...pretty cool Stalks....". The kitten tries to look innocent. "Cats do that it's a sign that they like you."

"Humans are much more complicated." Commented Nathaniel.

"Tell me about it!" Sarah sighed. "Human males are the most complicated though."

In distance there are a few more pitiful 'squeak' noises from the forest.

Nathaniel laughs, "And human females aren't?  Pull the other one, Sarah, it's got bells on."

Sarah smiled, "I guess it depends on your point of view."

"Raphael is complicated I'll agree with that but you'd probably know more about that than I would."

The squeaks stop, and something.... someone moves in the shadows.

"I agree that Raphael is complicated but I wouldn't know more about that - you share a dorm with him..."

Someone now watches the two conversing.  Someone is very *very* tempted* by them sitting so vulnerably.

Nathaniel looks at Sarah in bewilderment, "I thought.."

"You thought ...???"

"That.. uh... "

"That??" Sarah echoed genuinely perplexed.

"You know..."

The darkness carries the sound of a mumbled 'nooooooo' with it. Whimpering might be heard but Sarah and Nathaniel are too confused and caught up in their conversation to notice.

"Do I? No... " she shook her head and then it clicked, "You didn't think that he and I...."

Nathaniel stares at Sarah a bit more, "Uh... yeah, actually."

"Because of our holding hands.?"

The figure moves from shadows and disappears inside.

"Because of ... never mind.  I have no brain.  Forgive me."

"Nathaniel.... there's nothing to forgive."

Nathaniel continued to stare out over the lake, "Heh, I just made a prime idiot of myself."

Sarah looks confused, "I'm the one that feels the idiot."

"Why?  I'm the brainless dope here." He gives her a sideways glance.

"No you're not I am." This is turning into a contest as to who is the most brainless of the pair.

Stalks by Night shakes head dolefully and goes to catch mice.

Sarah smiles at the retreating kitten, "Are we daft or what?"

"Sarah, don't be ridiculous.  I'm the one misinterpreting things I shouldn't even be thinking of."

"Oh you mean that I & Raphael might be an item...."

He nodded, "It was rude of me."

Shadowy Figure exits the building again. He looks as though will approach the two, but hesitates and mooches off and stands in shadows watching.

"No, we're not - not that I know of.... " Sarah starts thinking about skimming rocks to keep mind off idea of kissing Nathaniel which is something she had wanted to do since meeting him. "I like him of

course..."

Nathaniel shakes head and produces a contact juggling ball. "I ... uh....  don't know why Raph was so pissed with me today. I thought he thought I was in his way... how dumb does that sound."

"I know he was really weird with me as well....in his way...how so? Oh because of my feelings for you." She then realised hat she said - maybe he wouldn't notice.

Nathaniel drops the contact juggling ball for the first time in a year and half turns round to look at Sarah. She returns his look.

"I ... um..." he began.

"I know...hey, it's OK I'll sort it out with him. He'll be fine I am sure."

Nathaniel then asked quietly, "What feelings, Sarah?"

"What feelings? I thought you realised..."

A short way off Stalks by Night meanders through the shadows at the edge of the forest. There are a few more distant squeals from the Forest.

"Realised what....?" echoed the boy.

Sarah was feeling very embarrassed, "That you knew that I felt more than friendship..." She got to her feet ready to flee back to the school.

Nathaniel stands up, catching hold of her hand, "No, Sarah....  I wasn't sure..."

Shadowy figure makes sudden grab for kitten, which hurtles away leaving only muffled curses.

Stalks by Night ascends a tree and hisses defiantly. The shadowy figure hisses right back.. The kitten leaps from one tree into the next.

"Well, now you are sure." Sarah kept hold of his hand and not sure what to do next.

The shadowy figure continues his pursuit of Stalks, "Here, kitty....NICE kitty..."

Nathaniel looks round, as did Sarah, "Nathaniel, did you hear something?"

Nathaniel obviously had, "Stalks?  Where you got to?"

"Come here, you stinking creature!" the figure throws a stick up the tree. Outraged meowing is heard from not too far away.

"We'd better go see..." said Sarah.  

"Bloody cat." Said Nathaniel the moment between them somewhat shattered. However, he leaned forward and kisses Sarah gently before turning and hurrying off towards the noises.

Stalks by Night knocks a bird's nest down onto the shadowy figure. "You little... " The figure picks up another stick and angles it carefully. 

Stalks by Night gives a satisfied half-purr, half growl. "Come Here!"

"Stalks!  Damn you, put whatever it is you've got DOWN!" Nathaniel rounds the tree and bumps into the shadowy figure. "What the hell!"

Sarah had followed Nathaniel and comes up a second later, "What? Piotr!"

Piotr seems decidedly wobbly, "Oh, hello." His shades are skew-whiff and he looks almost giggly.

"Have you been drinking?" she asked. 

Piotr giggled, "Drinking? Yes.  You could say that...."

"It's getting bloody dark here...." Nathaniel stretched out hand.  A moment later the contact juggling ball rolls around the tree and leaps into his hand. 

"HERE Kitten..." said Piotr.

"Lumos."  Said Nathaniel without thinking. Light bursts from the contact juggling ball hitting Piotr.

"Ack!!!!"" Piotr ducks and buries head under arms, "The light!" 

Sarah looked at Nathaniel impressed.

Piotr is curled up and whimpering, "Turn it out.  Turn it OUT!"

"He's allergic to light." Said Sarah in explanation. Nathaniel bends over Piotr, concerned. He still holds the ball though.

"I won't eat your stupid kitten! Turn the light out!!!"

"Oh damn... Sarah what's the opposite to Lumos??" then as an afterthought he said, "EAT my CAT!!!?"

Sarah looked at Piotr, "Why in the world would you try to eat his cat?" Then looked at Nathaniel, "It's Nox."

"Pet!  I said pet!  I won't pet your kitten!!!" said Piotr in a scared voice.

Nathaniel waves the contact juggling ball frantically. "You said EAT!" Then he turned his attention to the ball, "Nox!" The light goes out.

Piotr slowly uncurls.  His shades have come off and his violet eyes are wide with a combination of fear and confusion. Stalks by Night leaps onto Nathaniel's shoulder, hissing at Piotr.

"Why..." Nathaniel's voice is low and dangerous voice, "Do you want to eat my cat?  Get your own kitten."

Sarah stands close to Nathaniel and strokes Stalks indicating very much a united front, "Piotr?"

"I don't...I didn't.... " He looks at the proximity of the two and his eyes widen a little more, "I.." Piotr *is suddenly aware of trickle of blood from corner of his mouth. 

"You're bleeding," said Sarah.

Nathaniel stares at Piotr, "He's a vampire."

"No..no...it's alright...." Piotr wipes the cutefluffyanimal blood away from his mouth.

Sarah turned to Nathaniel, "I know I just got there as well." The penny had just dropped for her as well.

"No!" cried Piotr.

"Then why the shades and why the blood?" Nathaniel stared, "Even Muggles know about Nosferatu, you know."

Piotr tries to work the Glowing Eyes of Doom, but the Glut of blood he's consumed in the forest won't let him operate them properly, "No, I'm not.."

.

"Then what are you, Piotr?" Nathaniel's voice was gentle.

Sarah gave a little laugh, "OK, then you're a really creepy Goth kid who drinks blood because you want to be a vampire. 

Piotr latches onto it, "Yes...yes, that's it....  " he smiles crookedly. "That's... *hic*  just it."

Nathaniel glances at her, "Sarah, why don't you go on inside..."

Piotr in the softest, most frightened voice imaginable suddenly spoke, "I don't want to be a vampire..."

Sarah looked at Nathaniel, "But then you'll be out here alone with.."

.

"Sarah, please." Responded Nathaniel in a very gentle voice.

Piotr continued to mumble, "I'm not a vampire don't want to be a vampire, not..not..."

"OK". Sarah looks at Piotr her face unreadable, Piotr looks back at her. 

"Here, take the kitten.  He's probably.. uh.. .frightened..." Nathaniel gives the most unfrightened cat in the world to Sarah.

She takes him, "You'll be OK?"

Piotr looks as though he's going to bolt back to the Forest.  He looks like a hunted animal himself.

"Yes, Sarah, I'll be fine.  Honestly.  Please."

Sarah starts walking back to castle slowly but looking over shoulder at the two boys.

Nathaniel watches Sarah until she's out of sight, and then looks at Piotr, "You don't look too good, you know."

"Fine.  I'm ..yes. Fine.  Need...to...sleep now.  Sleep. " Piotr grins maniacally.

"I'm uh... sorry about the light thing."

"Light? What light?" Piotr giggles slightly.

Nathaniel looks harder at Piotr and pulls him out of the shadows of the trees into a patch of fading sunlight.

Piotr screws his unshaded eyes tightly shut, "Don't!  Don't!!!" All the bravado, all the chivalry and all the front has gone.

"Alright then, you tell me what's going on..." he lets Piotr move back into the shade.

"You were trying to eat my cat, I think that gives me a right to know." there is a little humour in Nathaniel's voice.

"Sarah....was right... " Piotr laughed nervously, "I've been drinking."

"Drinking what?"

Piotr thinking on his feet replied with a nervous grin, "Some...vodka. I AM Russian, after all."   

"Vodka?  Red sticky vodka that's left a stain on your robes?"

"I have...ehm...Gingivitis.  My gums bleed.  Yes. "

"And the light allergy?"

Piotr laughs a little hysterically, "My eyes are sensitive."

Nathaniel pats pockets, "You like garlic?"

"I have no problem with garlic."

Nathaniel, "I don't seem to have any, anyhow.  How about ... uh...coffins?"

"What about them?  You put dead people in them." Snapped Piotr.

Nathaniel sighs, "Piotr, I don't care what you are."

"I'm nothing! Nothing!!" Piotr grabs Nathaniel suddenly by the lapels, "Nothing.  I'll never be any more than nothing." 

Nathaniel relaxes in Piotr's grip, "You going to bite my neck now or later, kid? Just get on with it if you are, it's starting to get cold out here."

" I..." 

"hmmmmm?" said Nathaniel expectantly.

Piotr stares at Nathaniel's pulsing jugular.

"Well?"

Piotr licks lips, then suddenly pushes Nat away, turns around and bolts into the Forbidden Forest.

Nathaniel sighs, pockets the juggling ball, and trails after Piotr.

Nathaniel walked along under the trees, reasonable quietly, listening.

Piotr remained hidden.

"Piotr?" Nathaniel called.

"Go 'way." came the voice from the shadows.

Nathaniel promptly stopped walking. " Nope.  Not until you've come out and talked to me properly or I get eaten by something unpleasant, in which case I hope you'll be happy."

"Go AWAY!!!" was his reply.  "Leave me alone..."

"In here?  You're kidding."

"I can survive in here.  You can't.  Go away."  Piotr replied from the darkest shadows.  "I'm a Slytherin, after all."  He followed this with a hollow laugh.

Nathaniel continued, brightly cheerful.  "Heh, you forget I'm a newbie Mudblood. I don't know enough to know what that is. "

There was a long pause and then Piotr stepped out of the shadows.

"OK, I'll talk to you, but just...don't come any closer."

Unseen, unknown, Zephyr looks through trees from far away, but can't hear.

Nathaniel stood still and looked at Piotr. "Ok, that I can live with."

"What do you want?  Why can't you just let it be?"

"What do I want?" Nathaniel gave Piotr a slightly confused look, as if his motives should never have been in question.  " To make sure you're alright."

"I'm fine.  Why wouldn't I be fine?"  he giggled slightly.

"You didn't look fine, Piotr, and you weren't acting fine."  Such an infuriatingly reasonable tone of voice.  "Is there something wrong, or is this your normal nightly routine?"

"No!" Piotr snapped with a slight twitch.

"No to which bit?"  Nathaniel's voice was infuriatingly calm.

"Any of it.  All of it."  Piotr was infuriatingly twitchy by now.

"You coming back to the castle, or you going to feast on whatever you can find out here with blood in it?"

Piotr's eyes were definitely glowing more and more deeply.  "Blood?  Why would I...."  then he couldn't hide the hunger in his expression. Abruptly he sank to the ground, his head buried in his hands.

"It's like a hunger." Piotr whispered.

Zephyr, hearing Nathaniel, did a loop de loop of surprise.

"I have....I have to.  I need to..." Piotr began.  "I...don't want...."

Without warning, Piotr suddenly began to sob pitifully, whispering, " I should never have let my father send me here...."

Nathaniel stood very still.  "Can I come over there, Piotr?"

"NO!" Piotr stopped sobbing.  "Stay...there."

"Ok, I'll stay here."  Nathaniel's voice was very gentle.  "Hey, at least you had a choice in the matter of coming here."

Piotr's voice was hoarse when he replied.  "No I didn't.  Not really.  HE wanted me to come and mingle with...with h...with other people.  Now...I think I understand why..."

"Are you like this every night, Piotr?"  There was no reply.  " Piotr? Are you like this every night?"

"Not...every night...no..."

"Why tonight...?"

" I...I'm not sure."  A hesitation.  "The way I felt...lonely and...the need to be alone to match it."  Another hesitation.  "Did that make sense?"

Nathaniel took out the contact juggling ball and started fiddling with it. "Yeah.  makes perfect    sense, kid."

"Is it something you're growing into?"  The sphere was cool in his hands, and a sudden insight came to him.

Piotr realised denial was futile.  "Sort of.  Yes.  There's...something I have to do.  On my sixteenth birthday.  Then...well..."

He held his hands up before continuing.

"I don't want to."

Nathaniel sat down cross-legged, comfortably, letting the contact juggling ball flow up one arm, across his shoulders, and down the other.

"Is there a way out of it?  how much time you got?"

"I'm 16 in March."  Piotr's voice was very small and quiet.  "And I'm trying to find one."

Nathaniel lifted an eyebrow.  "That's not terribly long.  You want any help?"

"I...have my potion which stops me....well....anything worse than squirrels...and..."  his voice dropped to a whisper.  ".... other people's pets."

Nathaniel grinned suddenly in the moonlight.  "Stalks by Night is tougher than he looks.  No hard feelings.  How's the potion work?"

"It suppresses my need for blood.  But....I have to take more and more of it every day...and that makes me poorly. I can't work out the balance. I'm....thirsty.  All the time."

Nathaniel shook his head a bit.  "Look, Piotr, I've yet to take my first potions class.  But I'm a hell of a chemist, in Muggle classes.  You want me to try and help you?"

"Why would you do that?  You're a Ravenclaw.  I thought there was this whole 'house loyalty' thing going on here?"

Nathaniel spun the ball up onto a fingertip and watched it revolve slowly. Piotr seemed vaguely mesmerised.

"Why not?  What the hell's 'house loyalty' got to do with anything?  As far as I can see, it's just a fast track to making tension. I don't give a shit about that kind of stuff."  Nathaniel was suddenly vehement.  "But I know what it's like to be different, and to be hated.  I don't care for it, so why should anyone else?"

Nathaniel shrugged.  "I just like to help."

Piotr said suddenly, "I'm 3/4 vampire now.  I don't know if potions can stop the Change any more."

It was the first time he'd admitted it aloud.

Nathaniel leant forward a bit, letting the contact juggling ball trickle through his fingers, and then leap back up to the palm of his hand.

"So why fight it?  How about instead of stopping the change, we just find you a blood substitute.  Would that be okay?"

Piotr shook his head. "I can't explain it.  The urge to drink is one thing.  With the ... Change...also  comes the urge to...to kill...that's what the Initiation is about... I already have trouble resisting...How easy...it would be.... But I know that to do that is to please my father....and I'm not going to start doing that now."

"Initiation?  Drawing on the knowledge of one too many Hammer Horrors, would that be the killing of a young virgin?" Nathaniel hazarded a wild guess.

"I don't know what it involves.  But I do know that once...it happens...I will cease to exist as Piotr Rachinov."

Nathaniel's brow creased in confusion. "You what?"

"The Initiation...does something to you.  Makes you forget who you are. The Council give you a new identity, a new life, take all your memories.... And you go forth and live your new existence... Without knowing who you are, or who you've been..."

"Whoah!  that's not good."

"I...don't want it."  Piotr repeated.

"Then we'll stop it."  Nathaniel was quiet but firm.

Piotr laughed, humourlessly.  "It's not been done before."

Nathaniel grinned madly.  "Then we'll be radical and make it up as we go. We've got a few months.  Should be plenty."

The Glut was starting to wear off a little, and Piotr fumbled in his robes to find his potion, which he downed in full.

"More than I should take, really."  Piotr sounded regretful.

" You overdosed?"

"Sort of. I'll be mightily unwell for a few hours, but I'll get over it." he managed a shaky smile.

Nathaniel shrugged one shoulder.  "Good.  You going to come back to the castle now, before I get eaten?"

The potion started to enter his bloodstream.  "Yes.  The castle."

"You uh... might want to get the stain off your robes first.  It's a bit of a give-away, that."

Piotr looked confused and shaky.  "Stain?"

"I'd offer, while I can still do this...."  Nathaniel flicked his wrist and made the sphere hover in the air.  " .. but I don't know the right words yet.  Yeah, there's a massive stain on the right hand sleeve of your robe."

"Oh.  Stain."  Piotr pulled out his wand and mumbled words of a spell. His robes cleaned up.  He smiled weakly and then seemed to sag.  "Best...to pretend...I've been drinking....Nathaniel?"

Nathaniel got to his feet and brushed himself off.  "Yeah, that'll be fine, Piotr."

"You won't....say anything?"  His knees sagged slightly.

Nathaniel took the sphere out of the air. "Of course not.  You need a hand?"

Piotr looked proud and tried for the upright for a moment, then sagged again, nodding silently.  Nathaniel stepped closer to Piotr and looked at him for a long moment.

"Tell me exactly what's wrong with you right now.."

"My....blood....is fighting back against the potion..."  A weak smile. "It's becoming resistant."

Bleeding edges tore in Nathaniel's mind, and he blinked very slowly, and then looked at the contact juggling sphere in his hand.  Piotr just looked very sick.

"Inter canem et lupum." Nathaniel said very softly, and the sphere rippled with blue green fire for a split instant.  Then he held it out to Piotr."Hang onto that for a while... it might help....?"

Sighing, preoccupied, the angel let the wind carry him away.

"What is it?" Piotr asked suspiciously.

"An illusion of strength.  A dream of courage.  A defiant ray of sunlight at twilight."  Nathaniel's voice was odd, dreamy.

Piotr took the sphere, almost curiously.  Then his knees gave out totally and he sank to the ground for a few moments before struggling back up. "It...helps.  I have to sleep now..."

"Come on.  Back to the castle, before we get caught in here."

*********

Coming into the library looking for Niki, Raphael comes on Branwen, Marvo and Sarah. Branwen, her timing impeccable, soon leaves Raphael and Sarah alone to talk, and with Marvo on the other side of the room, the conversation gets more personal...

Shaking his head, Raphael murmured to Sarah, "no, I'll be okay." With that, he got up and started moving out of the library, with Sarah mourning the repellent magic touch she seems to have developed.

"Well, if you're sure..." she said mournfully. Raphael, stopping in his tracks, came back to Sarah and sat down on the table, studying her. She looked back expectantly. "So?"

Raphael hesitated, thinking about what he wanted to say carefully before starting. "So do you want me to back off with from you?" he said, fitfully, before starting again. "With this you and Nathaniel thing?"

"What? No..." said Sarah, but then... "Oh...." she sighed, with a blush. "I want us all to stay friends. I care for both of you very much..."

"- but you are... with... you are...?" interjected Raphael.

"I think we are getting there...yes, but that doesn't change..."

With a nod, Raphael interrupted. "He's a gentleman. And..." he murmured, looking down, "and... there's something - something wrong with me, isn't there?"

Shaking her head, Sarah quickly said, "no....no there isn't. You're like a firework....you're amazing." But then Raphael stopped her.

"I don't mean..." he started explaining with a sigh, "with me as a man." Forcing himself to look at her, he said, "I mean something else."

"What do you mean?" Sarah asked, thinking that he hadn't heard... or didn't believe... but she did care for him.

"I mean... where do you go when you dream?" Raphael asked suddenly.

"Sometimes home...sometimes here. How about you - where do you go?"

"I... I had a home, once," he explained. "If you go home in your dreams, what is... here?"

"Here is school but here is also a castle and it had history," she explained, confused. "I sometimes find myself dreaming of the secret places."

"No - I mean..." he stared, before she could continue. "If you go home in your dreams... what do you leave behind, here...?"

"Oh, I guess my body..." she said, but noticing Raphael pale expression and his silence, she asked, "that is normal isn't it?"

"Yes."

"What about you?" she asked.

Raphael sighed, and started slowly studying his hands "You know, they..."

"Your hands do something?"

Suddenly dropping his hands, Raphael started again. "I think... things will be a little... odd... if I spend all of my time with you and Nathaniel," he murmured, ignoring Marvo in favour of studying Sarah as Marvo stepped out of the room.

"Yeah people might talks," Sarah said with a hesitant smile. "Anyway I thought you were making friends like with Niki."

"Yeah," conceded Raphael, sadly.

"I wouldn't care if they did mind you...."

"But...?" asked Raphael.

"No buts..."

"No buts...? what do you mean?"

Sarah started quickly. "I mean that I care for both of you and I don't care what anyone might say about that. I don't want to choose..."

"But Nathaniel has chosen for us, then," interceded Raphael.

"Because loosing either of you would feel awful."

"But there is... something more with you and Nathaniel...?" asked Raphael.

Suddenly, Sarah asked Raphael, "Raphael - what do you want?

Looking down, Raphael asked easily, the words coming to him suddenly. "I... I want you to be... away from me," he told her, not looking her in the face.

Sarah couldn't say anything, looking at Raphael like someone had slapped her.

"And then... I want you to be near me," admitted Raphael even more wretchedly. But then, before he could explain, Nathaniel walked in, supporting Piotr, who looked ill and exhausted. Seeing Nathaniel, Raphael muttered, "er... I gotta go."

"Thank...you.  I'll head to the Slytherin dormitories now..." Piotr said, to Nathaniel, who unceremoniously dumped the other in a chair, while Nathaniel grabbed a Slytherin first year and bullied him into helping Piotr.

"Let me find a Slytherin to get you back to your common room," explained Nathaniel, as Raphael got up off the table and started walking out, beaten to the door by Piotr and the Slytherin. Nathaniel, seeing Raphael and Sarah, also started heading for the door.

Sarah decided that enough was enough. "Both of you... sit," she ordered. Nathaniel stopped first, and leant on the table, and in response Raphael hesitantly leant on a bookcase opposite the other student. "Now the fact of the matter is I like both of you very much, but I don't want either of you to feel excluded or not able to be friends - with each other as well as me."

At this, Nathaniel started sorting out his hair, and Raphael stared woodenly at the floor. "So what's the solution?"

"It's... more complicated then that, Sarah." said Raphael staring at the floor.

"OK explain it to me then..."

"It's always complicated," interjected Nathaniel, angry at himself.

Quietly, Raphael started. "It shouldn't be. It doesn't have to be."

"I complicate things," said Nathaniel in a final tone of voice. "I always have."

"No you don't..." Sarah added vehemently.

"You aren't the problem," murmured Raphael, over her.

"Then if I'm not the problem, who is?" asked Nathaniel.

Raphael's answer was simple. "Me."

"You? How so?"

Incredulously, Nathaniel added, "yeah, right, Raph."

A silence fell, and Raphael broke it. "Have you two..." he started with a wince, "kissed?"

"Yeah."

"Yes."

"So... since Saturday - since you kissed in the woods after I... after I... since Saturday -"

"In the woods?" asked Nathaniel, stopping Raphael.

"We didn't kiss in the woods," said Sarah. Looking at each other, neither her nor Nathaniel knew what he meant.

"Whatever," said Raphael, sullenly.

"Tonight, Raph.  By the lake," said Nathaniel, rubbing his cheek like it bothered him.

"... I have to... I have to..." whispered Raphael urgently, tensing and shutting his eyes, as Sarah looked from one to the other. All she could think was that she felt like she'd been here before... deja-vu... an

other-place kind of feeling... "I should leave this room, shouldn't I, then?"

"Go and... leave this to be..." murmured Raphael.

Nathaniel started to pace, as Stalks by Night on the table sat bolt upright. "No, Raph," said Nathaniel suddenly. Sarah looked at Stalks-by-Night, asking him silently what was happening.

"You know..." started Raphael, studying the inside of his eyelids, "I feel like this when Piotr looks at me... I look at you two, and it makes me... feel..." murmured Raphael, suddenly cracking his knuckles.

Nathaniel watched the cat lashing it's tail and then stomped over to Raphael, catching him by the shoulders. "You are not excluded." he said in a low, tight voice.

Sarah nodded in agreement, slowly. That's what I've been trying to say," she said, "less clearly - but in essence."

As she spoke, Raphael suddenly pushed Nathaniel away, his eyes on fire. "Why?" he asked the other. "Why would having me around ever be a good thing?"

"Because you are you," murmured Sarah.

Nathaniel took a single step back and met those eyes with an intense green look of his own, until Raphael seemed to sag. He stepped back against the wall, and closed his eyes. "Am I?" he whispered, in response to Sarah.

"Because of all the moments that would go to waste without you," started Nathaniel, firmly, intensely. "Because of all the dreams that would go unspoken, because of all the friendly laughter that would go to waste, because of you." Sarah nodded in agreement.

"There's a dark place," Raphael whispered, "and it's like drowning... what happens if I...?"

"You won't be alone..." threw in Sarah.

"The word for the dark places is Lumos."  Nathaniel put a firm hand on Raphael's shoulder.  "The word for the drowning places is swim." Other places.  Other times.  Thoughts spinning, slashing, and he looked at Raphael's left hand. Raphael let himself put his right hand on Nathaniel's',

slowly.

"Do you... remember?"

Sarah stood still, hardly breathing.

Nathaniel closed his eyes, and trembled.  A miasma of shadows seemed to dance at his boots, and his left cheek ached. Stalks by Night leapt from the table onto a chair with a yowl.  Nathaniel didn't notice. With his free hand, his left hand, Raphael reached out to Sarah, as fire slashed across his mind. She took it. "There was... thunder..." said Raphael, "but it was so much... easier... then..."

"There's a beast in a labyrinth."  Nathaniel said, his words edged with steel.  "Yes. Easier.  Some things were." As Sarah, still afraid to break the quiet, reached across to Nathaniel, he opened his eyes and looked at her, dazed. He took her hand, and as he did, a tingle of power flashed across her.

"This time... this one... I can't cut him out... have you..." started Raphael.

But Nathaniel was somewhere else. As his hand met Sarah's, he stared at her and other memories hurt. "Beth....  Raph, keep Sarah safe from me."

"...have you... ever found that there's something... it moves and slithers..." continued Raphael, bathed in disgust and pain.

Nathaniel swore. "The right words, Raphael... what are the right words..."

Sarah slowly stared at Nathaniel, incredulous. "Safe.....from you?"

"Keep her safe... old man," replied Raphael to Nathaniel, "she... she isn't safe from... either of us."

"Safe from my failure to protect."  Nathaniel looked sadly at Sarah. Then he looked back to Raph.  "The right words, kid.  If we don't find the right words we're gonna get in trouble real soon.."

But then, suddenly spurned into action, Raphael grabbed at Nathaniel. "What... what..." he rasped, "what if this time... the fire... is...me...?"

Confused, Sarah whispered: "Fire?"

"The right words!" Nathaniel shouted at Raphael, seeing the scared look in Sarah's eyes.

"I don't know the right words," was Raphael's only reply.

"The words to do what?" Sarah asked.

Nathaniel closed his eyes, and gripped their hands firmly. "Then don't move for a minute...  we've made a triad without the words...  wait..." But to Sarah he replied: "Can't you feel it?  Look at your feet... look at the shadows..."

Suddenly she gripped their hands more firmly. "I can feel it... What will it do ...crack the worlds.... consume...us?" she asked, falling silent.

"Or..." murmured Raphael, still lost somewhere far away from Sarah and Nathaniel. "What happens... when... when they come?" he said, to both of them. "What happens when... I can't...anymore?"

Slowly, haltingly, Nathaniel started....  "solis infusco... ater atra atrum...ter tres tria..." The shadows at their feet leapt and spun and fled  from them, falling out behind them like a bright light burned in the

centre. As it did, something waked in Raphael, and started to burn, silently, invisibly, inside him. A single tear slid down Nathaniel's' cheek.  Behind his closed eyes, scenes of other times were unfolding.

Something he can feel under his skin... thinking... waiting... and Raphael's hands... start to tremble. "Something worse... something deeper... something that has... something that..." whispered Raphael to them, not aware of the moment or the struggle within Nathaniel, or of the fact that Sarah herself is deeply tranced, waiting, experiencing the contact with the other two.

"He once told me," Raphael murmured to Sarah, almost not seeing her, whispering in the dark, "he once told me... that we all had our...demons. Our demons... inside."

"Yes....yes we do... I can .....contain..." started Sarah.

"I can't," whispered Raphael, a whiplash reply as he started to understand.

"aeternus eternus familiaritas."  Nathaniel wept the last words, and then the bright light was gone, and the shadows were just shadows again.

For a second, coming back, Raphael looked at his hands, and saw them as.. as... cloven... but then, instantly, they went. And with the shadows fleeing, the fire died. Stalks by Night leapt from the table and flung himself into Nathaniel's arms, purring loudly and  butting his head up against his chest.  

"You found the words," said the cat, an amazing deep bass voice from such a tiny kitten. Nathaniel almost dropped the kitten.

"Stalks!" exclaimed Sarah. Raphael let himself lean against the bookcase, closing his eyes.

Stalks-by-night suddenly looked up. "Meow?" he hazarded.

"We couldn't have both imagined?" Sarah asked, looking at Nathaniel, and  at the kitten, who purred innocently.

Slowly, Raphael asked: "Did Stalks by Night...?"

"Did a Glueclaws....yeah for a second," Sarah replied.

"Shock." said Nathaniel firmly, putting the kitten down quickly.  "A combined hallucination caused by shock."

"Agreed," said Sarah, still looking at the cat in admiration.

"Nathaniel," said Raphael, looking up at him, suddenly.

But Nathaniel's knees went weak then, and he sat down hurriedly. "Raphael."

Raphael followed downwards, and let himself slide down the bookcase on to the floor. "You aren't... allowed... to forget." But even as Raphael said the words, they started to fade in his mind.

"Forget what, kid?"

"What..." whispered Raphael, almost to himself, "what I see... when I dream... what you  see... If... if... if this is to work... then you both.. have to start... helping me to remember," he finished.

Trying to stop Raphael being serious, Sarah replied: "Well yeah...I'm cool with that."

"The dreams....?  of the Summer Country, the flights of dragons, the foot high letters burning in stone?" A distinctly odd note in Nathaniel's voice.

"Does that ring a bell?" Sarah smiled at that, to herself.

"Not even vaguely," replied Raphael. "But..."

"But?"  Nathaniel made it to his feet on the second try and reached down a hand to Raph. But then, suddenly, Raphael groaned and let his head flop onto his right hand. "But?" Nathaniel urged gently.

"You two have been kissing," was Raphael's pained replied. "Oh god damn. I  hate being a teenager."

Nathaniel laughed softly, still looking at Raphael.  "I won't mind if you do.  Come on, kid, there's a comfy chair in the common room with my name on it."

"Oh and I'm sure that it gets so much easier the older you get," said Sarah, dazed. "Yeah - come on you two...."

Rolling his eyes, Raphael stood up, although... he still looked at his hands as if they were alien.  "Okay."

"I'm not going to let you fall this time."  Nathaniel said suddenly.

Slowly, he started pushing deep into waters - "off the peak... and into... the dark...?" Stalks by Night tapped Sarah's foot with a paw and beckoned her to the door with his tail, leading her out.

Nathaniel nodded at Raphael, not saying anything.  "You need to protect her when I'm not there."

"You need to protect her when I am," said Raphael, snapping out of his reverie suddenly, seriously.

Sarah followed the cat outside, and commented: "They need some male bonding time huh?"

"If you love her, then I don't."  Nathaniel sighed in response to Raphael, not realising that Sarah was just outside, in the corridor, almost in hearing range.

"I love her," said Raphael, without thinking. But... "But... I'm not - I'm not me."

"You are what you need to be."

Outside, Sarah looked at Stalks. "I just heard the word....." she said, leaning down to pat the cat. Stalks by Night looked up at her somewhat smugly.

Inside, shame filling his face, Raphael suddenly couldn't look at Nathaniel. "Today... I looked at you... and I could feel... the... beast... and it wanted to... it wanted to..."

"It wanted out."  Nathaniel finished for him.

"It wanted to rip your smug jaw off," said Raphael, only choking on the words after they had escaped, feeling a wash of bitter gall beneath his throat.

"Smug?"  Nathaniel laughed a soft laugh.  "And there was me falling all over myself to leave you two alone."

 Raphael let the air in his lungs out. "Me too," he admitted, but then..."It's... stronger then me."

"No, it's not," replied Nathaniel strongly.

Outside in the corridor, Sarah started to consider leaving. But Stalks had other ideas, as he placed a firm paw on her foot, indicating that where she was was fine, and she nodded in assent. Then, suddenly - Zephyr, rushing about, ran full pelt into her. "Hey Zephyr..." murmured Sarah.

"you... they... what did you do to him?" asked Zephyr, in his strange soft lilt, whispering in the corner. He wasn't afraid - just being corny because it was in his nature

"Working stuff out ...old stuff between them...as well as new. Think it's okay," Sarah told the angel.

"I don't think... it's stronger... then... Rose... perhaps," said Raphael, back in the library.

"It's not stronger than YOU."  Nathaniel insisted.

"Is it stronger then us together?" mused Raphael, thinking black thoughts to himself.

"No way."  Nathaniel shook his head. "Can't get sparks out of a bit of wood, but you felt the power, didn't you?"

Suddenly, Raphael asked Nathaniel: "what if one day, the demons turns Sarah into... makes... what happened to... Beth...?"

The colour drained from Nathaniel's face, with the exception of his left cheek which flared red as though he'd been slapped.  "It is NOT going to happen!" he half yelled.

Raphael shuddered. "Do you know how much I fear... that?" he asked, although he couldn't remember who Beth was... it just seemed... right.

"Do you know much I fear that?!"  The rough note of anger was still in Nathaniel's voice.

On the other side of the doorway, though, with his eyes closed, Zephyr murmured, "Beth? when did he...?"

"Don't know... " replied Sarah, "I don't know who Beth is but - Zephyr - they don't need to worry about me. I'm more than I look."

Swaggering a little, Zephyr looked at Sarah. "you know that boy you call Raph? well he's a clever git but he's a bit thick."

"Thick?" she questioned Zephyr, shaking her head. "Just needs time...."

"yeah, wazzup with you, then?" asked Zephyr of Sarah.

"You're an angel right?" she countered.

"Of a kind."  the cat, Stalks-by-Night, said in its heavy bass voice, full of derision.

Looking at Sarah, the angel shrugged, a complex manoeuvre, considering the wings. "dunno. who, me? I'm no-one. just a figment of your imagination."

"Cool," said Sarah, sitting by Stalks, "and you?"

But the angel was wagging his finger at the kitten in question. "don't steal my limelight."

"Meow."  the cat said flatly. The expression on his face was a sight. Zephyr blew a raspberry at the cat, and in response, the cat hissed right back, arching its back lazily.

"And..." asked Raphael quietly, back in the library, "do you know how much... it... do you know... what's in me...?"

Nathaniel closed his eyes briefly.  "I don't remember..."

Raphael didn't close his eyes, or try to remember. "You remember... it's wrong, it's... different... so much..."

"Look, Raph... let's keep this to ourselves for a bit.  This is just.... private."

"Okay," said Raphael, although he glanced at the door, outside which Sarah stood. "... you love her, too?"

Nathaniel followed his glance to where Sarah was, or so he thought, out of earshot. "Yeah."

"And there you have it, my dear." said Stalks with a green glance, to Sarah whose ears were burning.  "Complex, aren't humans?"

"Yes, they are...." she replied.

Laughing softly, Raphael looked down at the floor. "Things... the last six months were so... and now... complicated."

"Let's not make them any more complicated.  We love her, she cares for us. Let's leave it at that, and not make enemies of ourselves.."

A wicked gleam lit up Raphael's eyes. "Boundaries?"

Nathaniel scratched his head thoughtfully.  "What do you suggest?"

Outside, with a comic sense of timing, Zephyr waved maniacally at Sarah. "hey look at me, I can do tricks," he told her, blew on the floor sharply and thrust himself into the roof.

"show-off," commented Stalks. But then - "Hey, angel.  What happened with Nat in the woods...?"

"Yeah, my thought exactly!" said Sarah, looking from the cat to the angel.

Zephyr looked thoughtful, but only for as long as was 'cool'. "dead simple man meets... er... you..., love both ways, sparks. the old'e' luv is one of da things that you put in angel song, you know that?"

"I didn't know that..." murmured Sarah.

"No, you stupid airborne feathered fiend!" exclaimed Stalks. "Tonight in the woods, with pale stick throwing boy?"

"Piotr?" commented Sarah.

"Yes," replied the cat curtly. "Stick throwing boy."

Plucking a feather off his oil black wings, which were blending into the shadows. The feather he started to tickle the cat with. "oh, that weirdo? Him'n the old man were talking about stuff."

"Yeah well he should chase after people's...ummm companions..." said Sarah, suddenly thinking that it wasn't right to call Stalks a pet. However -

"Cat."  Stalks by Night reminded Sarah gently.  "I am a cat, and a pet at that.  Oh, and in case I didn't mention this before, I don't talk.  And I didn't just say that."

"Of course, you don't...." agreed Sarah, with a wicked wink.

With a grin, Zephyr started, "I'm no pet, I'm the master of the universe. I'm a lot cleverer then anyone," he added, pulling Stalk's tail playfully. In his cat response, Stalks leapt on Zephyr and started trying to

Separate his wings from the rest of him. Zephyr floated up towards the ceiling with the cat on him, but then faded out of existence, only to phase back in a meter below, to catch the cat and bound him about with huge wings.

Stalks-by-night ended up on his back, and recovering, stalked off haughtily.

********

Back inside, rubbing his left wrist on his cheek, Raphael rolled his eyes. "I never thought I'd be having this conversation."

Nathaniel grinned back, more than wickedly.  "Neither did I. Let's keep this as civilised as possible.  It's not like I want to duel you at dawn for something, okay?"

"No duelling at dawn. It wouldn't be fair," added Raphael with a grin. "I'm too much a morning guy for you to deal with, anyway."

"Yeah, right, kid."  Nathaniel grinned.  "Come on.  You want to set up boundaries now or later in the dorm?"

"In the dorm? Do you think we could have hot chocolate and..." Finding the smile stuck to his face, Raphael stopped. "This is very complicated."

"No more complicated than it needs to be.  How about this, no more than kissing?"  Nathaniel shuffled his feet self-consciously.  "And no more vanishing acts."

"No more vanishing acts." Like he couldn't believe himself, Raphael stopped, closed his eyes, and grinned at himself. "Okay. Let's go, old man."

"Hot chocolate.  Common room.  No more irrational power binding." Nathaniel, stepping outside, caught up the kitten and swept it onto his shoulder.

Giving up any idea of calming down the angel or the cat, Sarah stood up. "Oh...hi you two - I didn't get very far after all." Behind her, Zephyr stood up and unfolded his wings. Suddenly, six and a half foot tall, he displayed his muscleman pose, grinned a lot, and curled up to his child size again ruefully. Sarah giggled at the angel as he tried to give Raph an innocent stare.

"Show off," commented Nathaniel, distracted from the idea that Sarah heard every word.

"Show off," agreed Raphael, looking at Zephyr and grinning.

And Sarah smiled to herself, and thought that 'just' kissing would be pretty nice.
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