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HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 42

Monday – DADA Class & Quidditch Trials

This transcript covers the first DADA lesson with Professor Smyth and the trials for the Inter-School Quidditch team. It begins at Message 11570 and concludes at Message 11905.
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Arriving at DADA 

Aidan Smyth sat in his new office surveying the scene. There were *things* everywhere. There were a few boxes in the corner that were still unpacked and various piles of books that had not been put on 
the shelves.

In the DADA classroom the students would already notice the transformation when they arrived. On one side of the room were a number of metal racks that held all sorts of interesting objects. Some were hardly recognisable for what they were others were covered in dirt as though they had just been plucked from the ground. There were dangers, jugs, bowls, poles, carvings, statues, glasses, spoons, clips, and broaches... In fact the shelves looked like a museum! There was even an ancient Quidditch broom!

Behind the teacher's desk on either side of the black board were book shelves that contained a large number of useful books. Some were about the defence of the dark arts, others about traps and triggers 
of magic, and still more about archaeology. 

Amazingly the one part of the room that was not cluttered with his belongings was the teachers desk. That was empty apart from a list of the students he was expecting in the next class.

Aidan walked into the classroom, shutting the door to his office. In his hand was a rather interesting looking box. At least, it seemed like a box. It was wooden and highly polished with an intricate inlaid pattern. He placed the box on the desk in front of him beside his list of students. Then he placed his ever present hat over the box and sat down, waiting for the students to arrive...

Niki was, besides a group of giggling Hufflepuffs who fled to the back of the room, the first Fourth Year to arrive. She showed signs of having slept poorly--or not at all--the previous night, but upon seeing some of the artefacts on the shelves, her face brightened considerably and she took a seat in the second row of desks.

After putting her quill and her textbook neatly on the desk, she looked up through her eyelashes to study the new professor. He looked very young--but then, Professor Grimalkin had, too, and 

he had been a very good teacher. Finally, when he caught her examining him, she smiled and looked up. "I'm Nicola Pheidippides, Professor. Welcome to Hogwarts."

The door slams open and in walks Arcadia, Pan at her heels wearing her usual short thin robes and 'perfect' make-up and hair. She slumps down in her seat and only then looks up.

"Who are you" She says to Aidan Smyth.

Before Professor Smyth could answer Niki, Arcadia had come in...

Aidan looked at Arcadia. "Welcome Miss Fudge. The reputation of your bad manners proceeds you. I suggest that if you don't know who I am then you should sit down and wait until the start of the class when I will introduce myself to everyone."

Arcadia said nothing, just made a 'huff' sounds and turned away. She had decided she did not like this teacher.

Dylan, too, made his way to DADA.  He wasn't exactly eager about it--despite it being one of the few subjects at which he actually excelled, the thought of the class without Professor Grimalkin was not an encouraging one.  But there was no helping that, and Dylan had sense enough, at least in this matter, to know better than to let things which could not be helped bother him.

With that thought in mind, Dylan slunk into the back of the room, head bowed slightly, avoiding Arcadia and her entourage as he found his usual seat in the far right corner.

Aidan quickly shifted his gaze to watch Dylan creep into a desk. He then proceeded to ignore Arcadia and her companions as he watched more students enter.

Andy really wanted to impress his new teacher. After all, DADA was his favourite subject. He gathered up all his courage, along with his books, and  strolled to class. While he walked he wondered where Marvo was. He was still beaming about having made up with him. Everything would be different now.

He accidentally walked into the classroom through the wall. Hopefully the Professor didn't notice. With his new body Andy wasn't exactly 'solid'. He was more of a presence than a body, which sometimes got him into trouble. But walking through walls was kid of neat. He also looked as if he had a certain 

glow about him. Almost heaven-like. 

He was definitely intrigued with the decor of the class. He walked up to the front of the room where Aidan stood.

"Hello Professor Smyth," he said. "I am Andy Warden. I do believe we met before. I love what you've done with the classroom. I am a 4th year student and in the Gryffindor house." He was being very studious.

As Andy walked through the wall Professor Smyth's eyebrow twitched and there was a quirk of a smile on his face. There did seem as though there were going to be all sorts of interesting students here 

at Hogwarts.

"Nice to meet you Andy. I'm glad you like the room. I know I really should stop collecting these things, but hobbies and habits die hard." He was looking back at Niki as well when he said this.

"Oh, no," Niki said cheerfully. "I think it's very interesting--archaeology is fascinating, particularly ancient languages and alphabets and things. I love Runes class--have you met Professor Kacirk? He's rather...unique." She grinned, thinking of the language master who resembled nothing so much as a giant stick-insect. "There are a lot of interesting artefacts and things around Hogwarts, too, aren't there? Britain is very interesting ground, occultly. I've been to some wizarding ruins and digs in Greece--that's where I live during the summer--and in Egypt, but I've been doing a bit of reading about wizarding remains here in Britain." She turned a little pink. "And I'm babbling, sir--I'm sorry."

Aidan smiled at Niki. "Babbling is not something that I am likely to complain about. I am far too prone to it myself..." 

However he wasn't showing much sign of babbling himself right now. He watched as more students entered.

Arcadia leaned over to whisper to Oriana, "She just loves the sound of her own voice doesn't she?"

Oriana had been at Arcadia's heels when they entered the room. She smiled at the new teacher and took a seat in an empty desk next to Arcadia. "You excited about the new teacher?" she asked Arcadia.

Oriana didn't apply as much make-up as the day before. Yet she still had enough on to make her look presentable.

"No" Said Arcadia, as if answering the most stupid question ever asked. She looked up at Oriana and her 'lesser Make-up' "Better" She said, a slight smile on her face. "And pay attention to class. I might need you to do any homework we get"

Oriana laughed slightly. "I'm not doing your homework. Oriana refused to cheat and she didn't really find the Niki comment amusing.

Arcadia's face grew darker (which, actually, would still be pretty pale) "You'll do as your told or suffer the consequences." Pan gave a little growl, as if on cue.

"You don't scare me." Oriana's little chat with Marvo was definitely helping her to gain back her self esteem. 

"And anyway aren't we supposed to be friends? Why all the hostility, Arcadia?" She smiled. Sweetly.

Arcadia also Smiled Sweetly. "Of course I don't scare you! You'll KNOW when I'm being scary. And I'm still considering the 'friends' thing. You've done well so far, proof of which is your still walking around. I'll have to set you a few more..tasks... Then you'll know if you're worthy of being my friend.. or if, only for a very short time... my enemy." 

She gave Oriana 'The Look'

Nathaniel slid in the door quietly and found a seat.  The black school robes suited him, though he still would have preferred jeans and his indigo overrobe.  In deference to the fact it was classtime, he'd tied his hair back in a neat ponytail at the nape of his neck.

The mostly black kitten trailed along at his heels and leapt up to take an attentive seat on the desk.

Nathaniel's green eyes looked a little dazed from his first morning of wizarding school.  Most of the teachers had been advised that he and Raphael lacked the first three years of basics, and hadn't been demanding; it helped that Hidden Talents was a new class.

The teacher was talking to Niki, so Nathaniel didn't make a fuss about his arrival, just settled down and waited for Raph to arrive.


Nimue Hawkwood slipped into the DADA classroom. Nimue had mixed feelings about the class. She had heard from Marvo something of Aidan Smyth's reputation. She had a keen interest in the past and like Niki was immediately fascinated by the objects Professor Smyth had in his classroom. 

Still somehow looking forward to the class felt a little like betrayal.  

She found a seat near to Nathaniel and smiled at him and his kitten companion. The kitten was proving quite a character. "You two look as though you are settling in quite nicely." she said. 

Professor Smyth had yet to call the class to order and students were still arriving. 

"Like a stone in the bottom of a lake." Nathaniel replied easily, giving Nimue a brief smile.  "Though I'm still terribly confused, and Charms was a dismal failure.  Hidden talents wasn't too bad but then no one seemed to know what they were doing either, it was mostly talk and not show.  Which was good."

Pantalaimon eyes the mostly black kitten and licks his lips.

The mostly black kitten was busy sneering at Pantalaimon, but collected itself and purred politely at Nimue instead.

Nimue smiled at the bottom of the lake reference, "You seem to have made some good friends. Ravenclaws very welcoming that way. I know I felt very lost for my first few weeks - didn't know if I was coming or going. Now it feels like a second home. Much of that was down to getting to know Kathryn Black."

It was obvious she was trying to put Nathaniel at ease. 

She was very tempted to rub noses with the mostly black kitten though was unsure if that was good etiquette. She suddenly missed Calliope, her own kitten of the previous year, and hoped that she was enjoying her new life in Tuscany. 

"Most of us have our good and bad classes, I have to admit Charms isn't my strongest subject. Wand waving has never come that easily to me. I think I tend to be a little nervous of the language." 

"The only language that bothers me are the words that come to mind when I can't even get sparks out of my wand."  Nathaniel rolled his eyes a little. "Nimue, can I ask you what a Mudblood is?"

Nimue's face darkened slightly at this question, "It's a very cruel word, Nathaniel that ignorant witches and wizards tend to use as a slur against those people who are not born into wizarding society."

"Ah, that explains it."  Nathaniel said simply, and settled further into his seat without further comment.

The kitten curled up, nose to tail, and half closed its eyes.

Morticia sat there yawning and almost falling asleep over her desk. She had spent most of the night chatting with Nathan about Quidditch and everything else imaginable. She knew she should really pay attention but she just couldn't force herself. Vaguely, she registered that others were in the classroom, but basically she just wished herself to be in bed. Glueclaws looked just as tired as he slept under her chair.

**********

Jian Hupi had spent the remainder of the weekend dividing his time between reading, writing and

thinking.  He practically lived in the farthest corner of the Gryffindor Common Room. He read the schoolbooks diligently, wrote letters to those concerned in China and pondered his responsibilities.

His greatest worry was that he wasn't strong enough to fulfil his role. He was not proficient in magic like the brothers at Mian-Ju-Tao; Jian was more partial to doing things with his own physical strength, like in fighting, for instance.  Aside from that, he was chasing something he did not even know //exactly//. An Evil Star, a blood-red falling star. It wasn't much of a clue to begin with.

He felt even more foolish as he thought about it now, walking to the Defence Against the Dark Arts classroom and trying not to pay too much attention to the students who were staring at him as he passed. Although he was dressed in his new Hogwarts robes, he felt like he looked very different from everybody else.

He wished he wasn't alone now. The experience of being a solitary wanderer of the Hogwarts corridors was getting more and more alienating by the second.

She was trembling when she entered the unoccupied classroom moments ago. As Shinrei Hikari now emerged, she was glassy-eyed yet pale as death. She had just drank an entire flask of Chishio draught.

The amounts she drank were getting higher and higher with each day that passed. Ever since she left Kossawa months ago, her dependence on the potion grew slowly yet surely. Even more so when she did not sleep well at night. These past nights, she had not slept well. She had nightmares and bouts of paranoia, all of which resulting to her dissolving into angry, quiet tears in her bed. She was angry with herself, for being so weak.

Shinrei walked back towards the main hallway that led to the DADA classroom. Much to her surprise, Jian appeared at the opposite end of the corridor. Of course. They had this class together too.

They had not spoken since that night when Makura had gone to fetch him, the night that culminated with Gryffindor losing 60 points. She had seen him very absorbed in his reading at the common room all weekend long. Somehow, she could not bring herself to speak to him since *that* very strange night.

Before entering the classroom, she gave him a bow, unable to look straight into his eyes for some unknown reason. "Konnichiwa, Hupi-san." She could say nothing more. She went inside and found a seat at the front row.

***********

Carina walked the corridors, the frown that had been on her face since about 9 o clock last night still plastered in position. She was searching desperately through her mind, trying to dredge up any memories of yesterday. Quite late in the evening, she'd found herself wandering the halls, her stomach protesting for food, unable to remember what she'd done all day except snap at Piotr at breakfast. 

She couldn't even remember how she'd got there.

Walking into the room quietly, she mumbled an apology to the teacher, before spotting an empty seat next to Arcadia. Making sure to avoid standing on or too near to Pan, she slid into it. "Morning."

"Oh! Decided to make an appearance? What happened to you? I've been looking for you since you ran off at Dinner."

Carina raised her eyebrows. "A very good question, and one I'd like to know the answer to. The thing is, I can't remember anything after yelling at Piotr. Can't remember leaving breakfast, or doing anything 

all day. Nothing."

Piotr and Magnus arrived at the DADA classroom. They had been talking to each other in low voices, and occasionally chuckling, all the way up to the door, but now they were silent.

Now they just smiled. It was one of those smiles that probably disguised a plan. The sort of plan that would no doubt be well suited to the announcement "I have a cunning plan!" However, those plan-smiles were probably not what immediately caught peoples attention. The pair looked exceedingly ridiculous together.

Both were, of course, wearing their school robes, but their headwear was distinctly not uniform. Piotr, with his ever-present shades, wore a hat which made him look every bit like a Blues Brother. If a rather 

pale and malnourished one. Magnus sported a Bandana, in (of course) red and gold Gryffindor house colours.

He had been able to "persuade" a 6th year girl to magically weave it for him. It seemed the two both had their different ways to get what they wanted from girls...

The boys continued their smirking and chose two seats next to each other. Coincidentally, right behind Oriana, Arcadia and Carina.

As Magnus and Piotr entered Arcadia shifted a giggle. "Bad Hair day do you think?" Arcadia whispered to Carina and Oriana.

As they sat Pantalaimon shifted his position so he could 'watch' them. 

"Carina?" She looked puzzled at Carina.

Carina bit her lip quizzically, not really hearing the comments to Oriana and Niki. However, she did hear the sound of chairs shuffling behind her. Turning, she saw Magnus and...

....Piotr.... Her stomach did a nauseating flip-flop. Did he have something to do  with her amnesia? Blanching, she turned back round.

Piotr saw Carina looking at him and couldn't stop the slow smile that spread across his face.  It served only to make him look even more cunning and full of plot than he had been when he'd arrived in class.  He nudged Magnus and whispered something.  Both boys laughed and Piotr settled back in his seat, his eyes very closely on Carina's back. He was feeling a lot happier today.

Carina snapped back to wakefulness as Arcadia addressed her, quelling the shiver in her spine. Refusing to look behind her again she nodded. "Well, after yesterday, are you surprised. Though by the look of them, " she shivered involuntarily, "They might be after vengeance."

Hoping that Arcadia hadn't considered her shudder, as an act of weakness, and that her own body would stop reacting to something she couldn't remember, she gazed up at the teacher.

"Well if they do it won't be on me! Isn't that right Oriana? I had nothing to do with it.. DID I?"

********


Raphael was slinking outside the corridor, looking at the DADA dungeon door with some trepidation. He didn't want to go in, not at all. It'd be too embarrassing.

Now, his last lesson, Hidden Talents, had just been a little dull, nothing much to worry about. A bit of writing, apparently before they got stuck in properly - sorting out the work he needed to do this term. And although Raphael was instantly annoyed at the idea of work, writing down pages of the syllabus hadn't been what had made him bad tempered, no.

What had made him bad tempered was Charms. Now... Flitwick, or rather, Mr. Flitwick? Professor? What were you meant to call these mad teachers? He'd been fine, in fact rather friendly (and the standing on the table was cool, Raphael did have to admit) but...

...they'd prepared to do some practical... all the theory... and...

Nothing. A big fat Nothing. All Raphael's fears from Saturday had come rushing back. He *wasn't* meant to be here - the register had even said the name of the real magic user in the family, and it wasn't him. He'd waved his bendy wand around a lot and nothing had happened, until he'd got angry, and

then it had sprung and changed into its long form, and nearly knocked him out again. And then some of the students... laughed. He was a laughing stock. He wasn't meant to be here and he couldn't do magic.

But if he started missing lessons - well, a place like this, they could punish you with anything.

He stepped into the DADA classroom, and looked around. There was a teacher, or so Raphael assumed, an adult at least, and a few students. Two of them he knew. Niki - he had to talk to her, didn't he? She'd been the girl who had offered... what was the lesson again? One of his lessons. She'd offered him tuition. In the corner sat a guy who Raphael didn't recognise all on his own. And that girl... Arcadia... who.... who...?

Raphael nodded to the teacher, and grinned for a sec at Niki to let her know that he'd talk to her about tuition, and then started. "Hello... I'm Raphael... er... new student..." he said to the professor, and then

Thinking about it, he asked hesitantly, "sir, do we have any... practical... to do today?"

"We will indeed." Said Smyth, "We'll give people a few more minutes to arrive and then I'll explain."


*******

Mahou had gotten up early to take a shower and ready herself for her first day of classes.  Besides, she had to be up before everyone else so they wouldn't see her ears.  She had stupidly forgotten to get out her black cloth hat for the next day.

As she gathered her things, she thought about her timetable and what was in store for today.. Charms, Divination, and DADA.  She was looking forward to all three.  The first two, she was good at, and even packed her own deck of tarot cards, tea leaves, rune stones, and several other means of telling one's future.

*time passes*

Mahou stepped into the DADA classroom, Blackfoot trotting in behind her. The girl had her ears tucked into her hat, looking a tad silly, yes, but she didn't want anyone to know what she was.  She didn't want the ridicule...

Dressed in her school robes, Mahou stopped and looked at the things on the walls and such in the room.  She smiled a little and her lime-green eyes glittered oddly.  These things were quite lovely.  Walking up to the desk, Mahou dipped in a curtsy, smiling softly at the professor.

"Good afternoon, Lord Professor," Mahou said as she accidentally slipped back into the Cerrydwin's state of mind.  "I be Mahou Amberstone, o' House Gryffindor."  She smiled again at the teacher, her strange, slanted eyes still glittering.

Sarah entered the DADA class glad to find that she wasn't the last one to arrive. Indeed, she was quite early.. for her. Her usual pattern was to skid in near to the last. 

As she entered she could see that Nathaniel was talking to Nimue and that Raphael was with Niki and the new DADA professor. Other folk she knew well appeared not to have arrived yet. She wasn't quite sure where she should sit. The good thing about coming in late was that that choice was taken away from you.. 

Still thinking it also wise to give the new Slytherin gang of Arcadia,  Carina & Oriana a wide berth she elected to sit on her own figuring the gaps would fill in eventually.

Kat wandered into the classroom and looked around to see who else was already here.

She settled herself into a seat near Sarah and started to get her books out. She was surprised that Marvo hadn't already come in. So far he had managed to sit next to her in both the morning classes. She suspected that Marvo was lurking outside somewhere and would come in and sit down as soon as he saw her enter. 

She just hoped he wasn't going to blush all the way through this lesson like he had done before. She really would have to find out what was eating him to make him blush so much. 

Professor Smyth Takes the Register

There was nearly a full class now.

He stood to address the class. "Ok, can we have a little quiet now please." He waited for the class 

to fall quiet.

"Thank you. As I am new to the school I'd like to run through the register for this first lesson, just so that I can work out who you all are. I know you are not all quite here yet, but I can find out who a few of you are while we wait."

He moved to the list that waited on the desk. There were quite a few students in the class, he started at the top...

As Aidan started to call the names on the list Randal strolled into the room. He seemed to have an interesting sense of timing as he entered just before his name was called. "Sorry if I'm a little late Professor."

He moved over to one of the empty desks and sat down waiting for the lesson to start.

Soon after Randal entered so did Marvo. "Sorry I'm late Professor Smyth. I had a meeting with the Headmaster. He took a seat (Next to Kat of course) and Smiled at her warmly.

Reaching the end of the register and having found that a number of students were still missing, Aidan decided to continue to introduce himself anyway. There weren't that many missing now after all...

"Now that most of you are here, I'll introduce myself. My name, for those that don't already know," he was looking at Arcadia when he said this. "Is Professor Smyth. I know that some of you will nave 

noticed the change to the way the classroom is set out, and I ask you not to touch the items on the shelves unless I tell you that you can. If you would like to find out why I would ask that then I suggest 

that you try it, but only when there is someone else here who can get you to Madame Pomfrey quickly."

He grinned. There was always one who tried and he was prepared to bet it was going to be Arcadia. Or at least someone who she pushed to do it. He remembered the student at the muggle university who had been laid up in hospital with an unexplainable fever for several months, and another who had inexplicably gained a terrible phobia of clothes. That one had been quite amusing for a while. He wondered what this year's student would choose.

"I am not only a teacher of DADA here, but I also am one of the UK's best archaeologists. I have uncovered a large number of finds, some of which are displayed in here. Most have been retrieved from places that no muggle could access and many have been hidden behind some rather interesting and occasionally life threatening dark art traps. I hope that by the end of this year all of you will have learnt some of the most useful defence techniques and perhaps even some of the more interesting ones."

"I have spoken to Professor Grimalkin about your work last year, so I do know that you are well versed in the elements. Because of this I do not propose to cover the elements further, but look at a slightly 

more practical nature to the magic."

"Does anyone have any questions before we start?" He looked around the class, hoping that there were going to be no difficult questions...

Arcadia watched and Listened. Then smiled and glanced over to Oriana.

**********

Nathaniel listened carefully, and slouched a little further into his seat as the professor finished.  Of course the others - save for Raph - were well grounded in the 'elements'.  Nathaniel didn't even know what they were.

And they were going straight on to practical magic. After the morning of failure in charms that he'd had, Nathaniel wasn't exactly overjoyed to hear this.

Raphael, too, wasn't amazingly happy about the possibility of there being lot's of practical. Although, when he turned around and looked around for a desk and saw the look on Nathaniel's face, he couldn't help but give him a grin. The poor guy pulled off the moody depressed look so much better than he did, even adding a good dose of the old slouch, making yourself small and rebellious to show your displeasure.

Now, where should he sit? He ended up sitting down a row behind Sarah and Nathaniel... who weren't sitting together... for some odd reason... so why didn't he sit in the desk in between them? That way he wouldn't be on the row that the girl Arcadia was on with her Slytherin cronies. He stood up again.

And then seemed to stop... he probably shouldn't sit in between Sarah and Nathaniel, should he? I mean, he said to himself, he'll wanna sit next to her. Probably just catching up with Nimue, who already thought I was a weirdo within minutes of meeting me.

But he was up already. Where should he sit now? He looked back a row from Arcadia and Oriana, and saw Magnus and Piotr in their respective headgear. Sit with those two?

The carefully forgotten thought regarding what Piotr had done to Nimue and what had happened to Raphael afterwards slipped out of his reach just before he grasped it.

Nah, let's not, Raphael thought. And looked around some more at the class. And at Niki... he had to talk to her about... that thing on the notice board... Raphael moved forwards to ask her about it when she produced a scrap of paper and started talking about it. So in desperation and in front of everybody he halted twice, stuttering to himself, should he go up or not?

Then he caught himself and gave himself a mental slap. Walking straight across the room, Raphael dropped his bag heavily on the desk in between Sarah and Nathaniel, and then sat down himself. Don't be an idiot. "Hi," he commented to both of them.

"Am I that embarrassing to sit with?" Nathaniel glared mildly at Raphael, suddenly angry.  "You know I'm gonna screw up in this class too, you know."

"Whu... what?" said Raphael quickly, stammering in surprise at Nathaniel. Without thinking about it, Raphael sat on the desk in front of his desk and put his feet up. "What idiocy you talking now, old man? You want a go with this wand?" asked Raphael in a snarl. Just because Nathaniel hadn't... he

threw the laurel thing at Nathaniel, sharply. "Your name was on the register. Get over it," said Raphael.

He hadn't been able to do Anything in Charms either!

He turned around sharply, still on the desk but now putting his feet up on the one in front, and watched Niki rabidly. His cheeks were burning. How.. how on earth could Nathaniel... he had a damn excuse for being crappy at magic, and he had something that nobody else in his family did - magic. And then he was trying to make out that Raphael thought he was better than him!

Raphael bit his tongue in anger. And he didn't know why. School was starting to get to him.

Nathaniel fielded the flung wand neatly - contact jugglers were quick with their hands - and slapped it down on Raphael's desk immediately.

He was suddenly very angry indeed but in his usual manner bit back on it. Making a scene in the middle of class probably wouldn't avail him anything.

Old man. At least it wasn't as bad as Mudblood.  Too many names for what was quintessentially just Nathaniel.  He was tired of the names.  He'd suffered names throughout Muggle school.  New boy.  Geek.  Jerk.  Other names that weren't as pleasant.  Now it seemed he was doomed to the same kind of

ostracism here, except worse. In Muggle school at least he'd been able to bite back on the anger, bury it deep down, put his head down and work as best he could.  Nathaniel had never been remarkable at anything.  Even his best scores were never the best.  But at least he'd been a happy average.

Here he was nothing.  Worse than nothing, because if he had no magical ability at all, the Hat would have sent him home.

The very thought of the Sorting Hat brought new bleeding edges in his mind. The very thought of home brought bright hard memories to mind, the kind that he was better off without.  He had no home, not any more, not one with family.

Worse than nothing because he had used magic on Saturday and Sunday.  Since then not a flicker of talent, not an iota of ability.  Nathaniel had no idea how he had used the magic.  He had a sneaking, unhappy suspicion that it was not so much a case that he had used the magic but that the magic

had used him.  He had no idea how to do it again. 

Friendship was some consolation. Now Raphael was being difficult with him. Had Nathaniel done something to Raphael without knowing it? Or was this just the way his life was destined to work out,

i.e. , badly.

Sarah looked up from her textbook which she had taken out of her book bag in an effort to look Ravenclawish and not as though she were interested in who the boys were talking to. 

Raphael appeared very interested in Niki - was he blushing? Nathaniel seemed in a very bad mood. Was he upset that she hadn't sat next to him or didn't he care? The boys seemed to be on the brink of an

argument.  

"Hey you two!" she whispered, "This Smyth guy seems pretty laid back but I wouldn't push it too far. Both of you do have magic or you wouldn't be here. Give yourself half a chance." 

Nathaniel was just angry.  All the reassurance in the world wouldn't have helped.  He just slouched a little further into his seat and scowled at the world in general.  The mostly black kitten had sense enough not to interfere.

Whereas, a little bit forward, showing his back pointedly to Nathaniel, Raphael sat and fumed as his wand rolled off the desk and into his bag, and like the anger started to stir the silt up from underneath him, Raphael let himself reflect on where he'd ended up. Reflect was a bit too much of a nice word to use, though.

Feeling memory brand him was a better description.

Raphael stared at his hands, clenching them once, twice, three times. They were rough, callused, a criss-crossing of scars across them where he'd ripped and torn his flesh. And - they were so ugly, to him, suddenly. He was disgusted by his own hands. They weren't like the other Ravenclawers, not many of them: these hand of his were workers hands, hands that had seen wood and trees, hands that had leapt from cliffs into rivers and pulled themselves up on sharp rocks afterwards.

Nathaniel was behind him, all perfect and pearly white and gentlemanly, and totally being a grump when he'd won. It seemed unfair. Raphael was alone, still - he understood that, that was okay, and it was possible that Nathaniel was alone too. But Nathaniel should have been more grateful, for

now with their little agreement, he and Sarah were probably set up for life. And Raph - Raph hadn't got anyone. So Nathaniel should have been happy, and his little... outburst... Raphael shuddered... was...was...

He could see himself shaking the other student slowly by the hand, knowing he'd look after Sarah. Raphael knew he couldn't look after Sarah - because of... because of... because of the whispered fears... that he heard in Zephyr's voice late at night, the whispered cries of pain and fear. The angel thought he was asleep... maybe he was asleep... but Raphael knew that the angel was crying at him, what was happening to him, fear and disgust mixed in with a need... to look after him... Nathaniel was the better of them for Sarah. Nathaniel was one of the people he needed not to be angry at him. And... Raphael was just Sarah's friend and when the time came he'd have to walk away.

-//-step-//-cloven hoof-//-slash-//-rip-//-tear blood splatter-//-snarl-//-lunge-//-

Raphael shuddered, his vision blurring with the fire that was burning across his arms and his torso, like his skin was bubbling and waiting to tear open. What Nathaniel had said... and how much... and the anger at him... hate... disgust at the pearly gentlemanness that he didn't really envy...why...

Symphony - falling, leaves, patter, slow, water, brook, bubble, peace, peace, peace

...why did he feel like he was tearing himself out of his own skin to... to... he didn't want to finish that thought. That thought was wrong. Gripping his own arm so tight that through the robe his... his...

fingernails... made him bleed, Raphael stumbled to his desk and sat cradling his bag, trying just to hold it together, to hold himself in one piece, without looking at anyone, keep his skin from ripping apart...

With no thoughts whatsoever, Raphael pulled out his wand from his pocket and sat, swaying just a touch back and forth for a minute. This would pass. This would pass. This had to pass. This would pass. He hummed. This would pass. This would pass. Rose, this must pass. Please.

Symphony - ancient, strength, bind, swing, twist, strength, peace, strength, peace. And as his fingers curled around the oak, peace returned.

Nathaniel saw Raphael's reaction, saw it only too well. Guilt stabbed, tore, ripped. Words had been said that shouldn't have been said, thoughts thought that shouldn't have been given processing time.

It was wrong of Nathaniel to take his frustration out on Raphael, and he knew it.

Almost he stood and walked out of class.  Almost, but that would have been even worse, if worse were possible at this stage.

He said nothing.  Just wanted class to end so he could get out of here, so he could go down to the lakeside, out of Raph's way

With Nathaniel slouching and scowling Sarah wanted to do something to ease matters but took her cue from the mostly black kitten whose demeanour suggested extreme danger - moody adolescents. 

Also after their sharp words, Raphael had decided not to sit next to Nathaniel and now had his back to Nathaniel as well as her more by default and his body language was definitely 'keep away'.

She felt perplexed at to what the problem was. Neither boy had been that communicative earlier either. Had they fallen out or was it just some 'boy thing' which females were excluded from? 

She resisted the urge to give them both a hug. Not the right time and place and somehow she didn't think this would be an easy fix.   

She looked around and spotted Piotr and Magnus having a whisper - well that was an intriguing combination and they'd no doubt wreck havoc with the female population and were currently honing in on the Slytherin girls.

Pleased that she was immune to their charms, due to not having one but actually two boyfriends, she flashed a smile and a wink at them for good measure. 

********

At Professor Smyth's request for question, after some general murmuring from the class, Morticia had woken up finally when the teacher started to speak. She raised her hand. "Uhmm... what topics will we cover this year? Cause I've heard rumours about scholars trying to find ways to block the, uhm... you know... that curse... and I thought it's rather interesting..."

Niki raised her hand timidly. "Err, sir? I was in the library, doing some research for Runes class, and I ran across an interesting thing. I made a copy of it." She paused to dig through her bag and took out a crumpled piece of parchment. "Err...it's in Norse runes. I couldn't translate all of it, but it's about a hammer--no, a Hammer, a special one, I mean--that belonged to a woman named Helga, and it goes on for a while about how effective it is at crushing skulls of all Helga's enemies and things. Do you know anything about this?" She swallowed. "And...would this be the Founders? Helga Hufflepuff?"

Mahou took her seat and nodded when her name was called, pulling her hat down lower on her ears.  She decided to sit by Shinrei, but turned around at the voices of Nathaniel and the others.  Even though the other people in the class might not be able to hear them, Mahou had excellent, supernatural, 

hearing.  She knitted her eyebrows together in concern, and hoping to catch eye contact with Nathaniel.  If done so, Mahou smiled a little, a charming little half-smile, and waved absently.   All she wanted was for others to be happy.

Turning back around, Mahou nudged Shinrei gently.  "You donnae look so good, leannan," the Irish girl said softly, using a term that (loosely translated) meant 'loved one'.  "Is e'erything alrigh'?"  Her lime-green eyes glittered oddly in concern, Blackfoot putting her paw on Shinrei's shoe.  "If ye

e'er want ta talk abou' anythin'," she offered with a kind hand over Shinrei's own, "I be here fer ye, Shinrei.. leannan."  She smiled and patted Shinrei's hand gently, stealing a glance back at Nathaniel and the others, hoping they were doing a bit better than a few minutes before.

Shinrei did not spare another glance at Jian after she had seated herself at the front row. She felt better

when Mahou decided to sit down beside her.

She was very surprised and touched when Mahou said those few yet very comforting words to her. *Be here for you*

"Thank you," she said to the Irish girl, smiling sincerely for the first time that day. "Domo arigatou,

Mahou-chan, but I am all right. Do not worry about me."

Mahou flitted her gaze to the objects on the walls and the shelves, knowing that she definitely wouldn't be the one to try out those things.  She wasn't usually one for heroics.. but she was very curious.  No.  She couldn't.  Could she?

Mahou's eyes wavered over some of the artefacts, wishing that someone knew something about Elves. but it seemed that the only things these wizards and witches knew about were House Elves.. and that was far below what Mahou was.   Even though she was only half.

Raising her hand, Mahou tilted her chin up and asked, "Do ye think, L-um.. Professor Smyth," she stopped the 'Lord' thing immediately, "tha' Elves be considered Dark Creatures?  Do ye think tha' they need protectin' against? I donnae mean House Elves, neither.  I mean.. Elves."  She put her hand

down and folded them in her lap.

Sarah was trying to figure out whether Mahou was smiling at Nathaniel because she wanted to reassure him or whether she was smiling at him in a 'hi, I'm a pretty little Irish girl with floaty, dreamy hair - and a very sharp witchy wardrobe - be my boyfriend' sort of way. 

Sarah was also having a hard time figuring out why Nathaniel and Raphael were getting on so poorly.  

Then Mahou asked her question of Professor Smyth and Sarah's attention was somewhat distracted from the drama close to hand. *What an odd question* she thought but she was quite interested in what the new Professor had to say.

When Mahou turned to the teacher and asked her question about elves, Shinrei bent down slightly and

reached for Blackfoot, who was half-perched on her shoes.  She gently patted the little fox on the head.

She noticed Sarah Taverner looking in their direction. The girl seemed to be looking at Mahou questioningly. Shinrei inwardly shrugged, but gave a nod and a little smile of greeting to the Ravenclaw girl.

She then turned all her attention back to the class discussion. 

Of Curses, Elves, Helga Hufflepuff and Excalibur

Aidan looked at the three girls who had asked questions. 

"Let's start with the easiest question first, shall we?" He looked at the girl who had asked about the curse. "Morticia, yes?" He asked her confirming her name.

"The curse you are referring to is the one that you previous DADA teacher deflected yes? I have to say that I am fascinated to know how he managed it too. I will see what I can do to find out if anyone has 

found the answer yet. I believe Professor Snape was investigating it anyway. If I can find out how it was done then I will happily share that information with you."

"As for what else is in the topics for this year. Well, I'm hoping to cover some of the techniques that I use a lot. The ones that I see as building blocks for some of the more complicated defence techniques. 

And there will be opportunities to practice, although obviously we won't be playing with the three forbidden curses practically."

"Is that ok?" He looked at Tish to see what she thought.

Morticia nodded. "It's just that this... thing," she swallowed, "I don't know, it just bugs me that it isn't blockable. And now it seems it IS blockable after all, but nobody knows how."

She smiled. "Sorry. My brother and me are just DADA freaks, I think, always want to know everything. I'm sure your lessons will be exciting."

Next Aidan turned to Mahou. "And you are Mahou, yes? Elves... You mean wood elves. Well my personal view is that I am open to accept that people of any race are good until they prove otherwise. I don't think you can assess people on race. There have been examples where the elfish race has been biased against humans before and that has lead to an amount of contention. Also they are very much aloof, so actually meeting an elf is a rare occurrence."

"In the context of this lesson I am not planning on teaching specific defence against elves. But if an elf were to attack you using dark magic then I would hope that you would be able to defend yourself 

with some of the skills I will teach."

He hoped this would allay Mahou's question. 

Finally he turned to Niki. "Now, Niki, you have a very interesting question there."

He walked over to where she held the piece of paper. He scanned down the runes and felt a leap of enthusiasm as he did so. "That is quite some piece you found! Can you remember which book it was in? It could be important."

He looked up to the rest of the class. "It looks as though Niki has found an excerpt of interest to Hogwarts. So I will tell you a bit about Helga and the Hammer that I think is being mentioned here."

"There are a number of different sources that have pointed to a Hammer of supreme power. Some of you may have learnt a little about the Norse beliefs and how they relate to history. Well the god of 

Thunder was Thor. Interestingly enough he is responsible for the name we give to one of the day's of the week. As in Thor's day or Thursday as we now pronounce it. Anyway he carried a hammer as his weapon. But this hammer was no ordinary weapon. It was magical, shaped in a T shape."

Aidan waved his wand at the board at the front of the class and drew on it the shape on the Hammer. A gothical style T.

"He called it Mjollnir. And it had the ability to crush his enemies magically, and always return to Thor's hand when he threw it. It is also said to be able to raise the dead when Thor passed it over their 

bones."

"Some people do not believe that it ever existed, while others suggest that it was stolen from him and hidden under the sea where no-one would be able to find it again. Some say that Thor's hammer was merely a symbol to show his link to the earth and how important he was as a god. Some people even use the hammer symbol as a sign of fertility and use it in blessing to ask for fertility to the land and 

to the people that till the land. However there are many texts, both in books and in ancient ruins to suggest that in fact the Hammer did exist and that he travelled the world with it."

"Now Helga's Hammer which is refereed to in these runes, Niki, also has many references. Although these are mainly found in the magical world rather than in the muggle books and such like. Many of the 

properties of Helga's hammer are said to be the same as those of Thor's Hammer. It again was used as a sign of fertility and health by wizards many years ago. It is also said to be invaluable in the forging of magical metals. In fact it is possible to be the same Hammer. Obviously if it could be traced it might be easy to prove but..."

"There are a number of sources that reference Helga's hammer and its location. Many believe that it is indeed Helga Hufflepuff that owned the hammer. Others are much more sceptical and say that the founder of Hogwarts school would not be the same owner of such an item."

"It has been suggested that it is hidden in the ground of hogwarts somewhere by some people, but there is no evidence to suggest that at all. It is more likely to be located somewhere in the ancient Norse lands maybe hidden in the vault of some church or other and not recognised for what it is. Many texts have speculated on its location but none have any leading clues."

"Now Helga Hufflepuff has some history that I can tell you as well. The ancients' texts that were written about the same time as Hogwarts School was founded reference the life of one Heilgar Olafdottir. She was a Dane witch that came to Britain when she was about 20. She is fabled to have wielded a magical hammer a bit like Mjollnir. Anyway, it is suspected that she later changed her name to Hufflepuff when she and three others founded the school. The fables also suggest that each founder had a similar magical weapon that was used to make them nearly invincible in the great occult battle they fought to gain the land on which we now stand."

He looked at Niki, "I really would like to know what book it was you found this in. There may be other clues in there about the hammer, it's location and the relation to the founders."

He was so enthralled with telling about something that he was so enthusiastic about, that he did not really notice if the students were listening to him or not.

Niki looked very interested indeed. "Oh, it wasn't in a book, sir, just tucked behind one of the big rune dictionaries. There were some other scraps of parchment there, too--you can keep that, if you'd like," she added generously. "Anyway, as for the hammer... In French, the name for Thursday is Jeudi, after Jupiter, or Jove, who was also the god of thunder. It makes you wonder whether there's some significance to it... Anyway, I was going to ask Professor Kacirk is he could help me with a few of the more difficult runes there, and I would really like to try and translate some of the other bits of parchment. Would that be okay, do you think?"

"You can't just discount legends," Niki added. "I mean, look at Heinrich Schliemann! I know he was a Muggle and everything, but he found Troy and Mycenae with only Homer's poems to guide *him*."

Aidan nodded. "Yes yes, keep going with the translations. I would be really interested to see the rest of the parchments when you are done. Or," he was starting to wave his arms around enthusiastically as he got more excited about it. Maybe there was something here to investigate after all.

"Or, if you have them with you we could look at them after the lesson." It would not have occurred to him that everyone would want to be out at the Quidditch trials straight after the lesson.

"And I do agree with you that you cannot discount any possibilities. Why on some of the quests I have followed for different artefacts I have had very little to go on when I started. It is amazing how much 

truth there can be in rumour or suspicion. The problem comes when there are hundreds of different sources. But this is certainly worth following."

"Professor?" said Nimue having hung on every word,  "I have read 'Hogwarts: a History' and there is nothing in it about any occult battle being fought to gain this land. The book is rather scanty on such details. I have always wondered why it was built here rather than anywhere else - the location is remote which I assumed was an advantage then and now but is there more to it?"

The professor nodded. "Indeed the reasoning behind the founding of Hogwarts and the gaining of the land is missed out of Hogwarts: A History. In fact it is not specified in any reliable texts. Again it 

has been rumoured to have been chosen as a site for a number of different reasons. One even suggested a link to Avalon and the previous use of this land by some druidic religion. Perhaps even the final hiding place of the sword Excaliber for which I have been searching most of my life."

"Of course some of the rumours are much better placed than others. The interpretation of the facts is so hard to prove without physical evidence like that you see around you."

Dylan was, beyond a shadow of a doubt, completely and utterly lost.  He admitted that Professor Smyth seemed to know his stuff, and was quite enthusiastic about it.  The young Welshman just wasn't quite 

sure what on God's green earth the man was so enthusiastic about.  Granted, some words popped--Thor, Excaliber, Helga Hufflepuff--but overall, he was mystified.  

Slouching farther down in his seat, Dylan propped open his DADA textbook which had been sitting on his desk and stealthily slid a copy of the new comic he'd gotten before coming to school in it.  As 

twisted as "Squee" was, it made more sense than this man did.  And somehow, that didn't bode well for the rest of the year.

Jian Hupi had always been aware that he could be extremely focused on something if he set his mind to

doing so. Through all his lessons that day, it had been no different-he simply focused on absorbing,

effectively keeping out everything else, including his own thoughts.

However, this particular discussion in the Defence Against the Dark Arts class was making him feel very uneasy. Something about power and origins and the mysteries of the past...aspects closely related to his real reasons for being here. He found himself trying to shut off the babble of voices of his classmates and the teacher.

This time, all he wanted to do was to stop listening. If ever there was danger lurking, he was not there to deal with theory and possibility-he was there to fight.  He vaguely wondered if this was the real

reason why the Sorting Hat chose him for Gryffindor rather than Ravenclaw.

He felt a slight twinge of what most probably was amusement as he spied a Gryffindor girl staring

half-open-mouthed at the teacher. In another place and time, Jian would perhaps have reacted in a similar fashion.

He glanced to his other side and spied his Welsh housemate Dylan reading something tucked in the middle of the textbook. Something with...illustrations? Whatever it was, it seemed more fascinating and

diverting for the other boy.

"Dylan," he said in a low voice, "what is that you are reading? It looks interesting."

Dylan looked up with a scowl, and pressed his finger to his lips in a gesture familiar with those who often do other things while in class and wish it to be kept quiet.  "Comic book," he mouthed silently.  "Called Squee.  Don't let on."  Dylan glanced at the Professor, hoping his illicit activities had yet again flown under the radar.

Yvette's jaw had been dropping lower and lower as Professor Smyth went on about...what was it that he was talking about? In any other class, she would have been asleep if the professor had even _attempted_ to ramble with such a long monologue.

However, she watched the man with a vague sort of fascination. He reminded her of something she'd seen once before- called something like a Mexican bumping bean? Or was it jumping bean? She was pretty sure that was it...

As he waved his arms around, her eyebrows shot higher and higher. None of his words made any sense- translations? Helga Hufflepuff? What in the world did any of the things he was talking about have to do with each other?

A quick glance around the room made her relax somewhat. Many of the other students looked just as clueless as she did...her eyes settled on Dylan, and she grinned to herself.

She absently went back to staring at their extremely animated teacher. Maybe, if she was lucky, she'd finally understand all of this by osmosis...

Morticia had followed the conversation between Aidan and Niki with increasing confusion. When had Niki started to turn into a DADA-loving bookworm? Too much time with Nathan, she thought and suppressed a grin. The two certainly became more and more alike each day...

But the subject seemed interesting to her, so she whispered to Niki, "Ooooh, I'd sooo love to work on that, too! May I?"

"Of course!" Niki whispered back, then seemed to reconsider. "I mean," she continued, "it isn't the only runes thing I'll be doing, but if you're interested, that's fine." She grinned at her friend, her exhaustion almost forgotten in the thrill of new discoveries.

*******

Mahou almost fell out of her seat at this information.. A human willing to accept her for what she was?  And she had no idea that meeting an elf was such a rare occurrence.  Would it be even more rare to meet a half-elf then? She pursed her lips a moment and decided to ask. Sticking her hand in the air again, after all the Helga Hufflepuff stuff, Mahou was ready to ask her question. 

Then Nimue's question had been posed and answered. Avalon?  Mahou, again, nearly fell out of her seat, her shock was so  great. She literally jumped but caught herself by slamming her hands down on her desk.  What in the world could this place have to do with Avalon?  The portal to the Land 

of Magick?  The training place for the Avalon Priestesses?  It was too much  to take!

All elves, when small, no matter if they were half or full, were taught of Avalon.  Some elves, always full, never half, got to even go to Avalon.. to be taught the ways of the Land of Magick.  Mahou's ears burned at the thought of glimpsing Avalon.  Her father, though he was a boy, had been given a chance at going, but had fallen in love with her mother and thus stayed.  Mahou had fainted when he had told her the story of his decline to go to Avalon.

Many people didn't think Avalon was real.. didn't think it existed.  The elves and choice humans knew better.  Mahou knew better.  She gripped her book so hard that her knuckles turned white, and her face paled at the thought of Avalon.

Could this place have a portal or gateway to the strange, yet wondrous, Land of Magick?  ~*Avalon*~ Mahou muttered in Elfin.  The word sounded completely different in her musical language than it did in English.  If this place did have a gateway to Avalon.. maybe Nimue would help her find it.  She would have to ask her father how to feel the magick that Avalon emitted.. if she could even sense it.  What if her human side was too grown?  What if she couldn't feel it at all?  She had her doubts if she could sense the magick.. but she would have to try.  She would have to!

Raising her hand shakily, Mahou asked a simple question, "P-Professor? D' ye believe tha' Avalon.. even exists?"  As her body shivered, Mahou lowered her hand, neatly folding them on her desk, still pale, still shivering, she waited for the answer.

If anyone dared steal a glance at Mahou.. she looked a total wreck.

"Do *I* believe in Avalon?" He looked a little surprised by the question. "I think, given that I have found a number of artefacts that seem to have no background if Avalon did not exist then, sure. I 

believe in it. And I know that some of the druidic practices are still used today..." He shuddered, as if remembering a brush too close with one particular practice.

"Anyway, I think that we should really get onto the subject that I had intended for the lesson. I am happy to talk to anyone after the lesson."

He moved back round the desk, slightly disappointed to have to change the subject. But if he didn't start the lesson soon he'd be out of time.

"Now, what I really wanted to start with was this." He lifted his hat to show an ornate box. It was about a foot square and covered in inlaid patterns of flowers and birds.

"Can I have a volunteer to open the box?"

A number of students put their hands in the air, but Aidan chose a rather sheepish looking Hufflepuff near the front of the class. 

The student lifted the top of the box. It seemed to flicker and then stick out a long point of metal that pricked the finger of the Hufflepuff student.

"Ah... you see this is no ordinary box. It is made from dark magic, but not very strong. The worse if will do is prick your finger unless you can open it correctly. Who else would like to try?"

Nimue Hawkwood already looked decidedly uncomfortable at this particular line of enquiry on the part of Professor Smyth especially his admission of his 'life long' quest for the sword Excalibur.

Then with Mahou's question about Avalon she wished she had her former dormmates Elia's ability to become invisible though managed to sit quietly not expressing anything. She just hoped Marvo wouldn't say anything clever in order to show off to his 'hero'. 

Morticia raised her hand. "May I?"

She stepped forward and looked at the patterns. "Hmmm...." She thought for a moment, then touched some of them and then tried to open the box. "Ouch!" 

She jumped backwards slightly as the metal pricked her finger. "Ah, well," she grinned, "was worth a try."

"Don't look so disappointed, Morticia. You had the right idea." He smiled at her.

Marvo had been listening very closely as the Professor spoke, drinking in every word. At the Mention of Avalon and Excalibur he looked over to Nimue, and winked at her.

Then he raised his hand "May I ask professor, if there is any danger from inside the box should it be opened?"

Nimue was relieved by Marvo's wink as it indicated a conspiratorial bond between them.  She realised that she thought of him very much as a brother as well as a good friend and was happy that he was in Gryffindor House again. 

She wasn't at all sure about the box and elected to wait until others had a go with it.

Adian looked across to where Marvo was sat. "Oh I can assure you the box is quite harmless. I have opened it myself many times, and each time the mechanism changes slightly. There is nothing inside that will harm." 

In fact there was nothing inside at all, but the professor wasn't going to tell them that yet.

Surprisingly, Arcadia raises her Hand.

"Ok then, Arcadia, you try."

Branwen sat quietly at the back of the classroom, carefully watching the proceedings, taking it all in.  Intriguing box...she studied it from a distance and thought for a moment that she knew....no, couldn't be that simple.  Anyway, she wasn't in the mood to draw attention to herself today and decided not to volunteer for anything until at least Wednesday.

The conversation had been most entertaining though, so he was another fascinated with the whole Excalibur thing, was he?  She'd have to see how this teacher turned out...

Marvo noticed Branwen as he was looking at the shelves of interesting things, his eye occasionally glowing red. He BLUSHED and quickly gave the Professor is FULL attention.

Arcadia got up for her chair and 'ambled' over to the box with Pantalaimon close beside her.

They both looked at it for a moment, then she looks at Pantalaimon and back to the box.

Her hands swiftly moved over the sides of the box and over the top and there was a slight 'click' and it sprung open. She Smiled

Hal watched with amazement.  He wasn't a natural Defence Against the Dark Arts student and this was all fascinating stuff for him.  How did Arcadia manage to open that so easily?  

He glanced around the room and noticed that he wasn't the only 'glued' student, and pulled his attention back to the front of the room.  But there was this nagging voice in his head distracting him from all this excitement, telling him that Quidditch trails were next and maybe, just maybe, he would get in...

"Very well done Miss Fudge. Now perhaps you'd care to explain to the rest of the class how you managed it." He was smiling at her encouragingly... Although inside he was very surprised that any of the class had managed the task.

Arcadia smiled a very 'smug' Smile. She moved her hands over the box again and it clicked shut.

"Well Professor, a girl has to have some secrets! And anyway. It's a silly box. Hardy any magic in it at all, dark or otherwise. could almost be muggle made!"

She looked over to the Professor, who seemed to be wanting a little bit more of an explanation.

"Well, I have a very nosy Brother, and 'some people' like to snoop in others belongings. so I have a similar type of box myself. Only much better than this one!"

"Well now Miss Fudge. I expect your classmates will have more luck at being able to pry into your secret things by the end of this lesson then. You may sit down." It was obvious that Arcadia was being cocky and was not going to let on how she did it.

Aidan addressed the class again. "Arcadia is quite right that there is hardly any magic in this box. However there is a lesson to be learned in it. They key to the box is to watch the patterns. In fact it is about the balance of the patterns. You press the pattern where it is unbalanced to grow stability. Once the pattern is even and stable the box will open."

He looked at some of the blank stares he was getting. "Ok, in simple terms if there is more dark pattern than light pattern, you press some of the dark pattern and it will turn light. If the bit you choose to press is quite large then you will end up with more light than dark, so you need to choose carefully. If you were to touch a light part of the pattern when there is already more light than dark then you will fail and be pricked by the spike as happened to Morticia."

"Now the lesson we need to learn from this simple box is that the first key to defence is observation. You cannot defend yourself if you cannot learn to see what might happen."

"Now, let's have someone else try now that I have given an explanation no how to use it."

He pointed at one of the students. "Why don't you have a go." The Hufflepuff girl looked terrified at the thought.

*********

From his seat at the very back of the class, Luis Verga allowed his eyes to slide over the backs of his classmates. Kids. He sat at the back for three main reasons: he could watch everyone, he was too tall, and he wanted to appear detached without concern for mingling.

He watched the smug smile appear on the face of Arcadia Fudge. He allowed himself a lazy smile

directed straight at her, his gray eyes glittering in the light.

Luis leaned back in his seat and brought his hand into the air. "Professor Smyth? Seeing as the Lady has had her turn, and a successful one at that, would you kindly allow a gent to have a turn at opening the box, too?" He beamed another lazy smile at Arcadia. "To see if we could perhaps keep up with Miss Fudge's...skills."

"Of course you may try." Aidan beckoned to Luis.


Yvette propped her chin up with one hand, blinking several times. She absently began listening to the two boys, tracing circles on her DADA book. The French girl couldn't have looked less interested.

However, her eyes were watching the teacher, and she still looked vaguely amazed. It was hard to tell whether or not she was truly paying attention.

Branwen had caught the glow from Marvo's cheeks and turned to look at him. 'How curious' she thought, raising an eyebrow and then shrugging slightly, she gave her full attention back to the front of the class.  If this teacher thought she'd want to open the box now that everyone knew how to do it, he had another thing coming.

Oriana ignored Arcadia and paid close attention. Some time during the class, she turned around and said hello to Magnus and Piotr. Hopefully they weren't suspicious of her.

Oriana watched with interest as Arcadia opened the box. She wasn't surprised one bit. The one thing she knew when she was around Arcadia was to expect the unexpected. 

She wanted to give it a go. Maybe she would also be able to open the box. She decided to wait.

Luis grinned at Professor Smyth and got to his feet, his black robes following his graceful matador's movements with swishing sounds. He dropped a bow at the teacher. "Gracias, maestro."

He walked to the front of the class, not catching anyone's eye but looking intently at the box on the desk. Balance. Yes. Dark and light. It was as simple as the most basic mathematical equation.

Luis stopped beside the desk and picked up the box, gently, with both hands. He lifted his countenance to allow the people on the front row a glimpse of the half-sneer on his face.

His right hand slid caressingly over the top of the box. His gray eyes fluttered close and a few whispered Portuguese words escaped his lips, unheard by no one but himself.

There was a telltale snap as the lid of the box opened once more after Arcadia had closed it.  His right hand disappeared behind the cover and came out a second later holding a snow-white rose, with large petals yet a very short stem.

A magic trick like those in the circus side-shows.

He smiled at the teacher this time, closing the box and putting it back onto the desk as he did. "Thank you for this chance, Professor Smyth. I agree that it is a matter of balance, and understanding that balance."

Luis walked over to Arcadia and handed her the white rose. The colour matched Pan the Wolf perfectly. "A magical bloom for a Lady who understands the intricacies of magic. Miss Fudge. For you."

Arcadia and Pantalaimon had returned to their seat, still looking smug.

She was surprised anyone would dare want to open the box now she had closed it. She hadn't bothered to do anything to it, not this time. She also knew her own box was far more complicated, and dangerous, and guessed the others would know that.

As Luis spoke and went up to the box Arcadia raised an eyebrow. What was he up to? She had seen him about in Slytherin of course, and Pantalaimon had noticed him looking at her, but then again, all the boys did that, and she could not blame them.

She was impressed by his skill of opening the box, he obviously knew what he was doing. But the words he was whispering, which were whispered so only Pantalaimon could hear them, seemed gibberish to her.

But when he handed her the rose, the very beautiful rose, she was, for once, completely speechless!

No one, ever had given her a flower so beautiful, or done so beautifully! She blushed. And it must have been a very deep blush as it was visible through her make-up!

She took the rose and smiled. a real smile, not something Arcadia gets to do very often. She watched as he returned to his seat and realised she was staring, looked down to her book. Pantalaimon continued to look at Luis, forgetting all about Magus and Piotr.

This was a totally new experience for Arcadia, and she would have to think long and hard as to it's meaning.

After handing Arcadia the rose with a flourish, Luis had bestowed on the girl his trademark lazy smile that made his eyes gleam translucent silver.

He inclined his head as she accepted it, then went straight back to his seat and settled back down as if nothing had happened. He was aware of the low whispers that swept the room, especially among the Hufflepuffs. Several Huff girls were looking over their shoulders at him, with dreamy-eyed expressions.

He crossed his arms on his chest and leaned back, thinking of the possible consequences of his actions, his eyes lowered. He felt like a blank slate, in spite of this new side of himself that he had shown so artistically to his classmates.

He wondered how Drake would react when he found out, seeing as the assistant teacher had warned him of Arcadia. It was bound to be fun. Then he wondered how /she/ would react. He did not dare look up.

Of Runes, Comics & Avalon)

"Sure," Morticia whispered back to Niki, frowning as she watched Arcadia succeeding to open the box, "it'll be fun working together, don't you think?"

Niki nodded absently, and frowned a little as Luis gave Arcadia the rose. Some people had no taste whatever... "I'm sure it will be. You're still doing runes, aren't you?"

"Uh-huh..." Morticia nodded absent-mindedly. "What do you say?" she whispered then. "Is Nathan out of it at last? Wouldn't like that hag to hurt him - or you, for that matter... maybe if she gets a crush on Luis...?"

"Is Nathan out of what? Me? Her?" Niki shook her head confusedly. "I'd not like to be hurt, either, believe me! From what I've heard, she and Luis deserve each other!"

*********

"I have read Chinese martial arts shounen manga," Jian replied enthusiastically, in the most quiet yet still audible voice he could muster. "Virtua Fighter. They are translated from Nihonggo into Mandarin and only black and white inside, yes, but the action is still there."

Jian noted that his classmates were either too engrossed by the class activities or too sleepy to pay attention to him or Dylan. The teacher seemed too enthusiastic about the discussion on boxes and balancing forces, but that was all right.

Balancing forces...it was an idea as old as time itself. One Jian was all too familiar with.

After Luis Verga opened the box and gave a rose to a certain female and more females reacted, Jian shook his head in his inability to make sense of the situation. Very strange, these Western folk.

While waiting for Dylan's reaction to his statement, Jian looked around the room and wondered when the actual lesson would begin.

Then his eyes locked with Shinrei's for the shortest of moments. She quickly and smoothly looked away, back to the front of the class, that he was almost certain he had only imagined the eye contact.

The only reason he knew at the back of his mind he was not imagining things was the now-familiar warmth that coursed through his body. A feeling that he only associated with her.

He was also certain Xian and the rest of the Mian-Ju-Tao had sent him to his damnation. He felt

that he really needed a "beating" this time to bring back his "old" focus.

He did not know he was still staring at Shinrei, long after she had turned away.

Noticing that the Professor as well as the rest of the class was oblivious to them, Dylan smiled a little.  "If'n I could read Chinese, I bet that'd be interestin'.  Squee's right strange.  This little kid, here, he has these horrible nightmares.  An' is friends wi' Johnny the Homicidal Maniac who lives next door," he explained, pointing to the large-eyed character in the black and white comic.

"Unconventional characters are interesting," Jian said. "They give a story life. If you finish reading,

I will be very grateful if I could read your...Squee? comic, too."

"Nightmares are a very bad thing, Dylan," he continued more sombrely, fragments of memory occurring to him in the form of a half-remembered montage. "People often need other...people when they have nightmares."

The Yangtze flood. The struggle against irresistible forces. High-pitched wails and yells that were muffled and finally swallowed by the merciless waters. The storm that took the lives of his parents away. He was barely two years old then, but he //knew//.

Jian still had nightmares about the flood sometimes. It wasn't something you forgot, even when you are no longer a child.

"I am sorry I have not brought my manga, Dylan," he added, in an attempt to stop his unwanted reverie,

"but they are all about martial arts. Different techniques practised by different people. I can help

you learn a few of those techniques, especially Koen-ken and Ensei-ken, so we will be like those manga Virtua Fighters. Only we will be real, yes?"

*********

Mahou watched Luis as he did his box-thing, marvelling at the purity of the rose.  She turned away as he gave it to Arcadia, wondering who this girl was to be so snobbish, it seemed.  Stealing a glance to the other girl, Mahou raised a brow at her.. She was wearing layers of make-up.  Mahou, herself, didn't wear any of the stuff, not really caring if anyone liked the way she looked or not.

Turning back to her books, the half-elf sighed.  Making friends wasn't easy.   Sure, she had some acquaintances.. but none of them really talked much to her.  Not that she wasn't used to it, mind you.  But she longed to have some friends to talk with and tell secrets to.  Looking back at Nimue, Mahou 

quickly turned away, pulling her hat down lower over her ears.  She couldn't risk having that thing be pulled off or anything.  She kept a close eye on it.

Mahou, though, really wanted to find Avalon.. (she IS in Gryff, after all) and she wanted to look for it.  Here at Hogwarts.  Picking up her quill, Mahou drew a picture on a slip of parchment:  one of an ancient artefact of the Elfin People.  It resembled a willow branch, with a dragon with no arms or legs, wings flared, entwining itself around the greenery.  This thing was made of wood, but enchanted to sense the magick of Avalon.  But the only place Mahou knew to get it was.. Ireland.  And she wasn't going there any time soon.

Shinrei was not really paying attention to her classmates as they tried to open the box. When Arcadia succeeded, she had glanced at the smug look on the Slytherin girl's face and returned her attention to her desk, where her fingers were entwined neatly, as if in prayer.

She was thinking that she sorely lacked proper martial arts training of late, especially in close-quarters jujitsu. Already she could feel the weakness in her hands. Weakness...she was already too weak to allow herself to lose more strength and focus.

There was a hush that fell on the room that made her look back up, only to see Luis Verga retrieve a rose from the mysterious box of the DADA teacher and then give the rose to Arcadia.

Shinrei was dead certain she heard a Hufflepuff girl's muffled squeal of delight from a few rows behind her. This made her turn. And this made her see Jian Hupi.

*Gods. Not again.* She prayed to Izanagi-seikun that he did not catch her staring, even if for only a few seconds. *He is a Shaolin monk, Shinrei Hikari. Why do you stare at him so?*

Flushing as if she had ran a mile or two, she diverted her attention to Mahou, who was doodling something on a parchment. "Mahou-chan?" she said in a whisper. "What is that you are drawing? A driftwood carving design for a garden?"

Turning to Shinrei, Mahou moved the paper a little closer to her.  "This is an ancient artefact, Lady Shinrei," she explained.  She didn't realise her voice was a little too loud.  "It be o' th' Wood Elves o' Ireland."  She beamed.  "It has th' power ta sense th' magick o' Avalon, ye see.  This be a dragon.. very powerful creature, it be.  Th' willow is a tree tha' represents the feminine powers, hence the priestesses o' Avalon."  She detailed the drawing by adding some shading and leaves to the willow.  "I ha'e seen this artefact b'fore.  Da, he be an.. archaeologist.. found it. He.. um.. gave it back ta th' Elfin folk o' Ireland.  I got ta see it b'fore he gave it back, though, claiming he could no' go ta Avalon, let alone use

th' artefact ta sense th' magick tha' Avalon emits."  

Mahou felt rather proud of her explanation.  Her father had told her many times of his rendezvous with the elves.. how they had wanted him to train in Avalon.. how he refused..  Mahou would never forget how he had turned down such an opportunity.

"Th' artefact be on wood, ye see.. but th' wood be enchanted.  It be carved inta a piece o' oak wood, symbolisin' th' masculine power."  She pointed to the slab of wood that the carving rested on.  "I e'en got ta hold th' thing.   It was like holdin' a piece o' Avalon itself.  I wanna find th' gateway ta Avalon.. if it be here.. an' go there.  But it only be a rumour tha' a gateway resides in Hogwarts.. so I donnae ken if we'll e'er get ta find it."

  Shrugging, Mahou added a few more lines to her drawing.

**********

Sarah wasn't that confident about the box but with Arcadia and Luis successes as well as Smyth's explanation made it sound if not easy then at least logical and she was a plucky girl.

Therefore, as he had pointed in her general direction she got up and approached the box. Patterns of light and dark. OK?

She took her time with it, trying to stay calm and not rush. She didn't like the idea of being pricked though and that fear may have led her to over-compensate.

Aidan watched as the box finally clicked open. "Well done, Sarah. You nearly lost it at one point but you got there."

Addressing the class he said, "You see, it is quite simple really you just have to watch what happens."

He checked his watch as he was listening to the two girls in the front row talking. "Ok, I better let you go otherwise you will be late for the Quidditch trials."

He turned to the two girls who had been talking. "And you two can stay behind for a few minutes."

"Your homework is to read up on observation skills in An Explanation of DADA Skills. Class dismissed."

"Well that's okay then" Whispers Arcadia, not planning on doing any reading

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

Marvo Smiled. That was easier than he had expected. He had been tempted to go and open the box, but didn't want to seem like he was showing off.

"You off to Quidditch Trials now? Mind if I come and watch?" He said to Kat.

Then he smiled, "I mean, I can have a spell ready for if you fall off.... again.” He winked at her.

"Somehow I just knew you were going to come and watch." She smiled at  Marvo. "It's a good job I don't mind."

Nimue looked with some sympathy upon Mahou and Shinrei being held back by Professor Smyth as she knew both girls were keen to try out for Quidditch team. She gave them a smile as she passed them. 

Then hurried up to join up with Kat Black and some of the others, "You'll be off for the trials then. I am going to collect my cloak and come to watch and cheer you on from the sidelines."

Kat led the way out of the classroom just as Nimue caught them up. "I've got to get my broom so I guess I will see you both down there then."

She dashed past on her way to the dorm to drop off her schoolbooks and collect her broom and of course, the cats.

**********

*You two?* Shinrei echoed mentally. It took her another second to realise that the teacher meant her and Mahou. He was asking them to "stay behind for a few minutes."

Gods. He might very well have heard them talking, though Mahou did most of it with her very impassioned explanation of the desire to look for Avalon's gateway.

Still staring at the teacher with a combined feeling of dread (that Gryffindor would be losing more points) and embarrassment, Shinrei whispered to the other girl, "Mahou-chan. I believe he means us."

Mahou flinched as she heard the words "stay behind for a few minutes" ringing in her ears.  She looked at Shinrei and knitted her eyebrows in worry.. She thought the same thought.. What if they lost more points for Gryffindor?  Facing forward in her seat, Mahou tucked away the drawing of the artefact, her face a mask of worry.

"Sorry abou' this, Lady Shinrei," Mahou whispered gently.  "I didna mean ta cause trouble.. again.."  She quirked her mouth a bit, folding her hands atop her desk.

"Yes, Sir," she said louder to Professor Smyth.

"No. This is my fault, Mahou-chan," Shinrei replied in a harsh whisper, grimly, looking without blinking at Professor Smyth. "I was the one who asked you about the drawing. As I said before, I have lately developed the ability to draw trouble into my arms without effort. It goes without saying that others will pay for my carelessness along the way."

Shinrei looked at Mahou and felt a strong wave of sympathy for the gentle Irish girl. Unlike herself,

Mahou was of a more sensitive nature. Shinrei could take punishment without outwardly expressing hurt and fear, had long since come to terms with the fact that she would always be willing to face the consequences of her wrongs.

What she did not expect at Hogwarts was that others would suffer and pay for her wrongs, too. She was

willing to take as much punishment as she could, but drawing others into it along with her was an entirely different issue.

It was something she could not allow. Honour meant paying for one's actions, not letting others take the blame.

She waited expectantly, and with resigned, frozen determination, for Professor Smyth to say whatever it is he wanted to say to them.

**********

Dylan nodded to Jian.  "I know wha' y' mean about nightmares," he agreed reluctantly, sneaking Squee back into his bag along with the DADA book as the lesson had been dismissed.  "I don't know th' first

thin' about martial arts, but tha' could be cool.  All I know how t' do is box, an' I'm not s' good at that.  Out o' practice, now."  

He missed the boxing sessions with Professor Grimalkin over the summer, and while teaching Dafydd was a mediocre substitute, it was still something.  But martial arts...Dylan smiled a little.  That sounded like that could most definitely be cool.  "But yeah, I'll let y' have a go at Squee.  Got some other ones in m' trunk, too."

If Jian knew how to smile properly, he would have already done so. But smiling was one of the things he had yet to learn.

The prospect of teaching martial arts had appealed to him greatly as far back in his life as he could remember. No one knew it, but his greatest dream was to build a school that taught Bagua Zhang, an overlapping martial arts principle that believed everything went in an eternal circle. Jian had long since worked in merging Bagua Zhang in both armed and unarmed combat techniques that he had learned from both the Mian-Ju-Tao teachers and his own painstaking research.

It occurred to him that he might as well begin sharing what he knew and had developed at Hogwarts. From experience, martial arts brought even more focus and channelled the wizard's powers with greater precision.

"Thank you. I am very grateful," Jian said, getting to his feet as the rest of the class began to rise at the teacher's dismissal.

He thought for a few moments on Dylan's experience in martial arts. Boxing? Then kempo, Chinese boxing with close-in strikes, was the best approach for the other boy.

"Practice is no longer a problem for you, Dylan," he said. "If you are willing, I would be very honoured to share with you certain kempo techniques that would be similar to your boxing. From there, you can choose your 'ken, your fist approach. I am certain you are a very good fighter, Dylan."

Dylan grinned, his eyes a startling clear blue as they were wont to be when he was happy.  "Y'know, it beats Quidditch any day," Dylan said, his enthusiasm beginning to show.  "I've done m' fair share o'

scrappin', both here an' at home, but wha' did y' call it?  Kempo? Tha' sounds dead interestin'."

Jian nodded as he and Dylan joined the throng of students that made their way out of the DADA classroom. He was slightly distracted at seeing Shinrei and another girl staying behind as per orders of the teacher.

"Kempo is very interesting," he agreed, trying not to glance too much over his shoulder and hoping Dylan would not notice his distraction. "It is not plain fistfight or attacks, yes. All your movements are based on your 'ken. You move from eight extreme points or you are a tiger, a swallow or a crane."

"Martial arts is different from Quidditch," he stated more passionately. "Quidditch is just sport, game.

True kempo and others are based on a lifestyle and a set of principles. You...believe and you practice in martial arts. Fighting is just one part of it, a very small aspect."

"Yes, Dylan. I agree martial arts beats Quidditch." He looked at Dylan and executed his best attempt at a quarter-smile, the one that ever-so-slightly quirked the sides of his mouth and made his face look a little less serious. "If you want to learn, we could start tomorrow morning with a run at the grounds, very early. Is that allowed? Then we practice kata, basic form exercises. I miss training myself. I have not practised for four days now."

"It's allowed," he told Jian.  "I'm usually out there runnin' in th' mornin's anyway.  Old habit.  Not tha' anyone notices, anyway.  Hogwarts is dead quiet in th' mornin'."  It was true enough.  Ever since he'd been accused of attempting to kill Niki last year, Dylan had taken to running in an effort to somehow work off his frustrations.  Sometimes in the mornings or in the evenings, depending on the weather, but always when he would be left alone with his thoughts.  It would be odd to have a partner.  But not, Dylan noted, necessarily a bad thing, not at all.

"That is very good," Jian said thoughtfully, already mentally outlining Dylan's training program. It likewise added to his enthusiasm that Dylan sounded practical and rather fearless, plus he had no qualms on learning martial arts from a foreigner. "We shall begin tomorrow morning. By next week, I think you will be ready to choose your 'ken."

In China, Jian had no experience in training along with people his age. The other boys in the temple, most of them new trainees, were relegated to beginners' routines. Jian had always trained with the older fighters ever since he was ten, since he had already mastered the basics when he was a very young child, having grown up in Mian-Ju-Tao. This was one of the many reasons why he was the one chosen to be "sent" to Hogwarts.

It would also be well if he had a person his age to talk to, someone who understood the value of illustrated stories and the exhilaration of physical combat like he did.  Someone who would not ridicule

his fascination with "Virtua Fighters" and tell him to run off and say prayers to Buddha instead of wasting his time reading.  A friend, perhaps.

He glanced up and down the hallway, slowly beginning to  fill with students. "Are you going to the Quidditch trials, Dylan? I am trying out."

For some insane reason, he had decided to try out. It would not be good if he stayed at the sidelines and

snuck around trying to figure out the real meaning of the "evil star." It might rouse suspicion on the real reasons why the Mian-Ju-Tao sent him. So act like a new foreign student he would. Immerse himself in the culture, though it was a risky immersion as he only learned how to fly properly on Sunday, with the help of a few Hufflepuff second-years (who were fascinated by his Shaolin-monk background) and an extremely old Cleansweep owned by one of them.

Dylan squirmed a little, dropping his gaze, and as usual, his dark hair fell in his face, obscuring his eyes.  "Er...not s' good at Quidditch...th' broom thin'...it jus' ne'er really worked for me."  

This was, of course, a vast understatement.  Along with his inability to make anything happen in Transfiguration save explosions, and more of the same in Potions, Dylan also had something of a reputation for his marked inability to properly fly a broom.  He considered it something of a stigma, and did everything in his power to avoid potential humiliation, broken bones from falling or a combination of the two.  That meant, in the briefest of terms that Quidditch was right out.

"As I said, Quidditch is only a game, sport, yes?" Jian replied, in an attempt not to make the other boy

feel bad about whatever it is that made him suddenly uncomfortable with the conversation.

"I also have things that never work for me, too. Many, many things. The list is too long to tell you about, but..." Jian shrugged. "So what do we do now? Will you be going back to the dormitory?"

"Prob'ly.  I watched some practice an' it really didn't thrill me, so I reckon avoiding th' pitch would be good."  Dylan kept staring at the floor in front of him.  Old habits do indeed die hard.

"I respect your choice, Dylan," Jian said. Once more the expression closest to a smile crossed his normally stony face. "What is more, I appreciate your honesty."

"I am looking forward to training with you in Kempo, which is better than Quidditch." Jian glanced up and down the hall, as if waiting for someone to materialise within the vicinity. "I think I shall go now or I will be late, yes? I shall see you later."

He bowed to Dylan and began to walk in the direction of the Quidditch field.

**********

"Out of the trouble with Arcadia, of course. And Luis..." Morticia looked at him. "Well... he DOES look good in some sort of way.. but I don't think he's a nice person, is he?"

She suddenly realised class was over. "Oh, let's get out of here!"

Sarah had been very happy about her success at the box and was as merry as a spring lamb (no Baa-cadia jokes implied) as they started leaving the classroom. 

"Mag.., Pio...." no she didn't think Piotr or Magnus looked the Quidditch type but she smiled at the two boys anyway then bounced on past Fiona giving her a friendly tickle on the way - "You coming to watch the trials Fee?" - "Nathaniel, Raphael, Zidane....coming - trying out....?" 

She knew of course that Kat would be there and Tish and a clutch of Gryffindors and Slytherins. Would any of the timid Hufflepuffs be coming....?

Fiona, who was still scribbling up the last few of her DADA notes shook her head.  "Och," she said, a little sadly.  "Ye ken know well how much I'd love t'watch the trials...but...I was gonna go see Hagrid.  McTavish is a wee bit poorly...and he's the only person who I can think of t'speak to."

Indeed, the small fluffball that sat on the desk in front of her DID look a little miserable, his eyes red and watery, and occasionally, the haggis made a noise that sounded like a sneeze.  Fiona bit her lip worriedly and shoved her books and quill away, gathering her pet up in her arms and fussing it.

"I'll get there as soon as I can," she promised.  "Save me a spot where I can have a good view of And..er...the trials..."

**********

Aidan watched the two girls continue to exchange the odd words and looks. He waited until all the other students had left.

"Now then, I'm am sure that the mysteries of something like Avalon will be a great attraction to young girls like yourselves. However, I would appreciate it if you would leave your discussions until you are out of my classroom. You are after all here to learn."

"I shall be taking five points from each of you for talking in class. Do you have anything to say for yourselves?"

Shinrei glanced at Mahou before fixing Professor Smyth with her usual blank, impenetrable stare. The words that followed were just as expressionless: "We apologise for whatever disrespect we have shown to you and your class, Professor Smyth. Mahou-chan and I will make certain a thing such as this will not happen again."

Inside, she was sorry, very sorry, to have caused more point depletion to Gryffindor House. She wanted to find Jon Sinclair and apologise to him right away--how many times had she heard him over the summer say how much he wanted the House Cup for Gryffindor, and how many times had she promised to do her best to contribute? And now *this.*

Mahou had stood up when the others left, her hands clasped before her.  Then.. she heard the news.

The half-elf's face paled dramatically.  It looked the colour of cold porridge.  *Another five points* she thought to herself.  *I lost..another  5 points for Gryffindor.  What's next?  100?*  She gulped and opened her mouth, but nothing came out.  All she could manage was a short ~*Cernnunos preserve me*~ in Elfin.  Then she froze.

Mahou couldn't say anything more.  Her voice wouldn't work.  Her mouth wouldn't open again.  Her throat was closed to tight she could scarce breathe.  So.. she did the next best thing. She fainted.

Aidan looked a little flustered. Why did girls always have to do this sort of thing? He looked at the girl on the floor and back to Shinrei. He flicked his wand at Mahou. "Envenerate!" 

Waiting for Mahou to awake he turned back to Shinrei. "Your apology is accepted. You may go now if you wish. I will make sure that Mahou is ok."

Shinrei bent down to look more closely at Mahou after the teacher had cast the spell, anxiety over her previously blank countenance

"I will stay and wait until Mahou-chan awakes and tells us she is all right, Professor Smyth," she said softly. "This situation is more my fault than hers, after all. I could not help but feel responsible for her distress."

Mahou groaned softly and sat up, her brows knitted.  She had hoped it was all a terrible dream.. but here she was.. sitting on the floor of the DADA room.. having lost another 5 points from Gryffindor.  If this kept up, everyone from Gryffindor would hate her.  They would hate her without knowing what she was, too, and that's what killed the girl.

Looking at Prof. Smyth, Mahou sat up, wiping her eyes, knowing that she was crying.  "I be s-sorry, Sir," she said, not looking up at him.  Her strange eyes stayed on the floor.  "I didna mean any harm by it.. Da had an offer ta go ta Avalon.. but he refused.. I just wanted ta see wha' he was turnin' down."  

She sniffled again and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.  "I didna mean ta lose anymore points from Gryffindor.."  She stopped for a moment, unable to speak over the lump in her throat.  "I already lost enough points the other night."

Mahou stood up, grabbing her books.  "I should get ta Quidditch." Without another glance to Shinrei or Smyth, Mahou raced out of the room, tears falling from her lime-green, slanted eyes.

Shinrei could only stare disbelievingly as Mahou promptly rushed out of the room.  She then shook her head and gave Professor Smyth a wry, apologetic smile.

"She has the tendency to be rather prone to strong emotions, Professor," she explained. "I suppose that indicates she has recovered to a good extent."

"I guess I had better join my classmates at the Quidditch field, sir. Have a good afternoon."  She bowed to the teacher and made her way out of the classroom.

Elsewheres

While our Fourth Years were in DADA Nathan had a free period and couldn't study. He was too tired. His eyes just kept closing. He decided to leave the common room and go for a walk outside. The weather was nice but a bit windy. He walked around the castle grounds and suddenly missed Beauxbatons's warm weather and the blue sky that was

the rule there... for a second, the thought of a girl named Belle crossed his mind, but it didn't stay there long. There wasn't much room for it.

He walked back into the castle as the wind got stronger and suddenly found himself in front of Dumbledore's office. Of course he didn't know the password, but he thought that since he was there already, he could try anyway. He knocked and waited for answer.

Albus Dumbledore had only recently concluded a meeting with Marvo and Randal. The boys appeared to still have a running battle going to try to out-do each other with Marvo definitely enjoying the fact that his position at the school was now openly acknowledged. 

He now made his way down to his public office from which he conducted his day-to-day business of running the school. As he approached he spotted Nathan Lagrand standing outside. 

"Ah, Mr. Lagrand. Good afternoon. Were you just passing or did you wish to see me?"  

"If you have time, sir..." Nathan said politely, but there was an almost anxious strain in his voice. "I don't want to steal your time, but I have a question about the Inter-School Quidditch... about the Hogwarts team, to be more precise. Do you have a minute or should I come back later?"

"Of course I have time." said Dumbledore with a smile. He opened the door to his office and ushered Nathan in and invited him to sit down.

"So now what is your question about the team?" 

Nathan leaned forward, his face tense. "Professor, I know that my father has contacted you... about me having too many extra activities." He quickly bit his lip. "Like Quidditch."

Dumbledore nodded. "Go on."

"He - he wants me to finish school early, so that's why he has forbidden me to play this year, but Professor," Nathan looked up with pleading eyes, "I think he was just so busy that he forgot it's the inter-school Quidditch this year! I mean, he MUST have forgotten it, otherwise he wouldn't have forbidden me to play..."

"So," Dumbledore asked, "you want to play Quidditch then?"

"Yes." Nathan swallowed. "Don't you see, Professor, I HAVE to! I - if things go well, I'll finish school after this year! This is my only chance for this... do you HAVE to tell my father if I get on the team?" he finished his speech with a pleading glance.

Dumbledore looked kindly at Nathan, "Your Father was one of those involved in setting up this inter-school tournament, I am sure he will be watching the outcome closely and be quite aware of who is playing for Hogwarts."

He paused, "Nathan, I am sympathetic to your desire to play for the school but the training for this event will be intense as will be the pressure during the year. If you wish to go out for the trials I will not prevent it but if you are successful, your father's permission will need to be sought." 

"I see." Nathan lowered his head. "But thank you for your time." He sighed. "Back to the books then, I suppose. Nothing else I can do anyway."

He forced a smile and walked to the door, but stopped halfway as if to say something. He hesitated for a long moment. Then he shrugged. "Thank you," he said, the words almost sounding like a despairing sigh, and then he made for the door.

"Nathan...." said Dumbledore before he reached the door. "I could write your father and put the case for you taking part. After all even with sitting your N.E.W.T.S. this year rather than next, you can't study non-stop."

Nathan put on a calm smile. "Thank you, Professor, but that won't do anything. My father has decided I'm going to finish school this year and that I won't play Quidditch, and nobody will be able to convince him of anything else." The smile turned dry and faded slowly. "Not even a Dark Lord or anyone like that, and, no offence, sir, no headmaster.

Thank you for your help though." Nathan sighed. "I'd better go back to my books - if my father learns I spend more than an hour a day not studying.. well, let's just say I don't love Howlers too much."

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

"...and there you have the explanation as to how Alwyn Agglesboon successfully won that landmark case.  Do you have any questions, Anders?"

Dmitri Georgious smiled to himself as his young apprentice ripped his gaze away from the law book on the desk and stared at him in an expression of almost horror.  "Questions?  Er...no, no questions."

"Then you understood everything I've said?"

Anders hesitated, then rubbed his nose.  "Frankly, sir, not a word."

Georgious laughed brightly.  "That is a good start.  If you'd told me you'd understood, I would have known you were lying.  I have been studying this case for forty years and I've never yet been able to understand it all."  He closed the books and glanced up at the clock.  "Don't you have to be back at

Hogwarts for the Quidditch Trials?"

Following his gaze, Anders' jaw did a fairly impressive drop.  "Oh, gods...thanks for reminding me...I'm supposed to picking up some shopping in Hogsmeade and going up for a lesson with Dumbledore after the trials, too...I'd better make tracks."  He got to his feet and picked up a veritable mountain of books.  Georgious put a hand on top of the pile.

"You don't *have* to take all these home, Anders.  What's wrong?  Don't you have chairs and tables and need something to sit on?"

"I'm just determined to learn as much as I can," he said, fiercely.  "I know I'm three years behind the other apprentices, and that bothers me sometimes."

"Anders, you've only been studying for a couple of months.  You can't expect to learn it all overnight.  Plus you have these Quidditch Trials and lessons with Dumbledore.  Time management, my boy.  You need to learn about the..."

"Uh...Mr Georgious?  I'm sure this will be very interesting, and you can tell me all about it tomorrow...but I really have to dash," came a voice from behind the pillar of books.  He stepped into the fireplace and hesitated.  A muffled curse came as he realised he couldn't reach into his pockets for the Floo powder.

"Mr Georgious?"

"One step ahead of you, Anders," smiled the lawyer, throwing a pinch of the powder into the fireplace.

Anders disappeared and reappeared in the fireplace in his small house in Hogsmeade, much to the shock of Wilbur, who'd been quietly sleeping there on a bed made from some of Anders' socks that had escaped the ever-growing laundry pile.

He tipped the books onto the sofa and sat down at the table, shoving some papers to one side and carefully hiding the remains of that morning's half-eaten toast under some others and wrote out a shopping list in his spidery handwriting.  Fortunately for him, the shops in Hogsmeade stayed open fairly late.  He would have to do the shopping AFTER the Quidditch trials and BEFORE the lesson with Dumbledore...or maybe AFTER the lesson with Dumbledore and BEFORE the studying...

He folded up the list and, putting it in his pocket, grabbed hold of his meteor shower and began the walk up to the school at a light jog.  Then he slowed to a walk.  He was going to be late anyway: what was the point in rushing and making himself exhausted?

**********

Hagrid was kneeling down in front of his hut apparently talking to a box when Fee arrived.

"Yer need ta eat it. It be fer yer own good. It be very nice yer know. All crunchy and yummy." As Fee approached she would could see him waving a maggot at a small ball of prickles. What ever it was he was trying to feed obviously had no appetite.

He looked up as Fee's shadow fell over him. 

"Ah. Ello Fiona. Seems this little fellow 'as no desire to eat these maggots." He shook his head.

"And what can you be doing 'ere? You look troubled. 

"It's McTavish," said Fee, thrusting the ball of fluff at Hagrid.  "He's sick an' I can't make him better.  Have ye any idea what could be wrong with him?"

The haggis squeaked in alarm as Fiona thrust him towards the half-giant and she absently scratched him behind what, for want of a better guess, were its ears.  It was so furry it was near impossible to make out anything but a pair of beady black eyes and a button nose.  "Would ye take a look at him?"

"A course I can." Hagrid took the little bundle of fluff from Fee.

He lifted the little creature up carefully and turned him over. He gently prodded McTavish, checking to see what might be wrong. He even opened the little guy's mouth that was not the easiest of things to 

locate.

"I can see nothin wrong. He's in perfect health.  Jus looks a bit down. Wan me ter look after him a bit?"

He thought for a minute. "Don't 'spose you seen Kat about at all 'ave yer? She's still not been down 'ere much since Joss died. Anyway, she has that technique for gettin inside minds, see. And I thought she  might be able to find out wha is wrong."

"Would ye mind?"  Fiona's eyes filled with tears.  "He just isn't himself lately and I'm a bit scared."  She sniffed loudly and dug a hanky out of her sleeve and blew her nose on it.  McTavish stared up at her with a slightly dull, vacant expression.

"I see Kat all the time," she said.  "We're in th' same class for most things.  I hadn't thought about asking her t'take a wee peek at McTavish.  I was jus' in a panic with him..."

The little furry pet suddenly started making a strange sound and Fee pointed at him triumphantly.  "Ye see?  He's crying!  He has terrible mood swings!  He should be squeaking happily!"  

Hagrid looked concerned as the little Haggis started to cry. "I'll give 'im me full attention, don you worry."

He held McTavish in his arms gently. "An when yer see Kat next, maybe you can ask her to come an 'ave a look." He smiled at Fee. "I'm sure we'll get im sorted."

The Quidditch Trials - Gathering

"So. Where to now? Cheerleader trials?" Arcadia asked the girls. 

"Yup!" Oriana exclaimed. She was excited about cheer leading tryouts and hoped to become Head Cheerleader, but dare not say anything to Arcadia. "Let's go!"

Arcadia smiled at Oriana, "Okay. And just to prove we are friends, I'll let you be my second. I mean, a head Cheerleader needs a second"

"Are you coming Carina? I know you want to be on the team, but if you're not good enough you can be on my cheer leading team"

Pantalaimon gave Luis another look and followed Arcadia out of the classroom.

"But Arcadia," she said. "Wouldn't it be okay if...I...maybe got Head Cheerleader?" She awaited her punishment, but she had to say something.

Arcadia looks at Oriana as if she had just asked if she could bite Pan's head off!

"What?" She faked a look of shock

"I do NOT think so my dear! *I* am head Cheerleader. NO ONE else will DARE try out for that! Do you even have a clue as to what horrible 'accidents  will  happen to anyone who tries? No. Of course you don't or you wouldn't have even thought to ask!"

She took a deep breath. "Well. Seeing as your a friend, and your willing to prove yourself, I'll let you try out to be my second in command. BUT even THINK about Head Cheerleader and if your lucky they will let you stay in school... as long as you wear a mark so as not to frighten the first years"

Arcadia smiled. Hoping the 'hint' was enough for Oriana. She actually did like the girl and would hate to have to... hurt her.

"Yes Arcadia," she said. "I'm sorry Arcadia. I shouldn't have said anything. Please forgive me. You deserve to be head cheerleader."

She smiled. "Maybe after you become head cheerleader we can sneak into Hogsmeade and buy a 

butterbeer. My treat." What was she saying?

Arcadia Smiled. Now that was more like how she liked her friends. "Wonderful. Sounds great. Come on then. Lets see if anyone else wants to be a Cheerleader. It after all the best part of the game. If not for that I'm hate it..."

She looked a bit sorrowful for a moment. "Seeing as I can't take part" She put her 'smile' back on.

When Smyth dismissed the class, Luis did not get up right away but continued to lean back on his seat, arms crossed and watching his classmates pass by through lowered lids, a sneer on his face.

When Arcadia, her wolf and her cronies passed by, he engaged Pan the Wolf in a staring match until the group was well out of the classroom.

So Smyth wanted Shinrei and Mahou to stay behind, he noted as he looked at the front of the classroom. /So what's it to you, Verga?/ he thought bitterly.

Luis stood up and swept out of the classroom, black robes billowing. He easily caught up with Arcadia's "gang."

He cleared his throat. "Pardon me. Miss Fudge. Miss Darnell. Miss Nort." He gave them his most charming smile and bowed gracefully. "I hazard you are all headed for the cheerleading tryouts? I intend to participate in the Quidditch team trials so...may I have the pleasure of your company in making our way there?"

Carina raised an eyebrow at Luis. She had learnt not to trust anyone in her life, especially the nicest people. She gave the boy a suspicious look.

"Arcadia and Oriana are headed that way. I'm going for the team though." //A bit above yelling on the ground like an idiot// she added mentally, though not outloud. She planned to keep Arcadia on the same side.

Luis gave Carina a "bring-it-on" smile and bent his head to one side in a gesture of mocking acknowledgement. He found it challenging when people doubted the true intentions behind his actions.

He walked with the girls until the Quidditch field came within his line of sight. He glanced at his watch and at the large clumps of people already gathered there.

"Good luck on your tryouts, then, ladies," he said. "Thank you for your much-appreciated company. Excuse me."

He swept off in the direction of the Quidditch field. Midway, he brought his wand into the air and said almost negligently: "Accio  Nimbus."

The Nimbus 2001 came zooming in his direction from the broomshed.  One of his former co-employees at the Three Broomsticks had lent it to him over the weekend. Luis had written asking for his acoustic guitar to be sent over, casually mentioning that he was trying out for the school Quidditch team, but both the guitar and this rather new broom were sent to him via a deluge of large owls.

It paid when people owed you a favour or two. Especially when you saved their life from a troll that had caused a drunken rampage in Hogsmeade last summer.

Luis smiled and caught the broom.

**********

Marvo had smiled at Kat as she went to collect her broom.

"Marvo, thanks very much for the 'you know what'" Nimue began.

"No problem Lizzie." he said.

"Where did you get it? I know they are very rare." she asked.

"Souvenir. Best not to ask..." he gave a wink as they made their way through the Halls. 

Anders had abandoned the casual stroll once he realised just how late he was going to be.  He had to go and speak with Madam Hooch before the trials commenced formally, and thus it was that he came barrelling around the corner and crashed headlong into Marvo and Nimue.

He yelped in surprise and toppled over backwards, landing with a thump on the floor and looking a bit dazed.  

"Nimue!  Marvo!"  He looked pink-cheeked and flustered.  "Are you coming out for the trials?"  He slowly got to his feet and grinned shyly at Nimue.  Maybe he could fit in a five minute conversation with the girl he intended to marry.  The trials were already going to start late, surely they could wait another few moments...

Madame Hooch was a little on the late side herself. But as the students were likely to be just leaving class the start time was not too exact.

She bustled towards the Quidditch pitch, her whistle swinging from it's chain around her neck. Under one arm was tucked her broom, and under the other a clipboard with the list from the notice board of who wished to apply for which position.

She noticed Anders and walked over to him. "Ah. Good to see you made it then. I have the lists of those wishing to try for the team. Are you all prepared for your first official appearance as coach?" 

She looked him up and down, as if assessing his appearance. "Nice broom! Now come on or we will be there after the students and I am sure you know what that means."

Anders cast a swift, regretful look at Nimue.  "I'll see you after," he said, softly.  "I promise."  He reached out and grabbed her hand kissing it swiftly before falling quickly into step with Madam Hooch.  The woman was smaller than he was - most people were, after all - but he still had to take fairly lengthy strides to maintain pace with her.  She could move *fast* that one.

Nimue gave a little sigh as Anders rushed off following Madame Hooch.

With the sort of punishing schedule she knew Anders had set for himself between his law and magical studies, his work in London and the coaching this was more likely to be the norm even without the

Hogsmeade ban.

Marvo gave her a sympathetic smile and the two of them made their way to the Quidditch field and took seats in the stands, to join those students who were not themselves trying out but who were supporting classmates and friends by their presence at the trials.  

*********

"May I see the lists?" Anders said, taking the clipboard from her and casting an eye over it.  He frowned.  "I'm...a bit worried abut Kat...I mean, uhm...I think she's one of the natural choices for the team, but...well, you know our relationship.  If that gets out, they'll accuse me of favouritism...I'm a bit concerned about that."

He carried on checking over the list and nodded in satisfaction.

"We can pull out a great team from this," he said, although his voice was a little uncertain.  "I hope I don't let Hogwarts down, Madam Hooch.  I'm a little nervous, see." 

He'd always had a good relationship with the flying teacher, from the days he'd been on the Slytherin team and she'd egged him on and vouched for him when he'd applied for the Seeker position with the Cardiff Chargers.  She'd even come along to that fateful match against Norway.

"I'm sure you'll be fine, lad. Don't worry. And as for the teams it's quite simple. I can officially announce the teams. It Kat is good enough she will be on the team regardless of you being the coach." 

She peered at him as if daring him to make things too complicated. 

"Now then, let's get started." She walked to the middle of the pitch to where a group of third years seemed to be having a debate of some form.

"Don't just stand there, get warmed up! I don't want anyone flying and pulling muscles is that clear?"

The group of third years dissipated quickly under Madame Hooch's gaze. She beckoned to Anders to join her.

"We need to establish who we have here already." She peered at the list of names again and looked up in the air to see who was already flying.

Anders nodded. 

"Hey!" he yelled, in a surprisingly loud voice that carried across the whole of the Quidditch area.  "On the ground, please!"

*********

Kat had changed into her Ravenclaw Quidditch robes. They were so much more comfortable for flying. She walked out to the Quidditch field Mulder and Scully walking with her. Scully was excited, sensing the nervousness that her mistress felt. She was running just in front of Kat's feet, frequently changing sides. Kat was finding it quite hard to avoid tripping over the small black cat, and that was adding to the tension she felt.

As she arrived at the Quidditch field she saw there were already a number of students had gathered and were warming up in the air. She jumped on her broom and started to go through a number of exercises to stretch her muscles and her reactions.

After talking with the Ravenclaw boys for a few minutes to ascertain their plans Sarah went to Ravenclaw in order to collect her Nimbus. She passed Kat who was on the way back down dressed in her splendid Ravenclaw team robes.

Sarah was glad she and Kat weren't both up for Chaser though she knew there was stiff competition for that position for the Inter-house team and she hadn't played last year on her House team. She felt more than a little rusty. 

Then it occurred to her that she hadn't even thought to enquire whether she might be prohibited from playing officially and figured it best to check with the Flying Mistress beforehand.   

Approaching the Quidditch Field, Sarah approached Madame Hooch.

"Excuse me." she began, "Madame Hooch, I wondered whether I'd be allowed to try out for the team. I wasn't here for the trials last year so my ahh being *cough* different wasn't an issue......"

"Of course girl." She looked quite surprised that a student would ask such a question. "You ride a broom like everyone else don't you?"

She did not wait to see if Sarah nodded or not. "Well, then. You might as well join the others and wait."

Nathaniel strolled up to the broomshed and picked a broom at random.  It followed him in the manner that the mostly black kitten usually did, except Stalks was sitting on the roof of the broomshed out of the way as usual.

Then he found himself an unobtrusive spot to stand in, and hoped that when the time came, he didn't kangaroo hop.

Raphael was doing something strange.

Having left DADA quickly, not saying just where he was going with his bag, he'd quickly dropped into an isolated thicket of trees on the other side of the Quidditch pitch, his school robes flashing behind him.

A few minutes later, he came out again. Properly dressed, this time, in a pair of T-shirts (the one underneath with long sleeves) and an old set of faded blue combats. And his bag bulging with the added weight of bulky robes. And with a very large stick.

He moved towards the centre of the pitch, hesitantly told Madam Hooch that he was here (and grinning at Sarah, who looked very uncomfortable, or so she seemed to Raphael) and then went and stood in a group of third year Hufflepuff girls, and proceeded to start to do something odd with the stick. It seemed to impress them - he certainly couldn't be seen, whatever he was doing, through the gasping giggly crowd of girls.

A few minutes later, leaving a crowd of adoring Hufflepuffers behind him, Raphael went over to Nathaniel, and sighed. "All I want is a bit of music," he said in explanation. "No rhythm." Like that was an explanation.

Sarah had been obviously relieved by whatever Madame Hooch had said and was fairly bopping with anticipation of the trials going to stand near to Nathaniel to keep him company (and because she likes standing near to him natch!)

As Raphael came back over from the clutch of Hufflepuffs, she said with a cheeky grin indicating the giggling girls, "So are they all geared up to be your personal cheerleading team then?"

Raphael grinned back. "Sure," he told her easily, although he kept to himself just why he was carrying a stick... and how he'd impressed the girls.

Instead he looked around automatically, catching Zephyr out of the corner of his eye blowing leaves at Stalks-by-Night, on top of the broomshed. And then he remember. "Oh damn," he uttered to Sarah and Nathaniel, dropped his treebranch, and headed towards the broomshed, passing at least one person on the way.

The broomshed. He ventured inside. For a minute all was quiet. Then - a shout from inside - and then the rooftop under Stalks-by-Night juddered like it had been hit with a hammer - and then got thrown bodily out of the shed. On to his back. With considerable force. Standing up, ignoring the pain in the back of his head, Raphael entered once again.

Next time he came out, he was struggling with a large broom that appeared to be trying to bat him over the head. Even when he fell over the brush and rolled down the bank towards where Sarah and Nathaniel were standing, he wouldn't let go... even when the thing started to lift him off the ground jolt at a time...

**********

Morticia, Drake and Nathan came walking along to the Quidditch field. Morticia had put on her Slytherin robes. The two Lagrands went to the broom shed and got their brooms while Drake strolled to the other students, smiling at Madame Hooch as he passed her.

"T-too bad I'm a-assistant teacher," he said to her, "o-otherwise I'd t-try as well... but I'll watch."

Morticia and Nathan mounted their brooms and started to fly around a bit. Morticia was visibly nervous, her knuckles shone white as she clasped the broomstick. That was nothing to Nathan's state, however. His face looked so grim that he was almost unrecognizable, and he utterly ignored the presence of anyone but Morticia.

Niki came down to the Quidditch pitch after a few more minutes, clutching her broom. She didn't look really nervous, just...excited. Perhaps a little--all right, quite a lot--nervous, but more excited.

She mounted her broom and kicked off, gently, almost tenderly, and rose slowly into the air. She glanced down, around, then suddenly pulled up on the handle of the broom and soared up into the air, soaring higher and higher, and let the broom drop, coasting through the air, diving... The wind whipped through her hair, and she grinned with joy.

As she slowed, then stopped, ten feet above the ground, she smiled to herself, then began to zigzag, practising a Keeper defence.

After a while of flying around in high concentration, Nathan noticed her and zoomed down to her from the height at which he had been flying. "Hey," he said with a strained smile, "how are you? Nervous?"

Niki nodded vigorously and brought her broom to a halt. "I'm not trying out for the interschool team, though, just the Slytherin team... I need to do a lot of concentrating on schoolwork this year, or my grandmother is going to take me out of Hogwarts." She made a face, which expressed her feelings about this very vividly.

"I'll try anything that gets me on a broomstick," Nathan growled, "I'm sick of being ordered around like - like - like I was Ninny! I AM going to play Quidditch this year, no matter what Papa says!"

He took a deep breath. "Sorry for that. What I really wanted to say is that if you have problems, anywhere, I can probably help you a bit... just tell me, okay?"

He shrugged and grinned, then leaned closer to her and said quietly, "You know, I'm not really that keen on finishing school this year... so I'll have more time to spend with you than I thought...."

Niki nodded sympathetically. "The only class I'm really having trouble with is Herbology...plants seem to take one look at me and die. But I'm glad you're going to be staying longer. Probably hideously selfish of me, but I am glad."

Nathan flew a loop and then came back to Niki. "Herbology, eh? Can't say it's my favourite, but I manage..." He clasped her broomstick with his left hand and leaned over to her, a rather dangerous move. "Don't tell Tish, though, I don't want my father to know and she'd probably squeal..."

"Tish wouldn't!" Niki said hotly. But she shrugged. "But if you don't want me to, I won't, of course. But she wouldn't, you know..." Now, more than ever, she realised how awkward it was when your boyfriend was your best friend's older brother, and the two didn't get on very well.

"Let's stop talking about my sister, okay?" Nathan said and shrugged. "We've had ... some disagreements lately."

He looked down where Drake was watching the students and waved. "Wish Drake could play... he's really good, you know?"

"But he's a teacher now, he doesn't have a house," Niki pointed out. "It's a little weird, isn't it, that he's graduated already?" She would not, she had already decided, want to graduate early, even if she stood the slightest chance of being able to do so. "I'm glad you're not leaving at the end of this year."

********

Nimue watched the preparations with interest. She enjoyed flying herself but was not keen on the mad dashing about and the danger inherent in the sport. Still even she had to admit it was exhilarating to watch now that she had made the effort because of Anders' involvement and she could see the appeal.

While they watched the other students warming up and gathering, she decided some sisterly advise might be necessary and opened the subject tentatively. "Marvo, how are things between you and Kat?"

Marvo grimaced as another two broom flyers almost collided, "Me and Kat? Wonderful, great, good...." He Paused, "Why? has she said something?"

"No but it's obvious that you are trying to make up for your absence last year by sticking to her like glue." Said Nimue. "Maybe try giving her a little more space. Girls sometimes like that touch of insecurity - does he, oesn't he? I mean not that we need to be totally angst ridden all the time but sometimes a little longing for sight of your beloved means that when you are together it is so much deeper and richer than if they are constantly with you."

It was obvious as her gaze was upon the field that she was experiencing more than a tad of longing. She turned back with a small smile. "That's not just because of him either. You have to trust that her feelings for you are real - at the moment you seem a little insecure. Like you could lose her or something."

Obviously, Marvo looked Confused. "You know... When I was training over the holidays, I had to learn the psychology of Vampires, Werewolf's, Boggits, Darkoiens and Goblins.... none were has complicated as Girls!"

He looked Thoughtful for a moment. "Hmmm... Space... touch of insecurity... Okay I can work on that"

He Smiled.

"Thanks Lizzy. And Don't worry and You and Anders, I'm sure you'll see more of him now..." He Winked. Nimue blushed at this comment!

Alpha came panting to the Quidditch field, looking for a place to sit  at the stands. She saw Nimue and Marvo. "Can I sit here?" she asked. Miss Eezy, her cat, followed her... meowing loudly.

Without waiting for an answer [wink], Alpha sat down next to Marvo. "Have they begun with the trials already? Madam Pince kept me a bit longer in the library than I had expected." She panted a bit from the run. Miss Eezy, her cat jumped on her shoulders, determined to have a good seat.

"No they haven't begun yet. Those trying out are still gathering. I guess they'll be getting underway soon." said Nimue with a smile to Alpha. 

"It was nice to have you in Hidden Talents with us this morning - the class seems as though it will be very interesting. McGonagall knows so much she's a treasure house of information about obscure abilities and techniques."

"It was an interesting class, this morning" Alpha agreed. "I liked it and I hope I can continue these lessons." She gave Nimue a short explanation of her agreement with professor McGonagall.

"Oh, look they're beginning..."

Marvo had also smiled at Alpha, "Hi, No I think their just playing around at the moment. Hard to tell really. 

"So Alpha, not trying out for the team?" asked Marvo.

"No, not me" Alpha said. "I don't fly, but sometimes I wish I could". She looked admiringly at all the players high in the air. She sighed.

Marvo gave a big Grin, "Going to try out for a Cheerleader then?"

He turned to Nimue, "And what about you Lizzy? why don't you cheer the team on?" He gave a little giggle.

Nimue shot Marvo a 'look' which suggested he was in need of serious therapy. "I think my Mother would throw a fit if I appeared in public with pom-poms."

"I'm sure she's not the only one" He said with a wink He continued to watch the try outs, surprising himself by actually enjoying it.

Branwen had made her way quietly out of the DADA class and had been thinking seriously about a little time in the library, until curiosity got the better of her and she gave in.  Quidditch trials.  Not really her cup of tea at all, but she did like to see other people's idea of flying.

She wandered over to the stands, and after squeezing past some already over enthusiastic first years, she found herself next to Marvo, Nimue and Alpha. 

"Mind if I join you?" she asked quietly, flashing her finest, most sociable smile.

Marvo went into deep deep blush mode. 

"Oh yes Branwen, please do. So many of our classmates are trying out for the Inter-House team and of course Marvo and I are both here to cheer on Kat."

"Erm.. yes. Yes. Cheer Kat on.. Indeed" said Marvo still looking embarrassed.

"Hello Branwen, take a seat" Alpha smiled.

As Branwen sat down Marvo blushed and concentrated hard on the players

Nimue's eyes though never left the former DADA teacher down on the playing field. Branwen was one of the few students aware of their connection so she knew she didn't need to be coy.

"How's Randal?" asked Nimue, "Oh look Arcadia Fudge is trying out or at least talking to Anders. Odd I never saw her for the Quidditch type and she's not dressed for flying."

*********

As Arcadia and friends reached the field they saw all the goings on and found Anders

"So. Who do we see about Cheerleading" She said to Anders.

Anders stared at Arcadia for a few moments.  He'd never been entirely comfortable around the girl since the misunderstanding of the previous term when she had tried to make out he had been making improper advances.

But that was the past.  This was now.  He treated her to one of his shy smiles.

"Cheerleaders will be sorted out once everybody else has had their chance to show their stuff," he said, improvising wildly.  "If you could see your way fit to taking a seat over there and watching and putting some...er...thought into your routines, that'd be wonderful.  We'll see what you've come up with at the end.  And if you have any urge to uh...'cheerlead' during the trials, please feel free."

Arcadia looks annoyed and walks off in a huff  "Trust them to do all the boring bits first. Oh well. Lets go sit and see if that Black girl falls off again!"

She looked around. "See anyone else who might think their good enough to be one of my

cheerleader?"

The Trials Begin

Jian Hupi stood at the edge of the Quidditch field, away from the packs of students eagerly awaiting the start of trials. His eyes swept the breadth of the pitch. He could not help but feel anxiety and a sense of impending doom. He might very likely make a fool of himself in front of everybody in his desire to be perceived as "normal" by the other students, to keep suspicion away from the true reasons why he was an "exchange student."

It was too late to turn back now. He breathed deeply and turned in the direction of the broomshed, where his young Hufflepuff friends had promised they would leave the Cleansweep for him on the day of the trials.

Shinrei Hikari had ran all the way to the broomshed once she was out of the DADA classroom. She parked the Rakurai there early this morning, after she had gone on a practice flight before breakfast. She now looked for Mahou, but it would seem the girl was nowhere to be spotted. Most probably she was already at the field.

The broomshed was empty and dark, with only a few dejected-looking brooms lying scattered about. A newly-polished Cleansweep stood propped against the wall, bearing a note. It hadn't been there this morning. Shinrei's Rakurai ("Thunderbolt"), the Japanese-edition Firebolt that Kanjou had given her shortly before she left for Hogwarts last term, was leaning against the wall itself, proud and alone and basking in a dim shower of late-afternoon sunlight.

She entered the shed and reached for the Rakurai. A strong, sudden wave of nausea swept over her, hammering her to her knees. Instinctively, she reached into her robes for the flask of Chishio Draught, flicking the top open and bringing it to her lips. She drank deeply, bargaining for life.

Jian saw her kneeling on the floor, drinking from a small container and breathing unevenly, her slender back heaving from the effort. The door of the shed slammed against the wall as he rushed towards her, all other things that bothered him forgotten.

"Shinrei!"

Her name rang and echoed eerily throughout the shed. Shinrei's vision was swimming but awareness was already kicking back in. The Chishio draught was of a stronger blend now and thus worked faster.

It was Jian. The voice was unmistakable. An instant later, he appeared before her, peering at her face with wide eyes.

"Konnichiwa, Hupi-san," she said softly. "What are you doing here?"

He had knelt down on the floor to face her. His eyes fell on the flask she was still holding in her hand.

Its mouth was turned downwards, pouring out nothing-it was already empty.

He ignored her question. "Daijoubou?" He asked if she was all right, in her own language.

"Hai," she answered automatically. "Do not worry, Hupi-san. It is my pre-Quidditch jitters, as the

Western people would put it."

Jian did not believe her. It was common knowledge in Gryffindor she was an avid Quidditch player, very enthusiastic about the sport. She had withstood two curses aboard the train but still remained standing. Her explanation made no sense.

"All right," he said evenly. "It is good that I found you here. I myself have these so-called...pre-Quidditch jitters, you call them, yes?"

She nodded, hesitantly meeting his eyes. "Yes," she replied in the lightest tone she could muster. She

gave him a smile for good measure. How so easy for her to smile through all her lies. "It is good to have someone to empathise with. Something like that. Arigatou, Hupi-san."

"I am here to get a broom lent by a Hufflepuff friend," he said, almost out of the blue, not making a move to stand. They must present an amusing sight, half-seated, half-kneeling face to face on the

broomshed floor. The Western people might very well think this was some strange Oriental ritual before Quidditch. "They are not trying out for the school team and wanted someone to put the broom to good use."

Shinrei nodded again and reached for her Rakurai that had fallen on the floor. "This is my Rakurai," she replied. "A gift from Kanjou-sama. I wish others could use it, but he placed a Hitorigo charm that would throw off anyone else who got on it."

Possessive, Jian thought, the way he claimed you to be his wife. He just nodded outwardly. "Yes." He looked around, looking at nothing in particular.

His thoughts were disturbed by her strange manner, claiming jitters for something that was capable of

bringing her to her knees. She was ill, the way he had perceived her to be at the bookshop in Diagon Alley the day they met. Ill and hiding it.

"It is best we go to the Quidditch field now," he declared when she did not say anything.

Shinrei had been staring at him. He knows, she thought almost fearfully. It seems as if he knows more than he is supposed to. There was something about the way Jian had looked at her.

"Of course." Shinrei began to get up. This was not a very good place to be in. "We might be late already, Hupi-san." She was about to stand straight when the hem of her robes got caught beneath her sandals. She lost her balance and fell forward.

Jian saw her falling. It was a good thing he had not stood up yet. His well-honed instincts took over.

Before he knew what he was actually doing, she was safely cushioned against his body, her fall broken by his arms encircling her waist.

Her breathing felt hot against his neck. "Miss?" he asked tentatively, thankful that she could not see him reddening.

"Gomen nasai," she sputtered, struggling to stand back up and push herself away from him. "I'm sorry. I did not mean to--"

Her words were cut off when she felt a callused hand reach for the right side of her face.

"What is--"

"Jian," she interrupted, very shocked. "Nani--"

"--this?" he finished.

Jian quickly released her and went to his feet, then showed her his palm. The dim late-afternoon sunlight illuminated the thick crimson liquid on the hand that had just touched her face.

Blood.

Shinrei drew away from him, stepping slowly backwards. "Nothing," she choked out, "it must be I got a scratch earlier today and I just did not see it. Do not worry. It's just a little blood."

"It is falling from your forehead, Miss," he said without expression. "It still is."

She reached for the same spot he had touched. True enough, she felt sticky, liquid warmth. The smell of metals mingling with herbs filled her nostrils.

Her blood.

"Nothing," she repeated, beginning to panic, "an old wound, that is all, Hupi-san." She looked around

wildly, then snatched her broom and flask from the floor. "I have to go." She dashed past him, out of the broomshed and down the path to the Quidditch field.

Jian stared after her. When she was gone from sight, he mechanically went over to the Cleansweep he would be using for the trials. There was a note attached to the broom, addressed to him and signed by the Hufflepuffs who had been with him last Sunday.

"Good luck," he read the message in a whisper. He removed the note from the handle. It came away stained by the blood still on his hand. Shinrei's blood.

She needs the luck much more than I do, he thought. He placed the note in his robes pocket, took the

Cleansweep propped against the wall and left the broomshed.

Carina walked out slowly several minutes after Luis. She carried her broomstick tightly in one hand. It wasn't a Firebolt or a Nimbus, but it did its job. And anyway, they would be selecting on player, not 

broomstick. Her father had refused point blank to buy her a modern one. Not a lover of Quidditch her father. But being a....what she was, she had had plenty of time to practise around bludgers and quaffles, quite qualified in the arts of both balls.

Looking up, her brow furrowed with worry as she saw the brilliant flyers above her. Could she get into a team with everyone so good?

Well, it was worth a try.

Looking at the ground, she slipped quietly into the growing crowd around Anders and Madam Hooch.

Running up to the Common Room, Mahou Amberstone threw off her Hogwarts robes, throwing open her trunk.  Once there, she pulled out one of her 'sportier' outfits.

~*They want me ta be sporty.. fine.  They donnae want me ta be outdoorsy.. fine!*~  She angrily threw on a pair of spandex shorts, emerald green in colour, and a grey sweater with a white stag stitched on the front. Sitting on her bed, she threw on a pair of grey knee-high socks as well as some green slipper-shoes.

Mahou grabbed her broom, pulling on a different hat: a green ballcap with a grey bill.  She wasn't in too good a mood right now.  With Blackfoot in tow, the half-elf raced outside to the Quidditch trials.

Once there, Mahou stood by herself, her hands on her Firebolt, with her fox beside her.  She stood near the group, listening to Madame Hooch and Anders, a rather sour expression on her face.

Shinrei did not lose speed as she ran blindly from the broomshed. Along the way, she met several other students headed for the shed. She was thankful she left the place--and Jian--just in time.

As she ran, she decided to stay away from the him as much as she could. She had hoped he would make a good training partner in martial arts given his unique background, but the idea seemed a little absurd now. She felt too much. He knew too much.

Upon reaching the field, Shinrei looked around and was very relieved to see Mahou already there. She walked over to the Irish girl and got in line beside her. She ignored the lower-year Hufflepuffs nearby who began to whisper excitedly at her arrival. She could pick out the words "princess," "ninjas" and "one hundred."

"Konnichiwa, Mahou-chan. I was very concerned when you ran off from the classroom." She smiled slightly, though her face was considerably paler than its usual red-bronze colour. "Are you all right now?"

She glanced at another girl nearby, one whom remembered was the last to be Sorted during the First Night Feast, and nodded politely. "Konnichiwa."

Mahou stood there, in her spandex shorts, knee-high socks, and sweatshirt. She clutched her broom in both hands, leaning on it a little.  Upon the arrival of Shinrei, Mahou looked over.  "I be.. more aware," she told her mysteriously.  Leaving it at that, the Irish half-elf turned her gaze back to the others, watching a group of Hufflepuff First Years chitter like excited chipmunks.  Raising a brow, Mahou looked away, hearing every word they said because of her accentuated hearing.

~*Sporty, eh?*~ she asked herself softly in Elfin.  ~*Less outdoorsy, eh? Hmph.*~  Mahou kicked a stone angrily, sending it skittering across the pitch.  ~*At least they donnae ken.. at least I still ha'e tha' much.*~  Taking a sidelong glance at Shinrei, Mahou didn't offer a smile, a nod, or even a wink.  The other girl would be able to tell that Mahou was more than a little miffed at the whole situation.  I mean.. there were plenty of other folks talking in DADA.  Was it her fault the Prof. was too deaf to hear them 

all?  She had not brought up that point in speaking to him for fear of losing more points.

So, she just twirled her broom like a bo-staff, rather intricately at that. She seemed to have been doing this out of habit for a long time.

Shinrei simply nodded after a few moments of observing Mahou's various reactions and remarks. She had no time or energy to deal with such complexities in other people. It was difficult enough to sort out her own so-called complexities.

Besides, she barely had a clear understanding of people in the West. The loss of Gryffindor points because of her various thoughtless acts were proof enough of her ignorance. Painful, but true.

So she remained standing, not speaking, looking at nothing and everything at the same time, waiting.

***********

Turning his attention back to the assembled students, Anders thanked them in his soft voice for coming.  "I've never had to coach others before," he said.  "When I played professionally, however, I'm sure that I managed to pick up enough tips and ideas to pass on to you.  These being the trials, you all need to perform your best.  And by that, I don't mean your showy moves.  I mean proving to me and Madam Hooch that you are capable of basic manoeuvres and display the ability to obey instructions and to play together with others as a team."

He took a breath.

"All those of you trying out for Seeker will come to the far end of the field with me, where we will practise catches and dives.  I'll be up in the air with you watching your technique, but don't let that put you off. Madam Hooch will put the rest of you through your paces and then well...we'll see how it goes from there."

With that, he heaved a leg across his Meteor Shower and zipped lightly and quickly to the other end of the field.

Nathan smiled at Niki. "I'm glad, too," he confessed, "I mean, why the hurry? Time enough to grow up, haven't we? Besides... another year at school close to you..." He shrugged and grinned, but just then Anders announced the procedures of the Trials.

"Well, there I go then," he said, "ready to start trying for Seeking. You're going to watch, I hope?" he asked while throwing her his best "I'm gorgeous and you know it"-wink. "Keep your fingers crossed..."

He blew her a kiss and then flew to the others who were trying out for Seekers.

**********

Andy followed Anders to the opposite side of the field where Seeker tryouts would be held. He was very excited. He was dressed in his flying outfit and had his broom with him.

"Come on now broom," he said. "Don't let me down now." He mounted on his broom and hovered over the ground slightly.

Jian Hupi took a deep breath when the Quidditch coach gave the instructions to those who were aiming to be Seekers. He had read up on Quidditch even when he was still at the temple, but it had never occurred to him when the time would come that he would be made choose as to which position he "wanted" to play.

When he was finally prompted to make such a choice, it had been surprisingly easy. Seeker because of the challenge at speed and awareness. He had likewise signed up for Keeper and Beater, but being Seeker had an immense appeal to his bagua zhang background.

He walked quietly with the other potential Seekers to the opposite end of the field. When he saw fellow

Gryffindor Andy mount his broom and take flight, Jian followed suit.

Once in the air, it was strange that he no longer felt anxious or afraid.

Mahou looked at Anders when he mentioned Seeker.  Smiling softly at Shinrei, she straddled her broom and flew with the grace of an elf to the end of the field where Anders was.  Mahou hoped beyond hope that her hat wouldn't fall off in these endeavours.. not to mention she hoped to be on the team. But if someone were better than her.. so be it.

Marvo saw Andy enter the field. "Hey look there is Andy. I'm so glad they let him try out. Big advantage his has might. being virtually weightless and indestructible!"

He grinned and waved.

Raphael blinked rapidly, and watched as the Coach leapt on his broom and took off. Glancing down to his own broom, lying inert on the ground under two very heavy rocks, he personally started to question his sanity. Damn impudence. All the brooms hated him. He attempted to send a grin to Nathaniel and Sarah, and with the grimace on his face still visible, he kicked the rocks off the broom.

It first of all thwacked him in the armpit. He grabbed it bodily and started to sprint across the field, holding the broom at head level, it's knobbly handle and butch brush wobbling and trying not to engage.

The magic caught. Raphael named the broom 'Butch' mentally.

And then he leapt up, and let the broom pull him along until he managed to get his feet around it, cursing when he realised he still had his boots on. He sped across the field, for a minute or two, upside down and with his hair brushing the grass, until he righted himself. Only then did he swing his leg

off the broom, and sat sideways on it while he undid his boots.

He zipped over to the stalls and handed the boots to Branwen, letting Butch whine like a car in second gear trying to go slowly, while he locked his ankles around the broom and handed the boots to her (being the only Ravenclaw member he could see around), before grinning at her upside-down face and zapping back over to Anders Grimalkin.

"Er," he said to the coach while hovering with the broom pointed up like a bucking horse, "I put down my name for everything, er, Seeker, and - runner? Slipper? Chaser? - as well as keeper and, er, beater. Does that mean I'll have to go back to Madam Hooch a while as well?"

Anders leaned over towards Raphael and stroked the boy's broom gently. It calmed down a little, but still shuddered angrily from time to time. "Yes," he said, softly.  "We'll do the Seeker runs first, then you can fly back down to her."

Whilst he was waiting for everyone who was coming, Anders let himself momentarily enjoy being in the air again, looping lazily around the hovering students, making brief notes in his head on their overall bearing on the broom, the way they seemed to react to him coming anywhere near...

His eyes roamed the stands and met Nimue's gaze.  He smiled at her and chanced a little wave before coaxing the broom into a rather impressive (but totally showy) backwards roll before coming to a halt in front of the assembled students.

Nimue had given a little wave back, blushing slightly. Nimue's face as she watched Anders reflected that fact that whether he was being showy or not, she enjoyed the display. He was so at ease in the air. 

She turned to her friends and they swapped comments about the various  flyers. 

A bright pink object could be seen moving at a leisurely pace towards the stands. Finally, it fought its way up with a bit of a hassle  "EXCUSE me, coming through! Oops, sorry, let me help you up...oh, I 

know, aren't my mittens great? I got them from- move it, Brain Geraldi, don't make me hurt you- only joking. Pardon me, coming though!") and plopped down next to its friends.

Yvette had somehow managed to get her pink coat back from her fifth year friend (who had most cruelly hidden it from her) and now sported it as well as a ludicrous pair of fluffy earmuffs.

"Did I miss anything?" She asked cheerfully, freckled nose already quite red from the cold.

Seekers

"We'll do catches first," Anders said, softly, taking a golf ball out of his pocket and throwing it idly into the air a few times.  "I'll throw this ball and you show me your best Seeker catch."

He looked everyone over. "Anyone want to take first shot?"

"I will," said Raphael to the coach. "Throw the ball."

After it was thrown, Raphael watched where it was going and falling - for just a second - and then he adjusted his grip on the broom. For just a moment. Watching the ball rise, and then hit the apex of it's flight, and start to fall.

Like a gun shot had sounded, the broom and he shot off, the broom pulling up before moving like a horse rearing in the air.

As he sped across the Quidditch pitch, rolling easily and stretching out so he went into a corkscrew, his hair flashing around and around and half the time looking at the sky below his broom, Raphael could hear faint music in the distance through the humm of the chunky broom. Faint music that, at the beginning, was all out of sync, but then as he slid into his corkscrew roll, the rhythm and he seemed to catch together, and he and the broom were one.

And as the landscape blurred just a little around him, Raphael stopped being able to see, or even feel the broom between his legs, and instead he could see the land as sound, music, all around him: he and his broom the omnipresent sound of water falling through a rainbow harp, the ground a distant thunder rumble, and the golf ball the harmony of a falling star...

Raphael reached out his hand, snatching at air in the middle of his flight snatching for the golf ball.

Exactly a meter below it.

Then, as if he was holding an invisible bar in mid air, Raphael climbed up on his broom and kicked it around, his open hand still in exactly the same place in space, while his entire body thrummed around, the batmobile going around a corner... and with Raphael reaching above his head, leaning on his side against gravity with the broom etching a circle in the air.

And the golf ball fell into his hand easily, just as his broom was pointed back to Anders. As if it loosened his grip on the air, he shot out of the circle, and fell down under the broom before righting himself by sitting up on it as he skimmed the air back towards Anders. He threw the ball to the other, and smiled.

Okay, Raphael thought, the smile is fake, I know that. I don't have that bounce factor that Nathaniel has. I can catch a ball but I can't make it look good or with the right handholds or anything - I might be able to fly upside down and pull faces at the cheerleaders, but I can't bunnyhop convincingly, he thought. The idea crushed him. He pulled back into line with the other seekers and started practising doing handstands on his broom.

"May I try next, Sir?" Mahou asked after a short roll of the eyes at Raph's showy catch.  Mahou didn't much like rolling around on a broom, so she tended to avoid it. 

At the throw, Mahou sat there, watching the ball fly across the field. Upon her own personal Firebolt, Mahou streaked across the field as the ball reached its near-highest point.  With Blackfoot on the bristles of the broom, the half-elf flew toward the small golf ball.  No one else really knew that she was a half-elf.. and her enhanced sight might give her an edge over the others.  She didn't really think of it as cheating.. she was born with it.  Just as some were born with certain abilities.. she was born

with good eyes.  Moreso than humans.

The ball was lost against the clouds in the sky, it being white and all, and Mahou angled her Firebolt up to meet the ball rather than have it fall into her hand.  Snitches didn't usually fall into anyone's hand.. so she raced toward the small white, pocked ball at a quick speed.

Reaching out with her hand, Mahou leaned forward on her broom to catch the falling object.  She missed.  Forming her mouth into a straight line, Mahou dived for the ball, leaning into her broom, her eyes merely slits on her face.  She reached out and grabbed the ball just before it hit the ground.  

Sitting up on her Firebolt, Mahou Amberstone held the ball aloft, smiling a little.  Catching a golf ball was hardly anything to do.. it was the snitch she was interested in.  But practise was practise and it was needed.

As she flew back to Anders, she pulled her cap down on her head.  She didn't want it to fly off.. no way..

"'Ere ye go, Sir," Mahou said as she handed Anders the ball.  Her strange eyes looked into his for a split second, those eyes of lime-green that slanted yet stayed wide.  She smiled and looked at the stands.. at

Nimue.. and waved.

After first Raphael's daring stunts in order to catch the ball, and then Mahou's calm classic poise during her own retrieval of the thing; Nathaniel was almost beginning to regret coaxing his broom into meandering over this way.  Hells, even Mahou's _fox_ had gone along for the ride; whereas his own

familiar was currently laying flat on the broomshed roof with both paws firmly over its ears.

Some confidence vote that.

It occurred to Nathaniel suddenly that there was, after all, a natural rhythm to this flying broomsticks lark; now that he had had chance to sit back and watch some other people practising.  Nothing as crazy as Raphael's - that boy made his own rhythm up as he went if he couldn't find one that fitted - but something with a little flip and slide and twist all of its own.

He hummed maybe half a dozen bars of music, searching for the right song.

For a moment he thought it was a hiphop, or reggae tune that he was looking for.

~ change the game... ~  A few words of each trickled through his mind.  ~ it wasn't me ..~

But even there the beat was too regular, not enough on the edge.

~ trip like I do...~ he thought, and then the words and the song and the beat unfolded in his head.

"Throw." he said to the coach.

The golf ball flew.

Nathaniel followed it, concentrating less on getting the broom to work than on the words flowing in his head, the melody that rolled and spun and twisted like the ball through the air.

~I've got the understanding of a 4-year-old, I've got the peace of mind of a killer soul, I've got the rationale of a New York cop, I've got the patience of a chopping block yeah ~

The golf ball fell, soaring through its arc, and Nathaniel paused to wrestle with the broom as it balked.  The magic was almost there, and the broom was trying its hardest....

~ I've got the lack of say of a billion souls, I've got the world on my back but I don't seem to care ~

For a moment he feared they were going to dip into another kangaroo hop, and he was enraged at that.

But the song too knew rage.

~ can't you trip can't you think can't you feel like I do can't you walk can't you breathe can't you trip like I do...like me... ~

And the broom soared, and the golf ball landed neatly on the back of his hand in an automatic-three fingered cradle.  Contact jugglers almost never catch a ball with the palm of their hand.

Holding it in that position seemed natural, and he pottered back down to the ground with rather less grace than he had ascended.  The song didn't like stopping for such trivialities as down and slow.

"Try to trip like I do..." he half-sang as he returned the ball to Anders, and felt gloriously happy.  He hadn't failed.  He might not have done excellently, but he hadn't failed.

**********

Zidane watched the various display of Seeker styles, mesmerised. They were all just too awesome, and he hadn't expected to see such amazing speed and grace from his classmates. After Raphael and Nathaniel caught the golf ball, he clapped and hooted. He was really beginning to get the hang of this House thing. Ravens rule, yeah.

He grinned to himself. Might as well get over it, he decided, watching Nathaniel fly over the coach with the golf ball he had caught. He was fascinated with this Seeker position, as it was the most potentially dangerous, but his time on a broom had been limited only to the past weekend.

Zidane half-awkwardly steered the broom over towards the coach and raised his hand. "Don't want people to think we Raven guys even KNOW the meaning of 'chicken out'," he remarked cheerfully. "Me next." He swallowed but managed to stem most of his nervousness.

Time seemed to slow down as the ball went careening into the distance. He saw it cut through the air in a vision of streaking white.

Without thinking, without breathing, without even knowing what he was doing, Zidane was flying after it, his eyes beginning to get red and red with each passing millisecond.

//Faster, faster// repeated the mantra in his mind. Everything seemed to disappear into some huge hollow, with only himself and the flying golf ball left in the world, locked in the chase of hunter and prey.

He was closing in. He leaned forward, as far as his body could. The broom was not the best, far from it,

but now he no longer seemed to feel it. Just him, after the golf ball. The prize. Then suddenly, the

world became red. His fiery aura flared from all the adrenaline and encased his body in a bubble appearing remarkably like a tiny red sun, with hazy wings. Before he could keep it in check, he felt his right hand close over something. The golf ball.

"Oh, man," commented his disembodied voice through the fiery aura. The words were said in a mixture of surprise at his feat and the dismay that he had shown his strange power to the entire darn world.

//What the...?//

It was a painfully quick, stabbing realisation. He felt very heavy and the world began to rush in a swirl of white, blue, green, brown and lavender.

He began his rapid, broomless trip back down to earth.

The broom he had used was already on the ground, useless thereafter and charred like firewood.

Raphael had watched in sullen silence as both Mahou and Nathaniel had outperformed him. Mahou had been so graceful, swiping out, not making any problems with an error that Raphael was sure would have stumped him. And then she'd flown back. And it was smooth. Why couldn't he fly like that?

Every time he flew, he felt like he had to convince himself that the broom wasn't there...

...and then Nathaniel, who'd somehow - after the jammy so and so had mastered the bunnyhop - simply swooped out and been all clever and caught the thing. Well, he put me to shame, thought Raphael. And he seems to have got this magic thing a lot better then I have. Oh well.

And then Zidane had fallen off his broom. Well, Raphael reflected, he'd actually burnt it in mid-air.

And then came a screech of metal in Raphael's mind - Zephyr - the angel had stopping himself - to swoops out - catch the Ravenclawer - Raphael screamed out in the silence of his mind: 'don't you DARE!'

And when the pain receded, and he opened his eyes, Raphael found the landscape blurring around him. How had he ended up here... heading towards Zidane... it wasn't a good idea... shouldn't he stop?

Maybe while I'm here, Raphael mused as the broom eat up the landscape below him, I ought to catch Zidane. Yes. That's a good idea. Hmm.

He couldn't see the other Ravenclaw member. Damn. Where was he? Against the landscape... the light... the brightness in his eyes... Raphael shut them tight, and held on to his broom.

And as he did, the confusion died, and the world seemed to slow: the whistle in his ears dropped to simple melodies, the harmonics of the dashes of wind slipping into his mind, until he could see the sound, see the way the air was moving around him... and he was too far from Zidane... so he hugged his

broom... holding it tight... feeling it's murmuring rhythm... feeling the beat... rhythm... move... hum...

And Raphael reached out, and changed the tune from a slow weak beat into a strong deep thud. The sound of heavy claws on a stone floor. The sound of a warrior of light dodging scything blades of bone. The sound of slow footsteps through the crunch of leaves. The sound of an oaken scream from a dying pulse.

The broom, an old thing, shuddered and blurred to a double speed, and a bullet student shot across the stadium.

Wait... one... wait... two... footsteps... three... beat... four... strength... five.

Raphael leapt off the speeding broom and caught Zidane in mid air, and fell back on the broom with the other in his hands, the shock of acceleration dampened for Zidane due to Raphael himself.

And then the broom lost half it's brush, and magic started shrieking out of the back in purple flares which if anything seemed to be speeding them up -

Butch started to die at seventy miles per hour. Raphael tried to kick the broom around, trying to turn it to go back to Anders and the others as he held gamely onto the other fiery student, and wondered to himself what happened when a broom plunged magically flaming into a hillside at this speed and getting quicker...

"Oh, for the love of..."

Anders, who had sprung into action as soon as Zidane had started plummeting watched as Raphael tried to Play Hero, resulting in the pair of them heading very, very fast towards the very, very hard ground.

He shook his head a little and scooted the Meteor Shower off at top speed.

Whipping his wand out, the first thing he did was to bellow the words of a water spell, which drenched the flames instantly.  Then he yelled out, "CUNCTOR  INCURSIO!"

The broom began to slow in its descent, but carried on heading for the ground.  Anders turned and glanced at the first rider his eyes landed on. "SARAH!"

Sarah needed no urging, she hadn't wanted to complicate the situation by rushing forward. Yet at Anders' call of her name, she went after the plunging boys as if they were in the midst of a game.

She positioned herself near the slowed broom, and caught its handle firmly. Her own broom plunged alarmingly with the added drag of the broom and the weight of the boys for a few seconds - then held. Sarah, true to her word, had a strong grip and held them steady, slowing their descent even further.

Anders heaved a huge sigh of relief as Sarah steadied the falling pair and guided the Meteor Shower over to the little group, steadying them as they reached the ground.

"Off.  Now," he said to Zidane and Raphael.  To a Hufflepuff sixth former who was standing close by, he barked out a command to get Zidane clear of the pitch and to find Madam Pomfrey who was renowned for keeping a cool head when dealing with magical peculiarities.

He had Quidditch trials to do and he was damn well going to do them.

Mahou balked at the plummeting of the two kids, and then again at Anders' streaking toward them.  She flinched as Sarah swooshed over and helped to slow the boys' descent.  ~*I suppose I should help..*~ the girl muttered in Elfin.  Keeping Blackfoot on the Firebolt, Mahou raced over to the clump of 

Hogwarts students and reached out to help.  She held on with all her strength as she was pushed down by the weight of the boys.  The half-elf wasn't strong...

As she whooshed down a few feet from the weight of the clump of folks, Mahou felt a light tug on her hat.  ~Uh-oh.. not now!~ she thought frantically. She couldn't very well yank her hat down now.. not when others needed her help.. well.. they probably didn't *need* her help.. but she liked to think 

so.  Gripping the broom with her knees, the girl watched as Blackfoot hopped over her like a cat and grabbed hold of one of the boy's clothes in her teeth.  The little fox wasn't going to be left out of this!  She loved the lime-light.  

She felt another tug on her hat.  It was almost halfway off her head. This wouldn't do.. not at all.. the observant person could already see her ears were slightly longer than they should be.. though not overly pointed. She prayed that this would be over soon.. before her hat decided to take a vacation.

**********

Hovering only a few feet above the ground, Nathan watched the trials while a sneer grew on his face. He shook his head. "Hogwarts!" he muttered. "Even the simplest things become great problems here... first the Sorting, now THIS!"

Drake, who was standing on the ground, watching the trials, looked up at him and was obviously unable to suppress a grin not unlike Nathan's own. 

Nathan landed next to him and sighed. "I don't know whether I want this any more, Drakey," he said.

Drake leaned close to him. "Th-there'll only be one S-seeker so you won't have t-to play with them if you g-get chosen..." he said quietly and smirked.

After he'd gotten off the broom, and had seen the sixth-former approach to take Zidane away, Raphael sat with the broom in his hands and looked at it mournfully.

What had happened? The broom was lifeless, dead to touch and feel, the magic burnt out except for the occasional spark, which was the death rattle of the thing. He'd killed the broom. The broom might have helped to save Zidane's life - gods, it might even have made the decision to move to get the falling student. Raphael certainly didn't remember the moment when he'd shot across the field towards the other student, and he hadn't made the decision. Perhaps the broom had made the decision. Perhaps it was willing to sacr-

But then, what he had done to speed it up had killed it. Him. Killed him. Raphael watched as another bit of the brush crackled and fell off, and felt the last spark of heat from the purple flying spells shudder out - and the handle cracked slowly.

Not moving from his sitting position, Raphael let his head rest on the broomstick, looking down it's length.

And then the coach had shouted, Raphael thought, to him- "Off. Now." And the look in his eyes said it all. Anders Grimalkin wasn't gonna have him on the team, no play hero. But he hadn't meant to - it had just - and Zephyr - and it wasn't fair. He wasn't safe on a broom, apparently. Just like everything else. Messed it up.

Raphael stood and wandered with the broom in his hands back towards where Nathaniel was, not letting Anders see his face as he went by. Raphael didn't say anything to Nathaniel, not wanting to share his shame, and instead approached Madam Hooch. "Um," he started hesitantly, letting his gaze slide towards the castle where he'd be spending the remainder of the trials - he just wanted the teacher to tell him what to do with the broken broom and then he could leave. He let Madam Hooch see the broken broom cradled in his hands before asking her, "er, what shall I do now?"

Madame Hooch looked at the remains of the broom in Raphael's hands.

"You get a new broom of course! There are plenty in the shed. Just be more careful with the next one!"

She had that look that said that she had thought it obvious. She was getting impatient. She could not really start to test the chasers, beaters and keepers until the Seekers had been done. A lot of the students trying for seeker were also trying for the other positions.

There shouldn't be too many left now though.  "Well go on boy!"

Raphael looked at her with utter confusion for just a second. His next port of call, of course, was the broom shed, but he managed to beg one of the more bored Ravenclaw second years to run back up to the castle with the broom, to put it in the common room. Somehow... it didn't seem right just leaving it about.

His new broom was timid, retiring, and he stayed firmly on the ground.

Zidane slipped in and out of real-time awareness during his fall. Black and light, light blue. White and bright, bright red.

A quick stopping sensation had caught him, a comforting, friendly presence. Raph? Then a flash of gold had caught up with them. Was it Sarah?

Upon reaching the ground, he heard a voice bark a command for them to get off or something. He had no problem with that. He rolled off the broom, dazedly, and fell on all fours onto the ground.

"Sorry," he choked out, looking all around him at the curious, anxious faces of his classmates. "I didn't mean it to be like that. I never knew. I never should have gone here in the first place. I'm sorry..."

"Raph, thanks," he finished lamely, burnt out in more ways than one. Zidane had managed to singe the other boy's robes but had not really burnt him on the skin. That's good, he thought distantly.

He allowed himself to be helped up by an older student and escorted away.

Marvo continue to watch the game, impressed by some of the moves being made.

"You know. the reason I think this game is silly is that just one 'Accio Snitch' Spell and it would all be over! I mean,. what's the use in having magic if you don't use it?

AT that point a Hufflepuff walked past carrying a tray of bacon Sandwiches for her friends and Marvo gaze was momentarily distracted.

When he looked back he was the incident with Zidane was under control, but watched carefully, his eye glowed red and he inspected Mr. Summers closely.

"Most Odd. Bares investigation" He muttered to himself.

The Seeker Trials Continue

The human torch episode and Raphael's crazy rescue didn't bring much surprise to Nathaniel.  The way this place was shaping up, he was beginning to wonder if he would ever be surprised again.  He was glad that both of them managed to get down out of the air in one piece, especially Raph.

Nathaniel kept well out of the way, he'd have only complicated the rescue still further.

Afterwards, Nathaniel watched a little more, perched on the broom still. Even hovering with the ground about two inches from the soles of his boots, the broom still dipped and swayed a little.  Although he had caught the golf ball, he had seen the pictures - oddly animated - in the books and knew that catching a snitch was a far cry from catching a golf ball.

The rhythm of the song in his head changed a little, became something else. Seeker wasn't for him.  But it had been good to try.

~ Now I've heard there was a secret chord ~

Gently, he encouraged the broom to float closer to Anders.

"Sir?  I didn't mean to waste your time, but I don't think I can keep up with the snitch.  I'm not good enough on a broom yet.  Is it okay if I try for beater instead?"

~ That David played, and it pleased the Lord ~

Anders turned his attention to Nathaniel and smiled shyly.  "Hey, you did well," he said.  "That was a good catch, and with a bit of practise, I think you'll make a great Seeker.  But it IS the most sought after position - I think it'd be brilliant if you had a go at going for Beater.  Take yourself down to see Madam Hooch."

~ But you don't really care for music, do you?~

"Thanks."  Nathaniel managed a quick grin and, buoyed by the moment, pointed his broomstick down towards Madam Hooch's group.

~ It goes like this ~

That was when things started to go wrong.  The broom gave a little hop under him, and seemed to be struggling against something. 

~ The fourth, the fifth ~

"Look at the Mudblood flying!" he heard from the sidelines.

~ The minor fall, the major lift ~

Nathaniel was suddenly angry.  And that just complicated matters.

~ The baffled king composing Hallelujah ~

The broom shot off down the field at a high velocity - still kangaroo hopping in ungainly hops - with Nathaniel aboard completely unable to control it.

~ Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah, Hallelujah ~

Anders rolled his eyes heavenwards.  Not another repeat of the other day with Kat and the uncontrollable broom, please...

He pressed himself forward on the Meteor Shower and headed down the field. His superior broomstick easily enabled him to catch up and he drew his broom alongside Nathaniel's.  "You having a spot of bother there, kid?"

"Just a little, sir."  Nathaniel said gallantly.

Anders grinned and put out a hand to the broom, pulling it closer in to his. "Sometimes these things can have a life of their own.  Did you see this thing - "  Anders smacked the Meteor Shower smartly - "the other day with Kat?  Crazy."

~ Your faith was strong but you needed proof ~

The broom seemed to be steadying a little under his experienced hand.

"I ...er.... " he managed to explain halfway through a vicious arc  "... am not entirely  sure on the control of these things...."

The broom seemed to steady a little.  Nathaniel's concentration for once was entirely on the broom.  Nothing else.  Everything else was as instinctive as breathing.

"... so I'm sure the broom isn't entirely to blame, sir..."

They started to slow a little, having almost blundered into the group of would-be-beaters. Then someone let the Bludgers out.

"What the..." said Anders, ducking as a Bludger headed straight for him. "Who did that?"

Madam Hooch looked slightly embarrassed as she called out that she had done. Anders shot her a look of annoyance.  "Nathaniel," he said.  "Get down to the ground - or at the very least, get a beater!"  He swooped down to almost ground level and grabbed hold of the beater that Madam Hooch held apologetically out to him.

~ You say I took the name in vain ~

As the Bludger that had homed in on him headed towards him again, he took aim.  He'd never played the Beater position terribly well, but for once, his aim was accurate and the ball went flying off towards the other end of the pitch before it turned around and ploughed back towards him.

He was busy concentrating on his own Bludger and did not have a chance to concentrate on Nathaniel at all.

~ I don't even know the name ~

Nathaniel attempted to steer his broom downwards... the broom wanted to go up.  There was a brief moment where the boy and the broom argued.

~ But if I did, well really, what's it to you? ~

The broom won. It went up. The Bludger streaked after it.

Nathaniel was, in a way that he had not been for a very long time, rather concerned about the possible outcome of this.

The broom seemed to sense that concern and reluctantly permitted itself to be pointed downwards.  The broom was slowing.  The Bludger was not.

~ There's a blaze of light ~

Anders, who had just thwacked his own Bludger away for the fourth time caught sight of Nathaniel out the corner of his eye and grimly turned the broom towards him, beater at the ready.

Nathaniel's head turned as his feet hit the ground.  The ball was half a metre from him, maybe less.

~ In every word ~

Instincts took over.  His hand flew up.

The Bludger slapped into his palm with no more impact than the golf ball had done earlier, and stayed there. Nathaniel just stared at his hand.

Anders, who was still being happily pursued by the other Bludger went to check he was alright, but was distracted as the manic ball whizzed past his ear.  He kicked off again and raced after it, finally managing to hit it in the direction of Madam Hooch who grabbed the squirming object and forced it back into the box where it rattled angrily against its chains.

"Um."  Nathaniel said, still holding the Bludger.   "Er....  Coach?"

~ It doesn't matter which you heard ~

The Bludger seemed to be purring in his hands.  He stepped away from the broomstick and gently brought his other hand up to cradle the ball better.

"Er....  is it supposed to purr, sir?"

Anders brought the broom to a stop by Nathaniel and stared at it. "Uh...not to the best of my knowledge, no..." he said.  It sounded like those god-awful Tribble things that had invaded the school last year and that he'd shown an allergy to.

He put out a tentative hand towards it.

The Bludger leapt in Nathaniel's hands as Anders' hand came close to it, and it stopped purring long enough to growl at him.  Or at least, that was what Nathaniel heard.

"Uh... you hit it with a stick once, sir, it doesn't like you very much." Nathaniel's face was pale.  "Uh...  this isn't supposed to happen is it?"

Anders shook his head wordlessly.  "Take the Bludger back to Madam Hooch," he said, staring at it suspiciously.

Nathaniel walked the Bludger back to Madam Hooch.

The Bludger growled at Madam Hooch.  The one in the cage started pushing up against one side, as though it was trying to get closer to Nathaniel.

"Permission not to play Quidditch, Madam Hooch?"  Nathaniel asked in a very quiet voice.

"Permission most definitely granted, Nathaniel," agreed the flying mistress fervently.

Nathaniel nodded with some relief and slipped the Bludger back into the cage, pausing to pet the other one briefly.

~ The holy or the broken Hallelujah ~

"Um.  Maybe I could...." he started, and then blushed a little.  "Never mind.  Sorry about the fuss."

Anders landed the Meteor Shower.  "Are you OK?"  He grinned at Nathaniel. "That was something else," he said, giving the beater back to Madam Hooch. "I take it you're not going to try for Beater, either?"

Nathaniel shook his head.

"I couldn't hit them, sir, even if they tried to knock me off the broom." He paused as though listening.  The Bludgers had clustered up against the edge of the cage nearest his hand.  "Which I don't think they would. Besides it'd be like cheating, sir."

~ I did my best, it wasn't much ~

"Shame," he said, a little ruefully.  "But then it's possible that another school's Bludgers might not take to you *quite* so kindly.  You want to try for Chaser or Keeper, or have you had enough excitement for one day?"

~ I couldn't feel, so I tried to touch~

Anders was soaked in sweat from his exertions, first flying after Zidane and Raphael and then from scooting around like a mad thing after the Bludger.

~ I've told the truth, I didn't come to fool you ~

"Um...."   Nathaniel hesitated.  "... neither.  Maybe... um...."

Anders grinned.  "Up to you, kid.  Whatever you decide, let me just say that you fly pretty well."

Nathaniel managed a hesitant grin.  "Could I... help with the balls, sir? I mean... there's no need to fight with them to get them put away again. Maybe I could just do that.  Um.  Yeah.  Or something."

~ And even though, It all went wrong ~

"Sure, Nathaniel.  Look - I'd better get back down the other end of the field before the rest of the students start trying to pull stunts on me again."  He clapped Nathaniel on the back and, smiling shyly, got back onto his own broom and shot away.

Nathaniel looked at Madam Hooch, as if wanting her permission too.

She shrugged.  "He's the coach."

Nathaniel managed a rather hesitant grin.  "Um.  Thanks."

~ I'll stand before the Lord of Song, with nothing on my tongue but Hallelujah ~

***********

Kat watched the proceedings with concern. However, she did not rush to get involved, there were enough people helping out. She was quite relieved to see that everyone survived ok.

She waited to see if they would carry on with the trials...

"May I try next?" Nathan asked. "Else we'll stay on the field for the next ten days..." He flashed a smile at Madam Hooch. 

He rose higher on his plain-looking "Peregrine", which seemed to be a French brand. At the throw, his eyes targeted the ball and with a simple, but incredibly quick dive, he dove after it - no show, no incident. He sped up the broom, holding it easily with one hand, the other one ready to stretch out for the ball. As he drew closer, he let his broom sink down like a stone, then stopped it in mid-air so that the ball fell down into his outstretched hand. He soared down to the ground and handed the ball back to

Madame Hooch, then flew back to Drake.

After Nathan had performed his move, Kat moved up on her broom. There was only her and Andy left now.

"I'll go next."

She waited for Anders to throw the golf ball and shot after it as it left his hand. She could easily have caught it as it flew up a little before starting it's downwards fall, but that would not show her ability to

track the ball. 

As it reached the top of it's arc before heading back to the ground, her broom pulled up to a point where the ball was only an inch in front of the handle. The ball began to slow in the air as it started to feel the pull of gravity. Kat on her broom slowed with it. As it began to fall again it moved faster, Kat matched the speed making sure that the ball stayed a perfect inch away from the handle. 

She dived down following the ball until she was about a two feet above the ground. Then she grabbed the ball with one hand and pulled the broom hard up with the other. She had to lift her feet a little to avoid hitting them on the ground. 

She flew back up to the gathered group at a more leisurely pace.

Marvo bit his lip. But he couldn't resist... "Oh look! She didn't fall off!" He giggled to himself, inside, quite relived Kat was okay and did well.

Nimue was marvelling at the flying skills of the players and clapped wildly when Kat made her moves.

Andy smiled at Kat.

"I guess I'm next."

After the ball was thrown into the air, Andy kicked off. The ball was extremely noticeable against the baby blue sky. It was very easy to fly. Being weightless had its advantages. He swerved upward. A little too upward. Before he knew it he had passed the golf ball. Being weightless had its disadvantages. He looked down, caught sight of the ball, and speeded towards the ground. 

He was going very fast. He just kept getting closer and closer to the ground. Finally he was about one foot away from the ground and he pulled up his broom so that his feet rested lightly on the grassy field. He gave a little smirk.

He had failed! Failed his only chance of ever becoming Seeker. He was ruined. Everyone would point and laugh. This was the worse feeling he ever experienced.

...except for that time he was possessed...

Just then he felt something a little lumpy in his robe. He reached into his pocket and out came the golf ball. Andy was in awe! He stared at the ball for a couple of minutes, brought it up to his face, smiled, and winked at Anders.

He got off of his broom, walked over to Kat and said, "I meant to do that..."

Jian Hupi had wisely decided to stay at the very back of the group of students trying out for Seeker. He was amused when no one had noticed that there was still one more person who was going to make an attempt to capture the golf ball.

He flew forward and towards the Quidditch coach. "Sir, I am also trying out for Seeker. I think I am last."

He could say nothing more but chose to focus his attention on the open air. The light was fair and a breeze was blowing from the east. He could use it to his advantage, to hasten his speed and minimise the effect of the wind on his eyes as he flew, when he would angle his broom to "attack" the golf ball when it would already be falling straight down. 

Breezes were always erratic. The wind was one of the strongest elements yet the most temperamental, too. He would let its powers pass, then strike when it had subsided. Circle it he would until the time was right.

Bagua zhang could be in everything.

He felt a tiny yet sharp sting on his face, a "wound" in the air, once the golf ball made a dramatic arc from the place where it was thrown. True enough, it succumbed to the beautifully quiet magnetism of the eastern breeze. Embracing the breeze, the golf ball swerved off the arc and went off at a sharp angle to the Northwest.

Now.

With a familiarity that surprised him, Jian gently pushed the broom's handle. The Cleansweep took off smoothly, obeying his thoughts and agreeing with his every prompting of switching angles in mid-flight.

His fox's eyes never blinked. Never took a second away from watching the golf ball's dance in the almost unobtrusive breeze's embrace. He went straight on forward, his body bent low over the handle, a fox circling the target.

Then he felt it. There was a sudden stillness in the air. It was time. A gentle push with his palm made the broom dive at a graceful angle downward.

He felt the ball coming towards him before his eyes flicked upward. He held out his left arm, palm open.

"You have come to me," he whispered in Mandarin, his half-smile quirking the sides of his stern mouth. The golf ball fell into his waiting hand, as if it had finally found home.  Drawn only by his understanding that things work in a circle of fast and slow, upwards and downwards, turbulence and calm, and passion and surrender.

Keepers, Chasers & Beater Trials

Anders watched Nathan and Kat intently and nodded a few times.  "Thank you, Seekers," he said, wiping the sweat from his forehead.  "Any of you wishing to try out for other positions, please go see Madam Hooch.  I will be taking a short break to work some things out, and will be down to help with the Keeper trials in a while.  Everyone else...well, thanks for coming along."

With that, he walked across to the edge of the pitch and sat down on the grass, relieved to finally get a breather.  He'd witnessed some superb flying and was ridiculously proud of them all, particularly his sister. He grinned at her as she flew past and treated her to a wink.

He already had a pretty good idea for the choices he would recommend to Madam Hooch, and began making notes on a piece of paper in his spidery handwriting.

After a while, he pocketed the notes and, re-mounting his broom, whizzed back down to the other side of the field where he called for all the Keepers to follow him up to the highest hoop.  He grabbed hold of a Quaffle, ignoring the growling of the Bludgers as he came too close.

"Keepers with me.  Chasers, Beaters - with Madam Hooch."

Niki zoomed towards Anders. Her broom was hardly top of the line, but it was fast and she was used to it--a Nimbus 1700 was an excellent broom, just not in the same field as a Firebolt. She did a few loops to let off her excitement, then stopped in midair three feet away from the Welsh wizard.

"Can I please not go first?" she said, trying, and failing quite miserably in the attempt, to sound nonchalant.

Jacob spurted forward as well, though he wasn't quite expecting the speed from such an ancient broom. The old broom reluctantly screeched to a stop as he tried to make it go slower. His glasses were nearly falling off his nose, so he pushed them up.

"School brooms." He chuckled lightly to himself, shrugged, and went back to looking serious and grave.

Anders glanced across the field to where Madam Hooch was taking care of the Chasers and Beaters, and turned his attention back to the would-be Keepers.

"Keeper is a very understated position in Quidditch," he said, softly. "A lot of people will tell you it's the cop-out position, see, but it's not.  In a lot of ways..."  

He threw the Quaffle idly up in the air as he spoke, catching it deftly.  Before he'd displayed his talent at diving and had been moved to Seeker, he'd been a Chaser on the Slytherin team back in his school days.  "In a lot of ways, the Keeper is probably the most important player on the pitch.  They have to be constantly alert - just like the Seeker.  The Quaffle can come at you from any angle.  From the left, from the right, from above or below - and you have to be

alert."

[OOC: *resists urge to have Anders shout 'CONSTANT VIGILANCE!]

He threw the Quaffle up in the air a few times and grinned at Niki.

"You can go first," he said, pointing at the three hoops.  "I'm going to do a Chaser run-up and try to score.  You get the fun job of trying to stop me."

He winked at her.  He couldn't remember when he'd last enjoyed himself quite so much, despite the fact that he was starting to feel the effects of his physical exertions.  He was getting stronger by the day, but was still moderately fragile.

He ignored it, and turned the Meteor Shower away from the hoops, riding the broom to a pre-judged distance.

Then he began his approach.  At first, he simply appeared to be heading straight for the goal, but at the last minute, he pointed the broom downwards and reduced height swiftly.  He threw the Quaffle towards the middle hoop, his aim accurate.

Niki had been flying in a figure eight around the hoops, not sure which one he was aiming towards. When he began to dive, she went with him, and as the Quaffle soared over her head, she shot backwards towards the hoops. 

Turning the broom so that she was almost perpendicular to the ground, she waited, judging her time, and spun the broom so that the twigs at the end hit the Quaffle away, back towards Anders. For one sickening moments, she was hanging on to the broom for dear life as it turned back up, but then she was seated on it again, perfectly comfortable, and grinning at Anders.

Anders caught the Quaffle.  "Good save, Niki!  Really good!"  He beamed at her and ignored the sound of the returning Bludger, which zipped past his ear again.

Definitely a grudge going on there.  "Who's next?" he called.

***********

Mahou watched Anders and pulled her hat down lower.  She saw the wink and felt her heart fall to her feet.  ~*There be no way tha' I ha'e e'en a chance at Seeker now..*~ she said in Elfin.  The only word in English spoken was Seeker.  Dismounting from her broom, the girl walked over to Madame Hooch.

Upon greeting, Mahou dipped into a formal curtsey before Mme Hooch. "Madame Hooch," she began, "I ken tha' I also said I'd try fer chaser, I believe, as well as Seeker.. but I would like ta withdraw from Chaser."  She didn't look Mme Hooch in the eyes.  "I was nae very good at Chaser.. nae really good at 

anythin'.."  She stopped.  This was getting her nowhere.

"I jus' want ta say tha' I'll be withdrawing from Chaser tryouts," she said finally.  "I donnae mean ta sound.. I dunno.. uppity.. by sayin' tha' all I want ta try fer is Seeker.  But none o' th' other positions interest me. If I am no' good enough fer Seeker, it's good ta ken tha' someone else is."

She finally looked up at Mme Hooch, her strange, lime-green eyes glittering oddly.  "So sorry.."

With that, Mahou curtsied again and turned away, carrying her broom to the edge of the pitch.  She sat on the ground with Blackfoot in her lap, watching the rest of the trials.

~*Well, Blackfoot.. I guess ye an' I will be watchin' a lot o' Quidditch,*~ she said.  ~*There be folks better than me at Seeker.. an' I donnae think tha' e'en my enhanced eyes could help.*~  Chuckling a little, Mahou stroked Blackfoot gently, humming a soft tune. (Suil A Ruin)

"Miss Amberstone!" Madame Hooch shouted back at her. "Just because you have seen other students do well does not mean that you won't be Seeker. *And* you have some good flying skills from what I have seen that would give you the ability to make a very good chaser, so you can come back here and

stop moping about like that!"

She did not expect that Mahou would disobey that request. So she carried on talking to the remaining chasers and beaters.

"Right. I want to split you into two teams... Let's see..." She checked the lists for who was going to be left while the others were trying for keeper.

"Carina and Luis can be beaters on team 1, Madison and Morticia team 2. Chasers... Andy, Hal and Kathryn team 1, and Mahou, Sarah, Shinrei and Winifred on team 2. We can assume that Zidane will not be trying for anything else I think."

"Ok I know the teams are not even, but I want you to play your two roles as though this were a real game. I want to see those bludgers flying straight at the chasers and being deflected, and I want to see the chasers diving and  weaving past the bludgers and scoring goals. Off you go!"

Mahou jumped at the sudden shout from Mme Hooch.  She knew that it sounded like she was being selfish.  She didn't want to be.  Sitting astride her broom (think side-saddle), the half-elf flew over to Mme Hooch, gracefully dismounting and landing with hardly a sound.

"Tha' no be wha' I mean, Madame Hooch," Mahou explained.  Blackfoot half climbed and half jumped up onto Mahou's shoulder.  "I only meant tha' me flyin' no' be good enough fer Chaser.  I like ta work in a team, aye, but I donnae think tha'.. well.."  She stopped.  She couldn't very well tell Mme Hooch that she didn't think the others would like very much what she was, should her hat fall off.  And.. would she be able to wear a hat at Quidditch matches???

Sighing, she straddled her broom and flew over to the others, knowing no amount of talking could get her out of it.  She sat, with Blackfoot on the brush of the broom, waiting to things to start.

~*Why did I no' stay in Ireland?*~ she asked herself softly.. in Elfin of course.

Sarah was ready to begin and looked for Mahou and Winifred to begin as Shinrei was off trying for Keeper.

"Hey buck up Mahou!" said Sarah cheerfully, "Oh, you'd better leave your little fox on the ground - don't want to have to worry about him flying off at velocity do we? Come on this will be fun!"

With that she mounted and flew up for starting position.

After getting on her Rakurai to join those trying out for positions other than Seeker, Shinrei listened quietly to Madam Hooch's instructions and looked around at her classmates getting ready to start the "game."

The teams were not even, anyway, so...She steered her broom towards Madam Hooch and waved her arm to get the teacher's attention.

"Madam Hooch, pardon me, but I believe the teams will be even if I try out for the Keeper position first, as it would be one less Chaser. Would it be all right if I join the Keepers now?"

"Of course. If you are trying for keeper. I completely missed your name on the list for those that were trying out for keeper."

She doubled checked her list again.

Shinrei smiled. She gave the teacher the best bow she could muster while perched on her broom. "Thank you, Madam Hooch."

She waved to her classmates slightly and steered her broom towards the hoops at the end of the field, where Professor Grimalkin was already talking to some of those trying out for Keeper.

Luis watched Shinrei fly off. For the briefest of moments, a wistful look passed through his normally relaxed and unreadable face. He hoped that none of the other players noticed him looking like a lovesick puppy, even if it lasted for barely a second.

He turned his attention to Sarah, who had just spoken to Mahou. "Oh, yes," he said with a smile. "Lots of fun. And that's just saying the very least."

"I guess we'll have to cream you, Sarah. Pity." He winked at her and steered his broom towards his own team.

Morticia smiled grimly, snatched her bat and soared upwards a few feet, then she waited for the others. She grinned at Madison and swung her bat a few times to be sure that she had the feeling for it, then she shot the Chasers of the other team a minxish glance. "Try to stay on your broom," she called

out and giggled, "I won't make it easy, though I promise..."

She moved herself in position and waited for the Bludgers to be released.

Carina, who had been sitting on her broom quietly, went down cautiously in order to pick her bat.  She wasn't a lover of diving, though she'd do it if necessary. Giving the bludgers a glance, she flew back up with the bat firmly in her hand.

She would do this. She gave Morticia a look as the girl waved her own bat around in a warm up exercise. So it wouldn't be easy. She could but try. Eyes narrowing in concentration, she waited patiently for the balls to be released.

Arcadia watched very carefully.

Madame Hooch watched the players kick off into position.

"Right, I will release the bludgers now and then throw the quaffle. Ready?"

She did not wait for a response. She carefully opened the box containing the bludgers and unlocked them from their confinement. Both bludgers shot up into the air heading in different directions.

Quickly she threw the Quaffle into the air and blew her whistle as a signal they could start.

*********

Raphael, just moments before, had been on the turf below, a quick glance towards the Chaser and Beater match that was commencing on the other side.

Then - with Anders calling all that had put their names down for Keeper, and with Raphael not sure which took precedence - he had tried to get in the air with his new broom. It wasn't the easiest thing in the world: unlike the broom before, this one just didn't seem to want to do anything.

So, after running attempt number three hadn't worked, he'd decided to climb up the towers, partially, and hung on by one arm with the broom over his shoulders, held on by his left hand.

Trying to wave and cheer to Niki as she'd saved the Quaffle hadn't been the best idea. Raphael had lost his footing, and with no arms to catch himself again, he started falling off the tower...

...and the dive was enough to kick start the reticent broom.

He swooped up to Anders, the broom coughing and spluttering like a smoker in cold weather, and tried to get it to hover. Realising that if he stayed still it lost height, Raphael started doing concentric circles and bobs in mid air, and feeling like he was in a coracle in choppy weather, he shouted across to Anders. "I'll go next... though... I should be here even if I'm trying out for Chaser too, sir...?" he called, questioning.

Jacob looked around at the few others who were trying out for Keeper. He was about to shrug and volunteer to go when Raphael showed up...with something akin to a curious expression, he pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. They kept falling down...perhaps he really ought to figure out a way to make them smaller, as he didn't have nearly enough money to buy new ones.

In those brief moments, he had reached a conclusion. He would wait until this new boy tried out, and _then_ he'd go.

***********

Kat watched the quaffle rise and as the whistle blew she flew straight for the ball. She looked to see where Sarah, Winifred and Mahou were. She grabbed the ball before they got there and flew sharply left headed for the hoops.

On her left Hal was flying away from the beaters. Kat threw the ball at him as she watched the other players start to close in on her position.

Morticia quickly checked the movements of her enemies - Andy, Hal and Kat. Any friendly thoughts she had about them were wiped away by concentration. She zoomed quickly to and fro, dodged a bludger and immediately afterwards hit it so that it sped right towards Kat.

Down at the ground, Nathan watched with interested. "Yay, Tish, knock them off!" he shouted excitedly.

Since the start of the game, Carina had followed her Chasers from about 20 metres from above, them being in possession. As Morticia hit a deathly accurate shot at Kat, she gritted her teeth and swooped down.

Her broom, however, didn't know the meaning of fast, leaving her having to half hang off the front to reach the bludger. However, reach she did, just. Knocking if away in any direction that wasn't Kat, she hauled herself back into a sitting position.

Unable to resist, she looked up at Tish, giving her a look that clearly said 'Nice Try'.

Andy kicked off. He watched the quaffle and waited for the right time to snatch it. Then he saw Morticia aim and strike a bludger at Kat. He flew at Kat and knocked her out of range of the ball. But now it was aiming for him. 

Awaiting a horrible pound, Andy closed his eyes and winced. He opened them to find the bludger fly right through him. Literally. It just flew right through his weightless body. His jaw dropped.

After he came back to reality, he smiled and looked around to try and spot where the quaffle was located.

***********

Anders was intent on his work with the Keepers and was therefore not aware that the Chasers and Beaters had started their own practise down the opposite side of the Quidditch pitch.

Not aware, that is, until the Bludger that he had recently whacked happily with the beater homed in him and grumbled angrily at him as he twitched his broom out of its way.  

If Bludgers could look annoyed, this one achieved it, pausing in its never ending flight to apparently study the young man before it grumbled off back down the field.

"That ball hates me," said Anders, suspiciously.

Anders was starting to feel the effects of all the racing about and weary for a moment, he called over one of the students and threw the Quaffle. "Keep on with the practise," he said.  "I'm going down to the ground for a bit.  Need to take a breather."

He swooped the Meteor Shower to the ground and dismounted.  As he was walking to Madam Hooch, he kept his eyes on the students in the air.

So deep in concentration was he that he didn't notice the approaching Bludger until it had hit him full on in the stomach, winding him and knocking him over backwards.

As he lay on the grass staring up at the sky, trying to get his breath back, he swore that the constant grumbling of the Bludger had changed as it sped off, obviously content in the satisfaction of a job well done. It sounded very much to Anders like it was sniggering.

Nathaniel watched quietly as Madame Hooch let the Bludgers and the Quaffle out of their cages.  The Bludgers were slightly more restrained in their cage with him standing close.

The Quaffle sang on different notes to the Bludgers, he noted absently; and it was a strange thing to admit to himself when he knew that no one else heard them.  At all.

If he stopped paying attention he could almost track the progress of the practise just by the subtle feed of information from the semi-sentient balls in the back of his mind.

Nathaniel was content to stand and half watch, half hear the progress of the game. Until the Bludger knocked Anders over when he wasn't even on a broomstick.

Then his green eyes snapped with anger and he clapped his hands together sharply.  In the back of his mind, he caught the thread of awareness that was that Bludger and drew it in sharply.

The Bludger came to him almost sheepishly, and Nathaniel glared hard at it. "When they're on the brooms.  When they're on the brooms.  You know this better than I."

The Bludger whimpered like a kicked puppy under the onslaught of his rage, and Nathaniel relented.

"Don't let me catch you doing it again."  He warned, and released the Bludger.  It sped off back to join the practise.

"Are you alright, sir?"  Nathaniel hurried over to see if Anders needed assistance.

Nimue couldn't just sit in the stands with Anders being knocked over. She knew that his health was still quite fragile.

"I'm going to make sure he's OK..." she said to Marvo and the others and moved with considerable speed down onto the side of the field where Anders was lying.

Marvo smiles as he watched Nimue 'skip' down to the field. He was sure Anders was unhurt, but didn't want to spoil 'Lizzy's' excuse to go down to see him.

Nimue was glad to see Nathaniel was already next to Anders. Everyone else seemed absorbed by the trials. She smiled at Nathaniel and crouched down beside Anders and waited for him to respond to them.

***********

Jian had directed his broom over to the hoops were those trying out for Keeper were gathered. This was

the position which, as far as he knew, had the fewest number of aspirants. He wondered why.

He knew Shinrei was trying out for Keeper. He had seen her name on the notice board when he signed up during the weekend. Now, he thought about backing down, to stay away from her after what happened at the broomshed, to sort out his own thoughts, but it was a very impolite thing to do. Therefore he joined the group and, just as he had done when he was with the Seekers, stayed as far back as possible.

When the Quidditch coach decided to take a break, he tried to sit as nonchalantly on the broom as he could, without trying to draw any attention.  He allowed himself to look at the others trying out for Keeper, giving each a very polite, very serious nod, his face and his movements giving away nothing.

He wondered what they would be doing next.

Niki gave Jian a very strange look. Granted, she had already had her chance...she was most relieved that she had been able to keep the Quaffle out of the hoops.

But why was this bald boy staring at her--and everyone else? She urged her broom somewhat closer, until she was only a few feet away from him. 

"Afternoon." It wasn't precisely a greeting, but she wanted to make conversation, and this was obvious in the slightly wary smile she gave him.

Jian wasn't at first sure that the girl had spoken to him. A swift glance at his surroundings, however, showed that there was no one else within good hearing distance of her.  He looked at the girl. Slytherin.

One of his more enthusiastic classmates during the Defence Against the Dark Arts lesson.

"Good afternoon." Jian searched his memory for her name but came up with nothing. He was only acquainted with the Gryffindors, and most of them he knew were Fourth Years. And those kind second year Hufflepuffs.

He lowered his head respectfully. "Jian Hupi, from the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order of China. It is an honour to meet you, Miss."

"I'm Nicola Pheidippides. It's a pleasure to meet you too...since you're Chinese, your given name is Hupi, then?"

Niki knew something about other cultures, wizarding or not, because of her father. Before his death in June, he had been the Greek ambassador to Morocco, then to Great Britain, and she had had countless state dinners inflicted on her from a young age.

Jacob looked at the hoops, pale green eyes dancing. An odd sort of smile flitted across his face as he stared at them, and then he returned his attention to the grip on his broom.

Carefully, he released one hand, then the other. Firmly ordering the broom not to try any tricks (it was so old anyway, it probably wouldn't have), he took off his glasses and wiped them off on the front of his robes.

Jian was momentarily distracted by the thin boy hovering nearby, who was doing quite an amazing

balancing feat on his broom while wiping his oversized glasses.

He turned back to the girl, Nicola. "In my first few days at Hogwarts, I have introduced myself as Hupi

Jian, but I have since changed to the Western way of saying names. My given name is Jian. My family name is Hupi, originally of Taiyuan. Farmers by trade."

He decided he had explained enough about himself. "So you are Greek, yes? Is Quidditch also a popular wizard sport in your country, Miss? In Asia, it is no so much so as in Europe. The people prefer more...martial amusements. Lion battles and kempo."

"My father is--was--Greek, but my mother was Moroccan, and I grew up in Morocco," Niki explained. "They're both..." An expression of pain crossed her face and she squeezed her broomstick slightly tighter than she should have; it bobbed alarmingly. "I live with my grandmother in Greece in the summers now."

"Quidditch is very popular there. I'm somewhat surprised to see that you're here...of the Chinese wizards I've met, and there aren't very many of them, and they were all boring old men, they seemed quite uninterested in Quidditch. If you'd rather do other sorts of sports, I'd suggest you talk to Dylan Rhydderch. He's a Gryffindor like yourself."

"A scholarship from my Order is the reason why I am here," Jian said. "My uncle Xian was also a student of Hogwarts, fifty years ago."

"Yes, I have met Dylan," he replied with more enthusiasm, at the mention of his new friend. "We are in the same dormitory and I will be teaching him kempo. Chinese boxing. He does not like Quidditch, yes, but it is all right with me."

He could not help but note a certain change in her tone as Niki mentioned Dylan's name. Something like warmth. He was only beginning to understand such things, but he knew //there// was a change in her tone. Feeling slightly flustered, he asked: "You and Dylan are friends, Miss?"

Niki shrugged a little. "I suppose you could say that...I've not talked to him much since term started." Much, Niki? Try not at all...he's been avoiding you, or you've been avoiding him, or both. "But yes, we are friends. I'm glad you're teaching him. I've tried to get him interested in Quidditch, but I'm afraid it's a lost cause."

She sighed to herself, then looked down at her broomstick, which was a little scuffed in places. Broom polish...next time she was in Hogsmeade, she would get some broom polish. "Actually, Jian...? I expect you'll see him before I do, but if you do, could you tell Dylan that I'm looking for him?"

"Of course," Jian said. "I shall tell him so the moment I go back to our dormitory. He is there, I think, yes. He said he is not attending the trials."

"Thank you," Niki said. "That's very nice of you." She cast around for something to change the subject to... "Are you liking Hogwarts so far? I went to school in Morocco before I started here, and I like Hogwarts a good deal more, except that it's too cold..."

Jian thought for a moment, glancing around at random people flying about and at several groups of people on the ground.

"Hogwarts is...very different, Miss," he finally answered. "More young people and from different cultures. My uncle told me to expect the unexpected, and he is correct."

The thing Jian had not prepared himself for was a certain someone who refused to leave his thoughts since the day he arrived in Europe. But he did not want Niki, Dylan or anybody else to know that.

"Attending Hogwarts is a very great honour for me, all in all," he added. And with his "real" duties, too, while he was it.  "It is a very rare opportunity for youth like myself in the East."

The first step of a relationship to any other human being (and to several non-human beings, as well) is the discovery of shared experiences. "Which of the optional classes are you taking?" Niki asked. "I take Astronomy, Runes, Duelling, Arithmancy, and Magical Languages...I'm very excited about the language course. It wasn't here last year."

Niki hoped that Greek would be one of the options in the language class. Her grandmother kept threatening to take her out of Hogwarts and have her live in Greece, with tutors until her marks were good enough for her to be accepted at the Greek Skoli Magika.

"I am also taking the Magical Languages course, with Ancient Runes" Jian replied. "I have Divination and Astronomy, and Myth and Folklore. We at Mian-Ju-Tao have been taught to read the stars and continually learn about other cultures and languages, so my choices were made easily enough."

He looked at the three Quidditch hoops and the few students who were trying out for Keeper. "I still have not tried out for Keeper," he said. "Do we have to wait for the Quidditch coach to return, Miss?"

"Anders, you mean? His was our Defence Against the Dark Arts professor last year, but there was some...unpleasantness. I don't know precisely what. Anyway, he was in..." She paused, and shivered slightly. "He was in Azkaban, and he's still not feeling 100%, I suppose. I think he has to be watching you for you to be really trying out, but I'm sure you're allowed to toss the Quaffle around. Jacob is..."

Raphael wouldn't let his disappointment show when Anders turned his back at his question and flew off. He wasn't on the team that was obvious by the coach's apparent intentional inability to hear him.

An angry fire started growing in Raphael. Looking at Jacob, Niki and Jian, Raphael motioned that one of them should go to score in the hoops.

Further Trials 

Anders grimaced slightly as he used Nathaniel's hand to get himself standing.  "Damn thing came for me deliberately, I'd swear it," he said, glowering after the Bludger which was now happily ignoring him.  "Never did get on with Bludgers."

Now upright, he found that he felt somewhat better than he he'd done whilst lying on the ground, but could still feel a faint straining in his breathing from where the Bludger had winded him.  That, coupled with the fact his breathing was already slightly laboured from over-exertion made him feel particularly unwell.

He glanced around as Nimue came up and smiled at her.  "Clumsy idiot, me."  He put an arm around her shoulder and sagged against her slightly. "I'll be alright," he announced to both her and Nathaniel.  "I think I need a break, though."  

Using Nimue as a human crutch, he moved over to Madam Hooch.  "Do you think you'd be OK to conduct the rest of the trials if I sit here and watch?" he asked, a little embarrassed.  "I guess you saw what just happened with that Bludger."

Jacob had put his glasses back on just in time to see the motion that Raphael made. The thin boy put one hand back on his broom in a loose grip, and nodded. "I guess I will." He said quietly, with a shrug.

After all, Anders wasn't there to watch, so it wasn't like there was any pressure on him. Besides, Niki and Jian were very wrapped up in their own conversation.

He picked up the bright red ball, and flew forward at a languid pace, halting several feet away from the hoops. "Ready?" He asked with a slight smile, and then darted forward to the hoop on the right in an attempt to score, the ball under one arm. He still had only one hand on the broom, and dropped suddenly to the lowest part of the hoop. He leaned back, and let the ball fly into the air, watching it head for the very bottom of the hoop.

Raphael most certainly was not ready when Jacob made the pass at the hoops. He was pitifully not ready, not at all.

And then, just as he was blinking, as he had enough time for a single thought ("yerwhat!?") Jacob was there and dropping downwards, below him and towards the hoop.

Time seemed to slow, as Raphael carefully in the split second before the ball was about to slide into the hoop went through his options. Well, he mused, the first option is that the ball goers flying into the hoop and I've made yet another mess of it. Yes, that does seem to be the best course of action. Or, rather, the only course of action available...

...all he needed to do was to catch the ball. Which was a fair bit below him. And his broom was all wrong and he didn't think if he turned it off and fell, he'd be able to start it again, seeing how it was practically dead already. And he needed to get down this impossible distance in about a second. It would be so much easier if I could just get rid of the broom and...

... fall to my death? I can't fly on my own, Raphael thought. The thought seemed wrong, a little distant. Well... he could only fly in his dreams... he could only fly in his dreams...?

His glance stole towards Anders, somewhere on the pitch, and Raphael was decided. It was then that the world seemed to blur as he closed his eyes and let the sounds take over. So many sound he could remember... so many times... so many to choose from... then... learning in the glades of lights... months before that etched stone was there... leaves rustling around him in a summer breeze, lights flashing down on him, and his radio blasting.

In the raucous that was his mind, Raphael emerged for just a second, and wished that the old man was there - he'd know the right song and he'd be singing it right. What had the radio been blasting?

Raphael on his broom let his body to limp completely, and slid off, as if he had blacked out, his eyes shut against the world, and the only sign of control was his feet, which entwined together.

So when, as he fell to the lowest point of his fall, let the quaffle slide into his open hands serenely, he let his feet stay hooked around the base of the brush even as the broom got a new lease of life. And then the momentum of his fall brought him back upright, where he opened his eyes and effortlessly spun the quaffle on his fingertip, the beat shuddering into his broom as he and it started jiving in mid-air. "If you know," he sung (and not totally badly, either, though still not with the skill of Nathaniel),

moshing with the broom, "where I'm at, I would get a kick from that. Money face, lucky hand, making weekends what they're for. So will you go with me? I'll take you away. So will you come with me? I'll take you away!"

And then, he slid the Quaffle back to Jacob, and let the broom shake over to Niki and Jian, and addressed all three of the other keeper tryoutees. "What should we do now?" he asked, letting the grin slip all over his face.

For a few moments, all Jacob could do was stare.

Then he chuckled under his breath, the faintest trace of a grin slipping out from his serious expression. When Raphael began to sing, however, he really did laugh, and loudly.

He easily accepted the Quaffle, putting it under one arm and following the other Ravenclaw towards the two others.

"Waiting is a nice idea." He suggested, releasing the one hand that had been lightly gripping his broom, balancing once again with no hands. Whee. "Or we could just keep practising. Nice save, by the way." The last bit was directed, of course, to Raphael.

Madame Hooch nodded at Anders. "Of course. You can watch the chasers and beaters while I finish the keepers. No need for you to move. I'll keep an eye out in case of trouble."

As Madame Hooch approached she noted Raphael and Jacob. "Very impressive, young man." She said to Raphael as she approached on her broom. I don't think you need to demonstrate that again. Maybe you would care to try and score while Jacob here plays keeper."

She turned to the others who were gathered around the goals. "If you have completed your demonstration of your keeping skill you may go and join the others in their chaser and beater trails. Ask Anders which team you should join."

Shinrei was very relieved that Madame Hooch had chosen to approach their little group gathered by the goals.

She directed her broom towards the teacher. "Excuse me, Madame Hooch? May I try to guard the goals while the others attempt to score? There are still a few of us who have not had the chance to play Keeper... and I really want to try. May I please, Madame Hooch?"

Madame Hooch nodded. "Of course. You may go next."

She turned to the other players. "Niki, can you act as chaser to approach Shinrei, please." She threw the Quaffle to Niki and waited to see how Shinrei would perform.

Shinrei nodded. "Thank you, Madame Hooch."

She steered her Rakurai towards the goals, assuming the Keeper's position. She passed Raphael and a thin boy with glasses. Jacob or Jason. She gave them a nod.

Her face in its usual blank expression, she hovered by the goals and waited.

Raphael looked at Jacob, and gave the other Ravenclaw student a grin. "Thanks for that," replied Raphael - feeling much better about himself already. Music could do wonders.

So - Madam Hooch wanted him to try and score against Jacob. "Fancy having a go at Keeping, Jacob?" Raphael, asking the other student while keeping the broom bobbing to a beat only he could hear - he wanted to keep in the air and on this broom rhythm was everything to keep the magic going...

Jacob shrugged and tossed the ball at Raphael. "Suppose that's what I'm here for, after all!" He chuckled lightly, but as he urged to rather old broom to the hoops, his face settled back into the calm, serious expression.

Now he had one hand gripping the broom, tilting his head slightly as he waited for Raphael's first move. He was too tall for the broom, all arms and legs, almost comically so.

Raphael let the balls slip into his hands easily, as he watched his housemember wait for his move towards the goal. Raphael let himself bob in mid air, the air in him moving up and down, letting all the tension go as Madam Hooch watched him and Jacob intently.

He knew what he would do, too, it seemed to be the best option. Somehow he would try and get past the lanky Jacob - and Raphael had enough respect for his housemate to know that the long legs would be a huge help, not a hindrance, in this case.

And so, he grinned at the other student, letting the air stay below him for a second more, letting the wind move him, letting his heart and the brooms beat in symphony.

The broom reared up, a bucking horse, and shot towards Jacob.

Raphael didn't spin on the broom, he was too focused for that... too in the moment... he could feel the energy that the broom had, even the old and rickety thing... sloshing back and forth... shaking... shuddering... and the broom started to cut out. The magic that seemed to connect him and it started to make him shake as he shot along...

And he started to lose altitude, falling below Jacob - still in reach for the goals - still going quick - just about to crash - he could throw the Quaffle that was part of his movement - he could - he had the time - and perhaps the broom could turn afterwards - he was going too quick - he couldn't climb after the throw - and he couldn't stop - he'd crash into the poles -

Raphael found his gaze touched Jacob's for just a second, and Raphael decided that he'd make this a good shot. His housemate deserved it.

And so, as the broom was about to pass under Jacob, Raphael stood and leaped over the other.

And for a second in mid air, Raphael was flying, with no broom, with no safety, his shadow over Jacobs eyes.

And the Quaffle left him at speed. He didn't see where it was going - probably towards the hoops - now - to fall correctly...  Raphael fell on the broom, and his crashing falling weight made it plummet down. Just far enough for him to land, safely - he looked up to see Jacob - Jacob had...

Jacob had been watching Raphael with a serious expression. For once his glasses stayed on their own on the bridge of his nose. The other Ravenclaw was heading towards the bottom of the hoop, and so pale eyes followed him carefully.. Instead of aiming his broom downwards, the lanky boy pushed down gently on the handle of his broom, and dropped about three feet, looking as though he had done no more than travel in a Muggle elevator.

Oh no...was Raphael insane? He was going to crash! Jacob hurriedly shouted at his mind not focus on the other boy's broom, instead on diving for the bright red ball that was speeding towards the very bottom of the goal. He judged the curve of it, and so slid forward to the very end of the broomstick in a fluid motion, intertwining his ankles so he could turn on his side and snatch the ball out of the air.

Just barely making it by his fingertips, for once he was glad of his long arms. He neatly tucked the ball under his arms, righted himself completely, and looked around wildly for Raphael. Now his first priority was to help the fellow Ravenclaw...he couldn't have landed safely, he couldn't have-

Adjusting his glasses, he flew, coming to a rest slightly above the other boy. "Stop scaring me like that!" He ordered with a vague grin, relief clear in his voice. "You must give all of your friends heart attacks!"

********

Mahou kicked off and flew into the air, Blackfoot on the brush.  She wasn't about to make her stay on the ground if she didn't want to.  If the little red fox wanted a ride, she'd let her have one.  Blackfoot knew when to hold on and when not to.

With her hat fluttering a bit, and alarming Mahou in the process, the half-elf watched as Kat caught the Quaffle.  She frowned and raced to the Quaffle, noting that Kat was passing it to Hal.  Swooping low, Mahou whipped the tail of her broom rather sharply, causing her familiar to be deposited on the ground, though lightly.

Going into a dart position, the girl zipped on her Firebolt toward the Quaffle.  She was going a tad too fast.. her hat flew off her head.. It fluttered to the ground, though Mahou wasn't paying any attention.

Her mind was on the game.

Fleeing to the Quaffle, Mahou attempted to intercept the pass from Kat to Hal, reaching out with her delicate piano-player hands.

Sarah had felt somewhat hampered by the fact that she was playing with a group of people with whom she had not had a chance to train. Still with Mahou rushing forward, she herself moved into position that if Mahou caught the Quaffle Sarah could flank her and be ready to protect or take the ball.

She was mildly surprised to see Mahou's hat fly off and ears revealed. *Oooh....she's a bit elvish... cool.* and that was that as far as Sarah was concerned.

Reaching for the Quaffle, Mahou snatched in mid-pass from Kat to Hal. She glanced over to Sarah, smiling a little as she clutched the Quaffle to her. Falling back a bit, the half-elf moved closer to Sarah, throwing the red ball to her, hoping that she would catch it.

Then it hit her.  Mahou looked down to see her hat still fluttering to the ground.  Panicking, the girl whipped her head around, trying to see if anyone had noticed.  She knew that Sarah had to have seen her ears.

Nearly losing her balance, Mahou flailed her arms, gripping the shaft of the broom tightly.  ~*This cannae be..*~ she gasped in Elfin.  ~*I cannae reveal this.. no' when I was jus' gettin' ta ha'e friends!*~  Cursing rather loudly in Elfin, the girl fought back tears.  Her life was ruined again.  Just as it had in Cerrydwin's.. so shall it be at Hogwarts.

Looking over to the Forbidden Forest, Mahou contemplated running in there to escape the torment; to escape the eminent ridicule.  But she couldn't... she had trials to finish.  So she raced over to Sarah to flank her.

"C'mon, baby," Luis taunted the Bludgers, swooping right into their paths. Ever since he had learned to play Quidditch, he found being Beater the most attractive, as it allowed him to cut loose most of the time and, of course, inflict most of the damage on their opponents. "Come to Papa."

He also liked to directly confront the Bludgers, not wait for them to head in the direction of his team-mates.

The Bludger, indeed, approached Papa. "Yes, baby, that's it!" he hissed in approval.

He raised the club, then swung. There was a satisfying smack as the club made contact with the dark-coloured ball. The Bludger went pelting in the direction of Sarah and Mahou of the opposing team.

"Now's your chance to get the Quaffle!" he yelled to Kathryn, the Chaser who was closest. "I'll try to clear a path for you."

Kat glanced up at Luis and nodded. She dashed after Mahou. As she came along side Mahou she pushed her broom sideways into her opponents, buffeting her. 

Then she reached out for the quaffle hoping that Mahou would release it in her surprise.

Mahou, indeed, clutched the Quaffle as Sarah approached her, and she then proceeded to grit her teeth as she was buffeted.  ~*I donnae think so*~ Mahou muttered softly in Elfin.  Though she knew that she was revealed to be an Elf, regardless of if people liked her or not.. she was NOT going to blow the trials.

Instead, Mahou let her broom drop a few feet, beneath Sarah, avoiding the whistling Bludger as well.  She chanced a whipping glance at Luis and frowned.  He was one to be reckoned with a Bludger..

Mahou allowed her broom to drop a half a foot more as she flew on her Firebolt, trying to find someone to pass it to.

Sarah managed to avoid the bludger by about a centimetre. She could see what Mahou was trying to do and sought to position herself slightly behind and below so that Mahou could safely pass the Quaffle to her. 

"You ain't seen nothin' yet, baby doll," Luis muttered under his breath, sneering as he urged the borrowed Nimbus faster towards the other Bludger. When the other Bludger was within striking distance, he looked at the three girls clustering around the Quaffle.  Sarah and Mahou against Kat.

"Oh no you don't, girls," he said, punctuating the statement with a seeming explosion as his club made contact with the second Bludger. "Two against one's not fair. Time to even the odds."

He watched with satisfaction as the bludger sped in earnest towards Sarah, who seemed to be waiting to receive the Quaffle.

The Bludger went very, very fast, a tiny black meteor against the afternoon sky.

If only he could take control of things like this in real life, he wished to himself, very earnestly.

Of course, Sarah knew that all is fair in love and Quidditch, so she shouldn't really have dropped her guard after dodging the first bludger. 

She received a great thwack on the arm by the bludger that Luis had loosened in her direction. She was unable to keep her position and for a second or two she plummeted though quickly regained control of the broom.

Her arm was currently useless though she hoped it wasn't broken. Luis had had a lucky strike by her elbow and her arm was now numb. She knew she couldn't help Mahou any longer though and needed to drop back to earth for safety and just to have it checked out in case the numbness covered a fracture.

With the wind in his hair, the cold hard broomstick against his fingers, and his feet dangling below him Andy felt at peace. He waved down at Marvo.

'I'd be an excellent Seeker' he thought. 'None of the bludgers can hit me if I'm not fully concentrating.'

But now was definitely a time to concentrate. Andy saw Sarah get thwacked on the arm by the bludger. He desperately wanted to help her, but he reminded himself that there was a game to be played. He flew over towards Kat to help her obtain the Quaffle. He smiled at her. Everything would be fine.

Marvo waved back to Andy and smiled. "Hey, he's good isn't he." He said to no one in particular.

Yvette, who was sitting only a few seats away from Marvo, grinned in reply. She had cautiously taken off the fluffy pink earmuffs, and for the last ten minutes had been stretching them this way and that.

"They all are!" She exclaimed cheerfully. "I'd never be able to pick which one's best, and I've seen more Quidditch players than I can count." She went back to playing with the earmuffs.

Marvo glanced at Yvette's 'pinkness' and wondered if it would seem rude if he backed away a bit. ;)

But he decided against it, after all, he was here to make friends with as many people as he could, they had to learn to trust him, and anyway, after what Lizzy had said...

He moved a little closer to Yvette. "So true. I'm very impressed. So why aren't you taking part? or are you trying for a cheerleader?"

Yvette took her mittens off while she was speaking, just to see how cold it was without them. Hmm...not bad...she put the mittens and the earmuffs into her coat pockets. Tucking loose strands of curling brown hair behind her ears, she leaned back and propped her legs up on the empty seat in front of her.

"Me? A cheerleader?" She just laughed. "I've done the commentary a couple of times...that's always fun. I really like it. But we're going very professional this year, so I suppose I'm stuck with watching and yelling out insults to the other teams."

She winked at him, and absently smothered a yawn. Cold weather always made her tired.

Gritting her teeth against the resounding thwack of the bludger on Sarah's arm, Mahou seethed deeply.  She threw a vicious glare at Luis that he'd never seen before, though she knew if she'd encountered him later, she'd tell him good shot.  She knew this was all a game, but at this point in time.. the Half-Elf wasn't a happy camper.. er.. Quidditch player.

Then, upon seeing Andy fly over, she sped her broom upward.  "So, two against one in me own favour nae be good?" she asked.  "Yet.. three against one in yer favour be wondrous odds, eh?"  She smiled a bit and clutched the Quaffle tightly.  She had to do this.. for Sarah.  Sarah had come over to take the Quaffle.. and she had gotten thwacked with a bludger for it.

Speeding toward the goal, Mahou leaned into the Firebolt.  She drew back her arm and hurled it at a hoop, hoping it would go in..

Kat smiled back at Andy, as he hovered protectively by her. But as she did so, she missed her chance to snatch the Quaffle back.  She watched, a little dis-heartened, as Mahou scored.

The Trials End

Nimue helped Anders to a bench on the sidelines where he could still watch the play between the chasers and beaters while being well out of the line of fire of the bludgers. The interaction was definitely exciting even to someone like her who tended not to be caught up in the game. 

She sat down beside him. Then she noted that Mahou's hat had flown off and was sitting looking rather forlorn. The Irish girl's elven ears were visible. It wasn't clear whether Mahou had noticed in the heat of the game.

Nimue took out her wand, "Accio Mahou's Hat!" The hat flew into her hand. She hoped she might get Mahou's attention - maybe the girl could do some fancy seeker move and pluck it from her hand. However, Sarah Taverner couldn't have failed to notice Mahou's ears which meant the entire school would probably hear about it at dinner!

*********

Jian tentatively raised his hand. He did not know why he did so. He was very surprised to hear himself speak in a clear voice:

"Madame Hooch? If you will allow me, might I be given the chance to act as a Chaser?"

He stole a glance at the blank-faced Japanese girl hovering by the goals and realised he had not done anything like this before.

Madame Hooch looked at Jian with a little impatience. Why couldn't students do as they were asked, quickly and efficiently.

"Yes, yes, I supposed you can. Then Shinrei can be chaser for you. Come on then, we don't have all night you know. It's going to be dark soon."

The Quaffle felt strangely soft in his hands, as if the barest thought would allow him to shape it as he

willed.  Jian nodded wordlessly at Madame Hooch's remark, and obediently directed his broom forward. Why did the world suddenly become so silent, as if the breeze was waiting, too, with bated breath?

Shinrei found it difficult to hide her surprise when she heard him volunteer to become Chaser against her. Her grip considerably tightened on the handle of the Rakurai and she could feel something like a battle of heat and freezing cold inside her.

"So be it, Hupi-san," she said softly, in Japanese. "Kossawa against Mian-Ju-Tao, ne? A strangely fitting thing to happen."

Instinct took over as her eyes locked firmly and keenly on the approaching Jian. As in all other fights, a good warrior needed to read his or her opponents' moves to be always one step ahead. Kanjou had once said that the only way to win a battle is to be one with your opponents' soul.

Think like him. Think like Jian.

As she watched him in her usual blank fashion, she found it difficult to fathom him. He was moving with a serenity and certainty that seemed out of place in Quidditch.

Jian also did not know what to make of the Keeper who was ready to defend the hoops. Too empty. There was no challenge, no fear, no courage, no readiness in her stance and her face. She was like a beautiful stone effigy, but so remarkably light it had been swept up by the breeze.

She looked like this back on the train, he thought. Right after she received news of her betrothal...she looked like this. But he decided quickly.

Jian bent his body low over the handle, allowing the broom to accelerate. He charged straight for the goal at the centre. It was a simple plan. The shortest distance between two points is a straight line.

Hsing Yi, Shinrei realised, a technique that believes a  line is the most direct and powerful attack. //Jian practices Hsing Yi?// The only difference between him and an actual Hsing Yi fighter was that he was on a broom and his "weapon" was the Quaffle, but all the same...

The Rakurai sped smoothly towards the centre of all three goals. Shinrei steered it forward. Better be closer to him, not to a goal. He might see an opening if he knows I //know// where he will shoot.

She knows, he thought, just as I expected her to. He charged on, then raised his arm with the Quaffle, then made a move to release it---

Shinrei reacted. To the left. A straight path to the left, very fast, aiming for the centre goal. She directed the Rakurai sideways. She had to catch the Quaffle with both hands, to be sure--

It was the moment he was waiting for. From his straight path, Jian very quickly steered it almost

off-course, lurching slightly in the air. The path turned into an arc, steering him and the Quaffle towards the goal to Shinrei's right. He had faked the Hsing Yi--

The change of course became evident to her a few milliseconds later. Of course. Hsing Yi does not fit him. He is //not// like that.  Shinrei, too, changed directions fast, but fluidly, thanks to having such a special broom--

Jian threw the Quaffle, the ball tracing a rainbow-shaped course through the air. It was a fair enough shot for him, but to everyone else the ball looked more like a red rocket from his strength. Could she defend the goal still--

He blinked.

She dived for the Quaffle. She held her breath, made an entreaty in her subconscious. //Make me quick enough to reach it. My arms may be short, but...//

There was a distinct swishing sound, followed by the slap of flesh on a harder object.

Shinrei was hovering by the goal previously to her right, hugging the Quaffle close. Her slender shoulders were heaving slightly.

She had defended the goals against him. His eyes widened with amazement. //She might have realised my tactic at the very last moment...//

"You do not practice Hsing Yi, Hupi-san," she said. "It does not seem to suit someone like you."

The sides of his mouth quirked upward in his version of what was supposed to be a smile. "Mian-Ju-Tao advocate Bagua Zhang, Miss," he replied as she came closer. "The circle, the yin and yang, and the harmony in all things."

Nodding to Madame Hooch and gesturing that she and Jian were switching places, Shinrei flew past Jian and waited for him to take the Keeper position.

Shinrei did not look at the others watching their little "one-on-one." She could //feel// many eyes on her. She was certain there were whistles when she caught the Quaffle.

She was thinking about Bagua Zhang. She knew this technique in theory and its integration into several

martial arts forms she was actively training in...but she had never met an actual practitioner before. Then again, she had never met someone like Jian Hupi before.

Jian directed the Cleansweep to the front of the goals, hovering to and fro a little uncertainly. He liked flying fast better. It gave him a sense of freedom, and even a bit of feeling invincible, as if he was a spirit with no earthly ties.

Shinrei turned to face the goals, the Quaffle still clutched tightly to her body. Kanjou had always said

that never release a weapon unless you were two-hundred-percent certain it would hit the target, or else others will take advantage of your uncertainty and take the weapon away from you.

It was no different in Quidditch.

She gave Jian a slight nod of her head, an indication that she would begin the attack. An honourable gesture in battles.

Jian watched closely as she began to fly towards the goals in a lopsided sort of cutting motion, veering from left to right, as if trying to create the illusion that there was more than one of her. Perhaps to the untrained eye she would indeed appear to have doubled.

Shinrei watched his reactions closely. He was still too focused, rapt in expecting the unexpected. She felt very comfortable in her zigzagging motion now, her eyes never leaving the target. The Quaffle relaxed in her grip, sliding between her palms, as if she was praying and the ball was a string of beads.

//Hupi-san is left-handed,// she thought. She would shoot on the goal to his left. Most people would shoot to his right if they knew that. Something she once learned about people...their weaknesses were truly the source of their strengths.

Jian caught something like realisation flit across Shinrei's face. Something about //him//. He steered the broom forward.

Shinrei lurched in the air as she commanded the broom to pull upward.  Draw him away from the goals...

Jian followed, hovering on the same level with her.

It was the moment she was waiting for.  It was a Chaser attack she had made over the summer. Being one with the Quaffle, she called it. Being //the//Quaffle.

In exact antithesis to her movements before, she directed the broom in a very straight line towards him, set in a direct collision course.

Blessed Buddha. What was she doing?  Jian felt his heart stop when he saw her charge towards him. What was she thinking? It was a dangerous move--

And she was loving every moment of it. Shinrei charged on. It was a simple plan--get as close as possible then force the Keeper to get out of the way to save his life. Something in that regard. The beauty was in the execution.

He saw the determination in her eyes. He had never seen her so passionately absorbed in doing something.

Jian was more than willing to face up to that determination. He had not been //chosen// at random to go to Hogwarts. He was selected because he had...determination. The Sorting Hat saw that in him.

"Come here, syaujye," he whispered, using an old Chinese honorific in addressing a young woman. It was a battle of wills and he would not be the one to back down.

//Kami-sama, he would not budge.// Shinrei changed her strategy at the final moment, dropping the height of her broom's flying level and cutting back on speed.

One shot. It was very clear--

It was a change of tactic, he thought dazedly--

It was time. Shinrei drew back her arm for momentum, then threw, aiming for the centre goal--

//The centre of the Bagua Zhang circle is the most vital, yet the one that has to be the most carefully guarded.//

The adage flashed in slow motion in his mind as his eyes followed the direction of the Quaffle.

//Guard your centre, more than you would your life. Only your centre will make you whole, complete.//

There was no other way to describe what Jian did. He dove for the Quaffle, his right arm outstretched, not caring if the broom could take the sudden change in direction.

Shinrei watched, riveted, as Jian made a very risky dive for the Quaffle. He and Quaffle tried to outrun each other to the goal.

It may be too late, but there was only one way to find out...

He stretched his arm, his eyes narrowed. "Come here, Quaffle," he whispered. One final intake of breath, one final exertion of pure will, one final contract of his body with the elements before...

When his vision cleared, he was holding the Quaffle tentatively in both hands, staring into space. He floated a few meters away from the goals. He had caught the Quaffle, but barely...

On the earth below, he could hear his Hufflepuff friends cheering.

"Sugoi." Awesome. This was the only word Shinrei could say, very softly.

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

For his part, Anders didn't even seem to notice Mahou's little dilemma. He watched quietly, his attention flitting around the sky from player to player, his blue eyes intent on what was going on.  The hand that held Nimue's never once moved, except to occasionally stroke the back of her hand with his thumb.

He pulled out his scrap of paper and, with his free hand, began making more notes.  He had a fairly good idea now of how the two teams would go and he nodded across to signal to Madam Hooch that it was, perhaps, time to call an end to the trials.

As the last two keepers tried their positions Madame Hooch watched. When they were done she moved to the centre of the pitch and blew her whistle.

"Listen up!" She quickly gathered the students around her and explained how she wanted to re-arrange the chasers and beaters in the two teams. 

After a few more demonstrations of different students playing chasers and beaters she was happy that she knew enough about the various flyers to make the choices.

She blew the whistle again. "Thank-you all for coming. I think we have seen enough now. The results will be on the notice board as soon as we have finalised them."

With that she turned to Anders. "Shall we find somewhere more private to discuss the outcome?"

Anders nodded and gave Nimue a lingering kiss on the cheek.  "I'll see you before I leave to go home," he promised.  "I have a mass of studying to do, but I reckon I can afford to take half an hour out."

He got to his feet and joined Madam Hooch, his hastily scribbled list clutched in his hand.

Nimue blushed slightly at the kiss and nodded her agreement to see Anders later. She then walked over towards Mahou Amberstone with the Irish girl's hat in her hand.

Morticia rushed over to Nathan and Drake and they chattered about moves and everything concerning Quidditch, quickly ending at discussing teams and star players. Then they walked back into the castle, where Drake left them for his study/bedroom and the two Lagrands moved on to the Slytherin common room.

Likewise Sarah having been pronounced merely bruised rather than broken bounded over to where Kat and the others had landed.

"That was brilliant play. Luis, if we'd been playing on the same side I'd give you a hug but as my right arm is still a bit dangly I don't think I could do it justice. Kat, you *have* to make the team!"

She looked around for Nathaniel and Raphael not wanting to leave them out of the discussions. 

Note: The outcome of the trial and the continuation of this evening continues in Transcript 43.

