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       HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 43

Monday: After the Trials and in the Forest

This transcript covers some of the events following the Quidditch trials. The aftermath of the Forest incident continue in the next transcript as well as moving on a few weeks to mid-September. Transcript covers Messages 11906 to 12175. For narrative continuity I have included some later messages that complete the threads started here in Library and Great Hall.
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The Outcome of the Trials

Madame Hooch glanced around and led the way back to the school. She led the way to the small office that she had over looking the Quidditch pitch.

She glanced out the window at the remaining milling students as she pull out the chair in front of her

desk.

"Sit down, Anders." She pointed to a chair on the other side of her desk. The desk itself held neat selection of rule books. There were several editions of the official rules for Quidditch. Otherwise there

was only a small quill holder and ink, and a notepad of paper.

"So, what are your first impressions of the players we have to choose from then?"

Anders sat back in his chair and shook his head. "They're a good bunch of players," he said.  "Making the final decision is going to be really hard.  There's going to be some people who feel that they haven't done enough, but...damn, it's hard to pick."

He got to his feet again and paced awhile.  "I always used to wonder what the coach used to feel like when picking the team when I was playing professionally.  I take back every complaint I ever had about him.  Shall we start with..."  He swallowed.  "Seeker for the 'A' team?"  He pushed his notes across the desk for Madam Hooch to look at.  "You know how I feel about that," he said, pointing to the name.

Madame Hooch nodded. "That is a good place to start." 

She glanced down at the paper on which Anders had scribbled the names. There was a big A next to one name in particular. "I know how you feel, yes, but from what I saw I agree with you. There were of lot of very spectacular shows for the Seeker position, but they did show ease in the position without having to show off. Often better in my opinion."

She glanced over the other names for Seeker. "As for the B team, that is a little harder. What did you think of this one as a chaser? I felt she could excel more there than as a seeker, regardless of her insecurity."

She looked up to see if Anders agreed.

Anders nodded vigorously.  "A lot of talent there, that's for sure.  And if she can overcome that little... problem of her own self doubt..."  He smiled a little lopsidedly.  "Remember when you told ME that?

Wow."

He sat down again and considered the names on the list.  So we have a Seeker and one Chaser.  I think I know the best combination of Beaters, too."  He scribbled down two names and showed them to Madam Hooch.  "A bit deadly, perhaps, two from the same House, but..."

Madame Hooch nodded. "Two from the same house might make a good beater team though. I can see that working. Although I have to say that this one was very good too." She pointed to another name. "Perhaps we ought to put them on the B team."

"We still need two more chasers and a keeper though. I suggest this one for keeper." She pointed to a different name." Some real raw talent there, even though they are a little green. I had thought that this one would end up taking the position. I think they are definitely B team material."

"Absolutely."  He positively beamed.  "You and I are definitely thinking along the same lines.    And I

thought... for the other two Chasers...well..."  He bit his lip.  "One might be a little controversial, the other is an absolute definite.  She'd be a fantastic Chaser."  He scribbled down two more names in his spidery handwriting and pushed the paper back.

Madame Hooch smiled at the young man's exuberance. "Yes, she is a definite must. Maybe even captain material. But as you say, this one is controversial. Not sure if we should let her on the team after what Albus said to me this morning. She may need to be watched, but I think we can try her. We can always swap someone else in if we need to... Like this one for instance. A good family history of players. We'll put him on the B team."

She scanned down the list that they had already. "So, now we need a seeker, 2 chasers and a beater for the B team. Let's see. This one would be interesting as a chaser. Not sure if we'd be allowed to use him though. Perhaps these 2 instead." She pointed to two more names.

Anders nodded enthusiastically.  "This is really easy once you get going, isn't it?" he said as he picked up a clean sheet of paper and began writing out the two teams, his tongue stuck firmly out the side of his mouth as he concentrated on making the lists legible.

Finally, he completed the two lists and looked at it proudly.  "Hogwarts 'A' and 'B' teams. Interchangeable as necessary, and guaranteed to raise a few eyebrows if not a few cheers."  He passed the paper to Madam Hooch for her final approval.

Madame Hooch examined the list. "Yes. That looks good. It's always a shame to turn people down, but then I don't think there will be any that won't at least make their house team. I'll leave you to post the results then?"

"You got it," he said, standing up and pocketing the list.  "I'll go stick it up on the main hall notice board right this minute."

And with that, the young man rushed out of Madam Hooch's room towards the main entrance, where he dug the paper out of his pocket and pinned it to the board before turning on his heel and heading off to find Nimue.

Before dinner Sarah had been lurking near the entrance to the Great Hall hoping to see Anders and 'The List' as soon as possible.

She saw him approach the board and pin the paper to it and then wander off. 

As soon as he was out of sight Sarah ever so causally strolled up to the board to peer at the list. She was nervous.........

********

Back on the field Raphael let the nod take over his face as he shook Jacob's hand to bits. "Yeah, sorry, man - but that was brilliant - that was excellent!"

He continued shaking the hand. It seemed to be the polite thing to do. He hoped that Jacob got on the team - he deserved it - and plus, with those arms... he'd caught the ball from so far away as Raphael had caught the scene out of the corner of his eye.

The less bespectacled student was thinking to himself that at least one Ravenclawer had a chance at the team. Jacob would get in - and make the team proud. Probably Sarah too.

Sarah. "Sarah," Raphael repeated, "should we go and find Sarah and the others, Jacob? Go wait see who's on the team..."

But even as they walked over to the castle, the coach emerged from the castle and pinned something on the board. Raphael, stopping near Sarah, decided to himself that he wasn't gonna look. He hadn't got in - he was sure - he hadn't mean to do whatever he had done but it was a bit of a no-hoper. But...

Sarah might have got in. Jacob might have got in. Where was Nathaniel...? And who else was on the team? And could he stop Zephyr - he could feel the other bouncing maniacally - desperate to know...

Raphael shot across the grounds, shouting to the others, Sarah, Nathaniel, Jacob, striding ahead by pure effort to beat the angel before he started. He had to - had to - must - Raphael skidded to a halt inside the hall, after throwing himself up the steps, to see the notice... and the ones on the team... were...

Sarah smiled at Raphael...

"OK let's promise ourselves we won't be too disappointed if we don't get on - there is always the House team."

They were right by the board now and able to read it. The list on the notice board reads as follows.

Cat food for Wilbur

Cigarettes

Bottle of washing up liquid

Baked beans

Bread

Milk

Cigarettes

Cheese

'Daily Prophet'

Cigarettes

Yes.  Anders, forgetful and preoccupied person that he is has posted his shopping list up instead of the teams. And gone off in search of Nimue.

Sarah looked at the list. "I don't think that's a code...anyone see which way he went?"

Jacob followed them, walking slowly to try and stay at an even pace with them. Because of his long legs, he tended to walk ahead of people purely by accident.

"Mr Gr...Anders should probably cut back on the cigarettes." The Ravenclaw said with a light chuckle. "No, I am afraid I have no idea where he's gone. Suppose we should just wait?"

Andy walked towards Sarah and Jacob. He closed his eyes and prayed. He looked at the paper.

"Cigarettes?" he asked. He sighed realising that Anders had posted the wrong sheet of paper. Darn it all!

Nathaniel wandered up after the crowd, only mildly interested in the notice on the board since he wasn't going to be on it. "Hey, kid." he grinned at Raphael.  "How did you do?"

Looking at the list, Raphael didn't respond for a second. And another. And then - "How did I do?"

"I got," announced Raphael grandly, "baked beans."

Nathaniel leaned past him, looked at the notice. "Could have been worse, you could be the cat food."  He looked round. "This a joke or do you think he just... misplaced the list?"

Raphael looked at Nathaniel and smiled softly. "It doesn't matter, really. I don't think I got on the team, somehow," he murmured, so that only Nathaniel could hear. "The coach - wouldn't even look at me after I messed up with Zidane."

"Hmmm?"  Nathaniel looked at Raphael.  "You did marvellously. I think he was just pissed off with Zidane."

A shake of the head. "No - I think - I wasn't trying to - I heard one of the Slytherin third years - whisper."

Nathaniel gently steered Raphael away from overhearing ears.  "What?"

Like it was painful, Raphael had to force the whisper out. "They called me, he confessed, " a showoff."

Nathaniel laughed gently.  "They call me Mudblood.  Forget them Raph. They're not worth it."

Raphael responded with an annoyed grimace. "No - that wasn't what I meant - I meant that the coach thought that!"  Shouted Raphael, loudly, and threw up his hands.

"Good gods, Raph, if I had half your skill with a broom it'd be amazing." Nathaniel just looked at Raphael.

Raphael spluttered, looking at Nathaniel like he'd suddenly coughed up a wad of cash and chucked it on a fire.

"What?!" Nathaniel was confused.

"Nathaniel..." said Raphael slowly, "you are actually quite... good... on a broom... aren't you?" he asked, worried.

"What?"  This time the word contained even more confusion.  "You're kidding me, Raph, I can't get it to stay in the air half the time!"

A narrowing of the eyes was all the response Nathaniel got - a suspicious narrowing of eyes.

"What!?"  Nathaniel demanded, this time more defensively.

Grudgingly, Raphael replied. "I thought that was - intentional. I thought it was kinda... cool, actually."

It was Nathaniel's turn to stare at Raphael.  "You're kidding.... "

Raphael went red. "Er... no. It's kinda... fluid. It's - well, it's cool, Nathaniel," he said, his stare challenging the other student to argue.

"It's unique, certainly."  Nathaniel said dryly.

"Well then," said Raphael, deflating. "Do you... what we doing tonight?" The question was directed at the fact that this was their first evening where their activities hadn't been planned or marred by not getting on.

"Er...."  Nathaniel hesitated.  He wanted to talk to Raphael about the bludgers, about the way they had sung to him; and thought it too weird to say a thing.  "Any suggestions?"

Raphael looked at Nathaniel out of the side of his eyes, leaning to the right. Nathaniel looked - what? Uncomfortable? Something about the flying? "We can do what you want tonight," said Raphael carefully, "but if you want... I have an idea..."

"Suggest away." Nathaniel returned brightly.

"Flower petals. Cool illicit magic. Muggle friendly magic, no less, I did it, so..."

Nathaniel looked thoughtful, and then looked at Raphael. "I have no idea what you mean but hells, it sounds good to me."

"Good. I wonder... though..." Raphael looks unpresent for a second. "I wonder where we can... go...? Not the dorm?"

"Maybe Sarah knows somewhere... if she's included in the invite, that is."

"Oh, totally," said Raphael, grinning.

Nathaniel smiled.  "Yeah, what the hells... let's break some rules."

Raphael grinned for a second, and then looked at Nathaniel curiously. "What happened out there, by the way? You didn't say how... if... you went...? The tryouts?"

"I have official permission not to play Quidditch."  Nathaniel's face eased itself into its sullen expression.  "I'm not sure what happened."

"Did you... want, to play, Quidditch, I mean?"

"I wouldn't have minded.  But I'm crap on a broom and the bludgers refuse to hit me.  So maybe it's better that I don't."  Nathaniel shrugged.

Raphael nodded, but then stopped and reviewed the sentence. There wasn't something right... what had...  on the tip of his tongue... "Bludgers...?" he prompted.

"The large balls that like to knock people off?" Nathaniel prompted.

"The large balls that want to knock people off... what?" asked Raphael, confused.

"The broomsticks?"

"No..." Raphael stops, and laughs.

Then he stopped some more, and let the time be for thought.

"Bludgers - don't... want to hit you...?" he asked, trying to make sure that everything he was saying made sense.

"No."  Nathaniel looked hard at the ground.

Raphael, seeing Nathaniel glaring at the ground, found himself suddenly tempted to pet it and assure it that everything was okay. "Nathaniel. Fess up. It can't be that bad."

"I don't know what I'm 'fessing up to." Nathaniel transferred his gaze to a nearby tree.  "I ... hear them."

Raphael looked at Nathaniel, silently for a second, and nudged him. "Really?" Another nudge. "I can... hear the air, but the balls... or the bludgers anyway... don't make an impact... could you teach me how?"

Then his face fell. "Well... you don't need to. It's not like I'll be on the team."

"I don't know how I do it."  Nathaniel shook his head a little.  "If I did know, I wouldn't trust it to anyone but you or Sarah.  Once you hear them, you know what they're doing.  I wouldn't trust anyone else not to cheat."

"Can you like..." Raphael started, slowly, "can you like... see... with everything as... sound?" Then, though, Raphael stopped. He didn't have the words.

"Music in colours."  Nathaniel nodded his head unhappily.

"Music in colours... how... amazing." Raphael looked relieved. "You get what I mean?"

He nodded.  "Yes.  I get what you mean."

Raphael started to let his excitement get the better of him. "Then..." he asked quickly, "do you hear, or see, the... the other one?"

"The other one?" Nathaniel brought his head up sharply and fixed Raphael with a very intent look.

But then Raphael stopped. Where... where were the memories in his head... where were they kept? He 

knew...  that there was something else... that Nathaniel should know about.. something that they'd even talked about... but... it was... locked away.

Nathaniel watched him for a long moment and then sighed.. "Sometimes I don't know what I hear."

Raphael shook his head clear. "Neither do I, I guess. It - it doesn't matter. Should we... go in?"

Nathaniel nodded, silent now.

"Come on, let's find Sarah..." Raphael finished, grinning at Nathaniel as he picked up his pace.

Madame Hooch was pleased with the outcome of her discussion with Anders. She felt that the team they had devised was a good one.

As she passed the notice board on the way to dinner, she noticed a list on the board and a number of students gathered around it. She smiled a little to herself as she bustled on towards the great hall.

Kat saw the group of students around the notice board. "Is it up, Sarah? Who's in?"

She was as excited about the whole thing, and dying to know if she was on the team. She had a strong suspicion that she would not be. After all, Anders was her brother and he could be counted as biased if she was on the team.

Sarah turned and grinned at Kat, "Kind of up. We think it might be some sort of code. 'Cat food for Wilbur' probably means you because you gave him Wilbur and your name is Kat as for the rest..... The 

cigarettes are obviously the chasers - because there are 3 of them but who is the question." 

Kat laughed openly at Sarah's comment about codes. "Somehow I don't think that it is in code. Those do genuinely sound like things that should be on Anders shopping list."

She looked at the list. "I suppose we ought to try and find him and tell him that he has posted his shopping list."

*********

Nimue wasn't at all sure when Anders would be free or if he knew where to find her.... 

She figured he'd probably want a cigarette after the stress of the decision making and so she positioned herself by the bike shed enjoying the fine evening air.

After successfully posting the wrong list, Anders had indeed gone outside for a much-needed cigarette.  As he approached what had been his motorbike shed last year (his motorbike was now safely ensconced in the back yard of his little house in Hogsmeade), he caught sight of her and a shy smile came to his face.

"Hello," he said, softly, approaching her.  "This brings back some memories, doesn't it?" He caught hold of her hand and pulled her towards him for a hug.

She smiled at him, "Yes, it does. Feels like a lifetime ago though it has only been a few months. Still best behaviour eh?"

Nimue hugged him tightly thankful for once no interruptions. 

"So have you put them out of their misery? I know Sarah and the others were leaping about out on the field with excitement. Poor Mahou, I'm not sure how many people noticed her ears. Sarah did for certain. Did you know she was an elf - well half-elf?"

Anders let his fingers trail through Nimue's hair contentedly.  "Best behaviour.  You really expect anything else from me?"

That same shy smile. "Yes," he said.  "I've put the final list up on the main notice board.  I imagine most of those who trialled have found out the details by now." 

He listened to what she said about Mahou and nodded.  "I spotted it the minute she lost her hat.  I don't see why it should be a problem.  People here aren't THAT bigoted...with the exception of a few people I won't mention."

Anders had successfully managed to keep out of Snape's way entirely, having neither the energy nor the enthusiasm to get caught up with the Potions Master who had made his school days such a misery.

He held Nimue for a while longer then released her.  "I really need to have a cigarette. I know..." he added, catching her expression.  "And I WILL quit.  But it's been a tough day...and I have a mountain of reading to do when I get home.  Plus I have to go and do some shopping.  You'd be proud of me."  He pulled the paper out of his pocket.  "I even got organised and made a list!"

He waved it at her.

Nimue acknowledged Anders' words, "I know you are right but it is convincing Mahou of that. She is the sweetest thing really. She actually did show Professor Snape yesterday and he didn't even blink twice and there's an acid test if ever there was one. 

I think I shall try to encourage her just to be herself. I will certainly stick up for her and she's already made friends with a few others here."

Nimue smiled at his obvious pride in getting himself 'organized'. However, she then noticed the list he was proudly showing her.

"Ummmm Anders - I hope there wasn't anything too embarrassing on your shopping list because that's the Quidditch team results....." She couldn't help but smile...... 

Anders stared at first Nimue and then the list in sheer horror and clamped his hand over his mouth.

"I don't believe I did that," he said, finally, completely failing to see the funny side of the situation.  "I'd better...go rectify..."

A furious blush started, apparently somewhere near his boots and spread up his torso until his face was burning beet red.  He gave Nimue a kiss, his eagerness for the moment clearly shattered and slunk back into the school.

His progress was impeded briefly by Peeves, who taunted him in the corridor, causing the blush to get even redder.

As he approached the notice board, he was aware of the amused faces around him and silently took down his shopping list and replaced it with the other list.
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Then he fled.

Much Joy…..

Kat couldn't resist. She looked up at the list. She had her eyes half closed, and was peering through her lashes, as if that would make the list look better somehow.

"Oh!" She shouted excitedly. She ran over to Sarah.

"Sarah, Sarah! You're on the team! We're both on the team!" She gave Sarah an excited hug, almost squeezing the breath out of her in the excitement.

She was almost bouncing on the spot as she looked around to see who else she could hug.

Sarah eyes opened wide, she'd been too scared to look at the real list.

"WOW...the 'A' team and Raphael is the Keeper as well. Strong line-up. What does 'C' mean?" she pointed to the 'C' next to her name.

Someone said 'Captain'.'''

"CAPTAIN! CAPTAIN!....I'm the Captain!" she was bouncing up and down at an alarming rate of bounce. 

*********

Shinrei had taken her time in completing the walk from the Quidditch field to the castle. She stopped for a short moment of contemplation by the lake, to give prayer and thanks to the Kami for guidance and strength.

Then with the Rakurai carried over her shoulder, she walked up the castle steps and was struck with the large group of people clustered by the notice board.

She managed to weave through the students and found herself standing face to face with Kat Black. There was an expression of jubilation on the other girl's face.

"Kathryn-san? What is going on?"

Kat grinned at Shinrei and hugged her, completely forgetting all decorum. "You got on too! It's the team list! They've put it up already. Look!" She waved frantically at the white paper on the notice board.

Jacob had been standing in the corridor where Anders had marched by at a very quick pace, face red. He'd also noticed that the man appeared to be clutching the grocery list...which meant that the real list must be up.

Blushing a bit at the sight of all the hugging and squealing girls, he pushed his glasses up higher on the bridge of his nose. He didn't really even have to push his way through the crowd, because when he squinted, he could see over everyone's heads. He was at least three inches taller than nearly everyone else.

"I...made the team?" He sounded surprised as he said this faintly, and then he read the paper again. There he was! Jacob. No last name. He was on the B team...wow...

A smile spread across his face, and in a few moments he looked just as silly and happy as the other team members.

Sarah was SCREAMING. What had happened? Was she okay?

Raphael threw himself around the corner without thinking, his accelerator going without thinking, not even motioning to Nathaniel who was walking alongside him. If someone had hurt her - or if -

She appeared to be bounding up and down in a small space of her own. The expression on her face seemed happy. But - a sudden thought occurred to Raphael, though, before he could complete his inspection of her state - could he stop in time before running into her?

No.

He bounded up as she did and collided with her in mid air, though, luckily, what could have been two heads banging turned into a hug. Soon both he and her were leaping up and down, still -

Jacob was grinning like an idiot behind her. He'd got on to the team! Raphael did his best to wave 'congratulations' to the other Ravenclawer, but another bounce from Sarah whipped his hand out of control. He did a grin instead, or tried.

He also tried to catch a glimpse of the list as he went with Sarah's bouncing hug, and he couldn't quite see what she'd got in the team as, or who else had. He found himself shouting "what?! what?! what?!" in Sarah's ears repeatedly - had she got on the team? What as? Why was she screaming?!?

Sarah was getting a little giddy with her bouncing about. Finally she managed to get out..

"You're our Keeper Raphael...Jacob is Keeper for the reserve team and I'm a Chaser and Captain! Wow...Captain!" This news promoted another bounce and hug. She also grabbed hold of Nathaniel for a hug fest. 

Jacob laughed, turning a bit redder. The stupid smile still remained on his face, and it was probably the biggest one he'd worn for a long time. "Congratulations, you two!" He chuckled, keeping a wary eye on 

Sarah, in case she should try and hug him as well.

"I'm - WHAT?!?"

After Sarah had grabbed Nathaniel for the hug fest, Raphael slipped out and stood by the notice board. And staggered a little. Somehow - he'd become - there'd been - no mistake -

A very slow smile crossed his face. Somehow. Wow.

"Wow," he whispered. And hurriedly started patting his pockets. He'd lost... where was that... Raphael grabbed Sarah and Nathaniel for one last hug, shook Jacob's hand and motioned to Sarah that he'd be back in a little while for dinner, as he wandered off in search of... Now, where had he... was it by the lake...?

********

Mahou had landed and gotten her hat back from Nimue, clutching it and her broom in her hands.  She was the only one left on the Quidditch pitch, her body frozen as if by the Full-Body Bind.  She was revealed.

The sun was ablaze in the usual colours of the sunset, but it illuminated something else.. tears.  

The half-elf stood there, where she had landed after scoring as a Chaser, crying.  Her red hair looked aflame as the setting sun shone upon her, Blackfoot whimpering lightly at her feet.  

"I.. I'll ha'e ta find somewhere else ta go ta school again, Blackfoot," she said, her voice cracked and her words broken.  "I.. I cannae.."  Throwing down her broom and hat, Mahou ran toward the woods, her hands over her face in utter disgrace...

***********

After a while when Anders didn't return Nimue wandered slowly back towards the school doors and saw a rather forlorn Anders seated on the steps.

"Got it back did you?" she said suppressing a smile. She sat down beside him and brushed his long hair out of his face trying to catch his eye, "You can't possibly be feeling miserable about this can you?" she enquired.

Anders managed a rather weak smile for Nimue and sighed.  "It's not so much miserable as angry," he said, carefully.  He didn't take the word 'anger' too far - both he and Nimue knew that he was capable of a lot when he truly lost his temper: something which he fortunately hadn't done now for some time.  "I'm angry with myself for being so careless and stupid, see."

He pushed his own hair back out of his face and leaned on his knees, his hands cradling his chin.

"I know everyone probably just thinks 'oh, bless his heart, what a silly thing to have done', but...well.  Who else do you know who would have done something like that?"

He sounded quite upset about the whole thing, which didn't really surprise Nimue.  Anders was much given to melancholy, after all, and it only took something tiny like this to start eating away at the very shaky feelings of confidence that he had begun to develop.

"Well Professor Dumbledore for one, Marvo for another.." Nimue said quietly, sitting close so they touched gently hoping that sense of  contact with another might serve as a golden thread out of the labyrinth of his self-doubt and melancholia.

This was no time to tell him that such actions were endearing or that he demanded too much of himself. They were and he did. Rather she sat with him in the fading light.

Anders sat with Nimue in comfortable silence for a while watching the light drain out of the sky.  He flipped a cigarette absently out of the pack and smoked quietly, before suddenly letting his jaw drop in horror.

"The shops...I have to go shopping...and I have to read..."  He made an indication with his hands of the pile of books that he'd brought back with him from London.  "And I have to be up early to get back to

work...and..."

His blue eyes were wide and slightly manic.

"And so you'd better get a move on then and stop sitting here watching the stars come out with your girlfriend who has a pile of homework to do as well. I should go in for dinner before the gannets clear the table."

She looked at him, her eyes shining, "I love you Anders. Don't stay away too long will you?"

He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her gently.  "I love you too," he said, shyly, pulling back a little so he could look into her eyes. "Take care...I'll be up tomorrow evening, but I have a tutorial with

Professor Dumbledore so may not catch you."

Pocketing his cigarettes, he gave her a wide smile and pushed his hair out of his eyes before turning and walking off towards the village.

Nimue had watched Anders until he was out of sight, waving once or twice when he looked back.

Then she went back inside. She looked at the list on the board and was very pleased by it. Congratulations were due to quite a few friends!  She entered the Great Hall where dinner had begun. 

**********

Raphael was looking lost. Having left the pitch for the notice, and having completely lost his small pouch, he'd ended up by the lake in the mud. His mind was still spinning - he'd got in as a Keeper - and the others on the team - Sarah and Jacob - and Kat from Ravenclaw - and Niki as well - everything was good. And he wanted tonight to be right... it was looking good for it.

But somehow he'd lost the wildflower petals he'd collected earlier, he'd put them in a pouch and dropped them... where? By the lake? Was that where Shinrei had floated them about and accused him of doing it? She was on the team. Raphael wasn't entirely sure what to think of that. He didn't like the way that she and Marvo... were... interested in him. Zephyr wasn't safe...

Looking at the way the water rippled across the lake, Raphael let his mind ripple too, letting thoughts go too. Something he'd dreamed about, ages ago, and the water reminded him of it. There had been some kkind of sound, as well, the lapping of the water against the sea shore. He let his eyes close as the sound pervaded his mind.

It wasn't lapping against the shallow sea shore, it was crashing against the rocks...

Black feathers pouring down rocks... Spreading his wings, losing his broom, and slipping into the night...

He opened his eyes, and found the pouch was in his hands. And as he moved his head, the world twisted, the colours moving from place to place like oil flowing from patch to patch, curdling into new positions of darkness. He saw the retreating figure in the woods, in the Forest. Raphael ran, silent, and was calling out Mahou's name without thinking by the time the trees were around them.

***********

In the confusion, Raphael slipped away and when Nathaniel next paused to see if he was about, he wasn't there.

He paused halfway into the dinner hall and looked at Sarah.

"Where'd the kid go?" The nickname for Raph came easily and without malice. Stalks by Night suddenly streaked into the hall and slammed into Nathaniel's boot, and Nathaniel bent down to pick him up.

"Meow." the cat said urgently.  Nathaniel blinked.  Stalks by Night meowed again, and this time there was something less surreal about it. Carefully blanking any irregularity from his mind, Nathaniel looked at Sarah.

Pitching his voice low, he said to her and her alone, "He's probably getting himself into insane amounts of trouble.  I'm going to go find him."

"Good idea and you are probably right knowing Raphael. Want company?"  she asked Nathaniel though kept her eye on Stalks by Night who she figured would advise whether she should go with them or not.

***********

Luis, who had been watching the various reactions of his schoolmates from the shadows with arms crossed and body leaning in a relaxed yet predatory stance against the wall, was now satisfied that no one would bother him if he walked up to the notice board to look more closely at the team results.

His name was under Team B. He sneered when he saw the rest of the roster on both teams. It was all very interesting.

It was going to be, for lack of a better word, fun. With a satisfied smirk on his face, he walked towards the Great Hall for dinner. Along the way, he even stopped a first year Hufflepuff girl and gave her a blood-red rose that he magicked from behind one of her ears.

"For the good times ahead, hermanita," he said, grinning, before she could react. Then he was off, black robes billowing.

Dinner & an Adventure Begins

Andy smiled as he noticed that the real list had been posted. He passed by the crowds of people to see if he had made the team.

A smile from ear to ear, he ran his finger down the list to discover that he had not been successful. He had failed yet again. The smile soon turned to a frown.  

Shocked and a little embarrassed, Andy walked away from the notice board after congratulating the winning team members. After that he entered the Dining Hall through a wall.  

He sat down at the Gryffindor table and took a bite out of a piece of bacon not saying a word to anyone.

Marvo wanders in after a quick glance at the Notice board and goes straight over to Andy and sits, putting his hand on his shoulder.

"I'm so sorry you didn't get on the team Andy. I know you played fantastically! I guess they didn't want to risk you being, erm.. exposed as it were. I mean, if the other teams found out your a construct, well, not only would they be disqualified, but you'd probably be taken away."

He looked down at the bacon, then back at Andy. "We must get your body back" He looked back down at the bacon. "You don't have to eat you know. erm.. is it nice?"

Andy lightly threw the bacon down on his plate and looked up at Marvo. "Maybe if I had my body in the first place I would have made the team," he said rather sharply.

He sighed. "I'm sorry, Marvo. I guess it was always in the back of my mind that I wouldn't make the team. I mean, my whole life has been a living hell since the day I was born. Why should it start getting better now? It was probably good that they didn't pick me. I'm famous for my bad luck anyway."

He looked down. He was ashamed of himself.

"That may well be true Andy, about your life so far. But look. Your YOU now! Possibly for the first time ever your really you! Okay, so you don't have a body yet? so what? I don't have a right eye or a left hand. That doesn't make me any less a person, in fact as far as I'm concerned, it make me a better one!"

He looked at Andy, trying to reassure him, then had a thought.

" Look, How about we make a deal? We'll do everything we can to get you a real body, to get your real body back. and in the meantime, you make the most of the one you have. Think about it? Look at the advantages it gives you? Okay, so you can't be on the Quidditch team? But who on the team can walk through a wall? Walk underwater as easily as on land? Be hit by a cannon ball without feeling a thing?"

He tapped Andy on the head, then in the chest. "It's what's here and here that counts. THAT'S the REAL you. Not some bag of mostly water!"

It was amazing, even to Marvo himself, how his views had changed in the last few days.

"And if things don't work out.. well... have you ever considered a job with the Aurors? I happen to think, with your current abilities, and a bit of training, you'd make a fine Auror."

Andy couldn't believe what he was hearing. Him? An Auror? Marvo always had a way of making him feel better. But being an Auror. He would actually be something...special. Be someone important. He'd never actually felt that before.

Andy hugged him.  "Thank you, Marvo," he said. "That means a lot to me. I can't tell you how happy I am that we're friends again. Your trust in me might have been questioned earlier, but I can tell you this. You are the only person in the world I can trust. You are the strongest person and certainly the best damn Auror I know! You've been like my best friend. No...you've been like a brother to me. And I wouldn't change that for anything in the world. Take away the last two letters in Warden and we have the same last name!"

He laughed. "I really appreciate you and everything you've ever done for me."

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

Arriving at the Gryffindor Table, Nimue was a little concerned to see that Mahou was not present. She looked so upset after the trials and Nimue didn't feel she'd been able to be much help. She decided to ask Marvo who she was pleased to see was sitting with Andy. The two boys seemed to be friends again. 

"Hello Andy, Marvo. Look Mahou isn't here. I'm worried about her."

Andy looked up as Nimue arrived and wiped a tear from his cheek. "Hi Nimue," he said.

She informed them of Mahou's disappearance. "Mahou Amberstone?" he asked. "Do you have any idea where she might be?"

Nimue shook her head, "No - maybe in Gryffindor Tower but somehow I don't think so. You must have noticed during the trials when her hat fell off - she's a little different. I know that it won't stop people liking her and wanting to be her friend but she thinks it will and there's the problem. I don't like to think of her alone somewhere and feeling unwanted, not knowing that she's been picked for the team."

She looked around, "Maybe she's still out there at the pitch brooding. Or in the forest" Nimue's eyes brightened, "Oh yes, she's naturally drawn there and she might feel less alone with the nature spirits."

Andy did notice when Mahou's hat fell off. She looked odd. Almost not human. That didn't stop him from liking her as a friend. Andy would know a thing or two about being "abnormal".

"What do you suggest we do?" he asked her. "Go into the Forbidden Forest?"

He was frightened. The last time he was in the forbidden forest...well...he didn't want to think about it. All that mattered was that Mahou was safe.

"If that's what we have to do then it's fine with me." He looked at Marvo then back at Nimue.

Nimue was a little nervous as well. Despite her rapport with the Forest, there was something in the air - maybe she was just being empathetic with Andy's fear.

Every time she'd gone deep into the Forest bad things had happened - dementors, monsters and finally Dafydd Grimalkin nearly killing her. Yet she wanted to be proactive and not just always be in need of

rescuing.

"If that's where she's gone that is where we have to go. She blames herself for losing 60 points from Gryffindor last night when Snape found her on the edge of the forest so there is no way we can tell a teacher about this. Maybe she thinks that because of what she is she is immune to the darkness of the forest but that is not so."

She turned to Marvo, "What do you think we should do and don't you dare think of leaving me behind. Mahou doesn't need to be dragged back here - she needs to know that she is accepted and belongs here with us - not out there in the woods. Marvo, you're wonderful at doing your Auror bit but you're as sensitive as a brick in such matters."

Marvo was smiling at Andy, pleased his (true) words had the effect he wanted. He listened to Nimue.

"True, the Forest is forbidden for a reason, very dangerous, some of these new ones don't seem to have realised that yet."

He stood. "And if I'm to go find her I can't think of two other people I'd rather come with me."

With that he stepped towards the door.

Marvo was on a little bit of a 'high' at the moment, otherwise he might have had second thoughts. He did not like the forest at all. Far too many things with far too many legs!

Nimue smiled at this compliment following him. "The Scooby gang rides again!" She hoped Kat wouldn't mind being left behind but she seemed currently surrounded by admirers congratulating her on success. Hopefully they wouldn't be long.

"I wouldn't have it any other way," Andy said as he walked with Nimue and Marvo.

He also had Kat on his mind. He wanted to fully congratulate her for making seeker. He wished she could be there with them on yet another adventure. The Scooby Gang!

"Are we splitting up or sticking together?" he asked.

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

Carina walked back, not in the best of moods. She hadn't played at her best. She'd played worse, obviously....but she'd not had much impact on the game. Muttering under her breath she walked to the 

brooms store and slung her broom in before heading back to the castle.

She sat down grumpily at the end of the Slytherin table, and wondered if anyone would sit by her. She wasn't bothered if they did. She'd obviously inherited half her father's 'go it alone' gene. Alone or in company, she was fine whatever happened.

Niki and Morticia met up just outside the Great Hall, and trooped in to dinner together. They were discussing the Quidditch tryouts. As they filled their plates with food, the topic turned to the cheerleaders.

"Well, it's just an excuse for them to show off their bodies in skimpy clothes," Tish announced, waving a drumstick.

"Some of them don't NEED excuses," Niki said, rolling her eyes. "Like Arcadia. Her clothes don't exactly follow the dress code...well, not at all."

"Although I think some of the professors like it!" Tish chortled.

"Like who?"

"Well, all the seventh years stare at her..."

"And so does Professor Kacirk! I think the only reason he passed her last year was..." Niki began, giggling. Suddenly, she glanced fearfully around, up the Slytherin table, and smiled wanly at Morticia. "I...have to go, Tish." She jumped up and scurried off.

Arcadia has stormed into he dining room with Oriana, not at all happy, in fact down right furious!

How COULD they delay the Cheerleader trials until after dinner? And after they had sat through all that boring floating around stuff!

She sat down hard at the Slytherin table and snatched a bit of bread and started buttering it, mumbling to herself and Oriana

But then Pan's ears pricked up as they heard Niki's 'comments'. Arcadia stopped buttering her bread and slowly lowered her knife.

Slower still she turned her head in Niki's direction, then got up, again slowly, from her seat. "I'll be back in a minute" She said to Oriana, in a very cold voice.

Not waiting for a reply she walked slowly over to Carina and pulled at her shoulder. "Come with me. Now!"

They left the Dining room.

Oriana was upset that the cheerleading tryouts were delayed. She heard Morticia's comment about how 'being a cheerleader is just an excuse for them to show off their bodies in skimpy clothes'. She felt offended, but being typical Oriana she didn't say anything. She wondered where Arcadia and Carina had gone off to. She bit into her drumstick and slurped down her drink. Being ordered around by Arcadia made you hungry! She smiled at her fellow Slytherins.

Branwen sat at the dinner table. She didn't feel that hungry. After watching the other students flying around on brooms she really wanted to fly herself. To feel the air currents swirl around her wings. Maybe after dinner she would go out and see how the boys were doing.

She glanced across at the Slytherin table. Randal was there, more reading than eating. She couldn't quite see what the book was though. Probably studying again.

She turned her attention back to her food.

Kat had finally finished hugging everyone. She was so happy to actually be seeker for the school. As she thought about it though she realised what a big responsibility it was. She needed to practice more, and try to work on a few fancy moves. She decided to start tomorrow before breakfast.

She walked into the great hall for dinner, and settled herself next to Branwen. "It's very quiet in here tonight. Where is everyone?"

Branwen looked up. "Not sure. It's mostly people who were playing Quidditch that are missing. Congratulations by the way. I here you made school seeker."

Kat nodded and beamed a bit more. "Yep." 

Kat looked around to see who else was there. No Marvo, or Nimue. In fact she couldn't see Sarah or Fee either. She turned back to her food, wondering if anyone was going to join them.

********

"Sticking together. I want you two to promise not to wander off!" Marvo put on his best 'I'm in charge' voice and smiled. As they made their way out of the door he glanced over as saw Kat enter the room.

His first thought was to call to her and have her along but then he remembered Nimue words... *Give her some space. Don't seem so easy* So he turned and continued to lead them outside towards the forest.

Andy looked at Nimue and rolled his eyes giving her the 'Marvo's in charge again' look. He laughed.

Kat had obviously missed the group as they left. She stared at her plate for a few minutes before deciding to forgo dinner for once.

"You'll have to excuse me Branwen. I'm going to see if I can find Marvo. It is most unlike him not to be following me around. Ever since last term he has been like a lost sheep at my heals..."

She looked worriedly at Branwen, who nodded and continued to eat. 

"I'll er... catch you later then." She disappeared off leaving her food relatively untouched.

Just outside the hall she asked a younger Ravenclaw who told her that Marvo had been seen heading outside with the Gryffindor prefect and the strange guy who had been walking through walls.

Kat chuckled a little at the description, but headed outside. She saw them as they drew close to the woods. 

"Hey, what are you up to? And why didn't you invite me?" She asked as she caught up with them. The grin from receiving the news over the Seeker position was still there. Although there was a edge of concern about her...

Marvo looked stunned and mumbled "Oooohhhuuummm"

Nimue leapt in with a save, "It's Mahou. She didn't come in from the trials and she was very upset. I'm concerned that she took off for the Forbidden Forest again. She was creeping around the edges last night and well she might feel she belongs there more than with us. Didn't you notice anything about her ...without her hat that is?"

Andy heard Kat approach them. "Hey Kat," he said. "Sorry we couldn't find you. We're off to find Mahou. Nimue said she hasn't seen her lately and we were just about to search the forbidden forest. Would you like to come with us? We could use your help."

Somehow, Andy felt safe going into the forest. After all, if he could walk through walls and not get hit with anything, what harm could come of him? His main goal was to make sure the others were safe including Mahou.

"The ears you mean? Sure... But you don't talk about things like that do you? I mean they are fairly rare, and never really talk to humans do they. Other than them she doesn't really look that part though does she?"

"Do you suppose it is a family trait or that someone in her family married an unusual companion?" It wouldn't occur to Kat that Mahou was a real elf.

"You don't really think she would go in there do you? Didn't people tell her of all the things that happened last year? Doesn't she have more sense?"

Kat looked from Nimue to Andy and then to Marvo. Realisation dawned. "No! You are not going in there to look for her are you? Are you mad?!"

She looked at them again. "Well, you're not going without me!" It was a statement that invoked no argument.

Marvo Smiled. He was glad Kat was coming along, obviously not just because her talents might be useful.  "Well. We don't want her getting into MORE trouble do we? So who else is better to go get her?"

He avoided commenting on the 'ears' He of course had information he was not supposed to pass on.

"So. Now we all together, shall we get going? or shall we invite everyone and make a school trip out of it?" He took Kats hand.

Nimue considered, this was Kat - they shared everything. "Mahou is part-elf but she's in a very strange place because of it. Keeps expecting everyone to taunt her. Now she feels that everyone will reject her who has seen."

As realization dawned in Kat's eyes, Nimue nodded. "It's the only way - if she thinks she is accepted there she'll be with the spirits of the trees but her place is here and she needs to know that."

"And of course we aren't going without you!"

"I suggest we get a move on then. Precious time is ticking away and Mahou isn't getting any safer. We stick together."

He smiled and grabbed his wand out from his pocket just in case. "Everyone ready?"

Letters and Heartaches

(Note includes long IC Chat transcript)

Dear Dylan,

I don't know what you may have heard, but I think it's probably not true. I need to talk to you.

It's important. Nathan has...he's been hurting me. I'm afraid to say anything to anyone about it, but I'm afraid he'll kill me. You're the only person I can trust. Please.

Meet me outside the Charms classroom as soon as you get this. I may be delayed a little, but I'll be there as soon as I can.

Niki

The little grey owl surprised Dylan out of his thoughts in the Gryffindor Common Room, but the content of the message surprised him more.  For a moment, Dylan hesitated.  He'd been jerked around by Niki before, painfully so.  But this sounded legitimate.  So did the other problems, said his devil's advocate.  Dylan shook his head, crumpling the letter and putting it in his pocket.  He couldn't risk the chance that it was true.  He simply couldn't.  She still had her fingers wrapped tightly around his heart, and when she squeezed, he had no choice but to do what she wanted.

Sighing softly, Dylan left the Gryffindor Tower and headed down to the Charms classroom.

Dear Nathan,

I need to talk to you. And it has to be secret.

It's important. Dylan has...he's been hurting me. I'm afraid to say anything to anyone about it, but I'm afraid he'll kill me. You're the only person I can trust. Please.

Meet me outside the Charms classroom as soon as you get this. I may be delayed a little, but I'll be there as soon as I can.

Niki

The express Owl reached Nathan in the Slytherin common room where he had just started to study a bit. He took the message with surprise and read it. Immediately, his surprise turned to fury. He grabbed his wand and got up. 

"You picked the wrong girl to mess with, buddy," he growled while hurrying outside, then he stopped on his heels, ran into his dorm, took out a smallish bottle with some bluish liquid and hurried to the Charms corridor

When Nathan and Dylan arrived, the corridor outside the Charms classroom was empty. [I'm not sure which arrived first...] If anyone had taken the time to look very carefully indeed, they would have found that, behind the large statue of Victoria the Voluptuous, a scantily clad witch, Niki was propped up. She was completely rigid, all her muscles tightened. Even her jaw was clamped shut. It was the 

Full Body-Bind curse, and only her eyes moved.

But no-one looked carefully. Least of all Dylan and Nathan, as they came face to face.

Dylan hit the Charms corridor first, quick even when he didn't mean to be.  One hand clutched the letter, crumpled in his grasp, and he looked around warily, giving the area a cursory glance.  He saw nothing out of the ordinary, definitely no Niki, and for a split second, before all hell broke loose, he thought about going back and abandoning his fool's errand.

Nathan took the corner to the charms corridor and immediately spotted Dylan. Quickly, he slid back behind the turn in the corridor and watched what the other boy was doing. Why was he here? Had he intercepted Niki's message? What was he waiting for?

Dylan waited a few more minutes, his arms crossed defensively in front of his chest.  He didn't like this.  Yet again, he'd been played for the fool.  Swearing in frustration, Dylan threw the crumpled note to the floor, and began to storm off--in the unseen Nathan's direction.

"ouch!!" Nathan flicked his wand out.

Dylan steps back, startled, "Sorry, sorry...*realises to whom he's speaking and shakes his head, "Or maybe not."

Nathan points his wand at Dylan, "what are you doing with her?"

Dylan blinked...then blinked again “Wha'”?

“You know quite well who I'm talking about!” Answered Nathan “Leave her alone or you'll regret it, I'll not watch my girlfriend being threatened by a jealous ex!”

Dylan sputters for a moment “Wait, wait...wha' are you goin' on about?”

Nathan looked extremely angry “No, I won't wait, you heard me! This is my last warning, next time you'll get to know my not so nice self!”

“I haven't touched her since term started, thank you very much.” Answered Dylan ”I think you're th' one who has some explainin' t' do.”

“Why should I explain anything when it's YOU that threatens her?”

Dylan was outraged “Me?! You're off your block!”

Niki tries to make noise, but even her vocal chords are clenched tightly

“Then why did she ask me to come here?” Asked Nathan “And what are you doing here anyway, did you intercept her message or what?”

Dylan looked perplexed “Intercept? I got one o' m' own, thanks. Tellin' me tha' you've been threatenin' her.”

Nathan gapes at Dylan “show me that message”

Dylan reaches in his pocket, then shakes his head “Dropped it back there, figured it was a set-up or sommat.” And gestures to the corridor behind him.

Nathan digs into his own pocket and hands the crumpled message to Dylan. Dylan takes it and scans it quickly 

“Same bloody thin' tha' I got.”

Nathan frowns “I wonder...” He starts to look around

Dylan scowls “You, too?”

Niki eyes darting about wildly. Dylan sets off to have a careful look about the Charms corridor

Niki is only half-hidden by the statue But they have not seen her yet.

Dylan catches sight of her quickly enough. “Niki! Wha's goin' on?”

Nathan Also sees Niki and rushes over. “HEY! Come out, whoever thought this is funny!”

Niki eyes start to fill up with tears

Nathan Suddenly realises why Niki is not answering, or moving. “She's petrified or something!” He points his wand , “Ennervate!”

Niki crumples, no longer held by the spell, and half stumbles half runs to grab hold of Dylan

Dylan catches her  “easily Y' all right?”

“You okay?” Asks Nathan, rushing over to her

Niki shakes her head and clings to Dylan “It was Arcadia. And the new girl...Carina.”

Nathan looks murderous and Dylan scowls “Doesn't surprise me none.” He says. “Dylan, take care of her. Niki, see you later.” Nathan turns to storms off.

Niki hurries after him “Nat...!”

Nathan turned “That girl's going to learn a lesson today that she'll NEVER forget again!”

“Don't fancy you're goin' t' give it alone, not for a minute.” Replied Dylan

“And I'm coming, too.” added Niki “But we need a plan--you're acting like a Gryffindor.”

Dylan looked at Niki “You say tha' like it's a bad thin'.”

“You stay out of this,” Nathan said to them. “you'll only get in trouble with the Ministry if you get involved. Both of you.”

Well,” Said Niki “Gryffindor plans go something like "Everyone on the count of three". And we've just as much right to get into trouble as you do, Nathan.”

Dylan rolls his eyes “I don't want--or need--your protection. In case y' didn't notice, I'm involved, too.”

Nathan turned to leave. “That girl uses dark magic, I bet, and don't tell me you're the best one in that class. Leave her to me” 

“Actually, he is.” Said Niki “They didn't do anything illegal. Just hexed me and wrote the notes...I think it's a variant of Polyjuice potion they used to make my handwriting”

Dylan grins a little at Niki and Niki grins back, a little timidly

Nathan stopped and faced Niki and Dylan. “I don't care whether it's legal or illegal, I'm going to teach her her place in the world”

Niki takes firm hold of Nathan's wrist and tugs him back towards Dylan so all three are standing together

“Point is,” Said Dylan “it's easier t' make a plan wi' three people t' use rather than one.”

Nathan glares at Dylan “who says I'm going to plan anything?”

Niki put her hand up to stop Nathan. “I'm not getting you expelled from here, too! Don't be an idiot!”

“Wha', goin' t' charge off an' crack her one? Real bright.” Sneered Dylan.

Expelled? Nathan laughs “No way! Then Arcy would get expelled too. Nathan I'm just going to talk to her. that's all.”

Niki gave a concerned look ”If you hurt another girl...you know that she could twist it.”

“An' somehow tha's goin' t' teach her a lesson?” Asked Dylan

“You would know if you wouldn't keep me from doing it.” Said Nathan

“You're being selfish.” Said Niki crossing her arms.

“I'M BEING SELFISH???” Cried Nathan

“Yes, you are”

“I want her to leave YOU alone and I'm selfish?” He said, as in disbelief.

Dylan rolls his eyes “Look, you're bein' offered backup. Take it an' stop bein' daft.”

“I - don't - want - YOUR - backup!!!” snarled Nathan.

Niki tried to stay calm. “You think you're the only one who was affected, you're being selfish. You think you're the only one who deserves satisfaction, you're being selfish. And mine? I'm not good enough for you, either?”

“I don't want you to get into trouble.” Nathan replied “And I don't think I was the only one affected - I know that YOU were the only one affected. I don't want satisfaction, I want her to leave you alone”

“You're acting like my older brother. You're NOT.” Said Niki

Dylan watches the squabble, half-irritated, half-amused

“I'm your boyfriend! I'd never react like that if my siblings were involved!” Nathan said to Niki

“You talking to her is going to make her leave me alone? I don't think so...not unless you do something that gets you in trouble or makes me very angry with you.”

Nathan shrugs angrily “Fine! Then let's do nothing at all!”

“Tha's equally stupid.” Said Dylan

Niki glares “I just want...to DO something.”

“Revenge?” asked Nathan “What for? Then she'll do the next thing. I don't want a war, I want her to stop.”

“And how are you going to do THAT?” ask Niki

“Even Arcadia must have a spot with some sense in her brain, and I'll use it.” Said Nathan, “She's mad and jealous at ME, that's why she did this. So I have to get this straight with her. And no, no threats. I can't afford threatening Fudge's daughter. I have no intention of going to Azkaban.” Nathan paced, angry and frustrated.

“No” Said Niki, walking to him, “I think she's angry with me. Tish and I were...saying some nasty things about the cheerleaders at dinner. Just before this.”

Dylan rolls his eyes “An' how did I get dragged into this, then?

Nathan also rolls eyes “right. And it's got nothing to do with the fact that you ‘stole her boyfriend’.”

Niki glares at Dylan “I don't know--ask her!”

“ you're a tool, Dylan, that's all.” Said Nathan

“DON'T you call my friend a fool” Shouted Niki

Nathan put up his hands in defence “a TOOL!!! I said TOOL! Arcadia used him! that's what I meant”

Niki grumbles to herself

“Regardless,” Said Dylan “either y' get this t' stop by talkin' t' her, or I do it m' self. I don't fancy bein' used or Niki bein' hurt.”

“As I'm not allowed to talk to her, go and deal with it your own way. I tried my best but obviously, I'm not wanted.” Said Nathan

Niki wraps her arms around herself “I didn't mean that, Nat.”

Dylan looked at Nathan “Stop bein' childish. You've made your point, get on wi' it. Tha's th' trouble wi' Slytherins--no follow-through.”

Nathan glares at Dylan “Fine then. Let's start with the insults. How very clever and so helpful.”

“STOP IT!” shouted Niki “Both of you!”

Dylan spoke in a calm voice “Well, I can't talk rationally t' you, might as well settle for old standards.”

Nathan walked across the room as he spoke “Rationally? You two are the ones being irrational! Revenge against Arcadia Fudge, as if Niki isn't in trouble with her grandmother already!”

“I Didn't say she had t' have anythin' t' do wi' it.”

Niki stares, aghast, at Dylan

Dylan looks at her “Look, he has a point...b'sides, she doesn't think me capable o' anythin', anyway.”

Nathan shakes his head ”I don't know what you have in mind, but I'd Better leave before you say it.”

Dylan shrugged “Do wha' you're goin ' t' do. If it fails, my turn.”

Nathan shakes his head “No way. Niki doesn't want me to talk to her, so I won't. Since I won't try to hex her, it's your turn”

Niki retreats to sit on the base of the statue

“No, I don't want you two to go off and not let me DO anything. Talk to her.”

Nathan shrugs “maybe”

Dylan goes to say something, and bites his tongue

Niki gets up and walks over to Nathan, looking up into his face, “Nathan. Whatever you think is best.”

“How am I supposed to know?” Said Nathan “I'm only trying to help you! So you tell me what to do and I'll do it - and in the end you'll still dislike it, I bet. Whatever. Forget it.”

Niki turns away “I'm just upset. Not being rational.”

Then Arcadia enters the room, and stops, looking at all of them

Dylan swears softly

Nathan smiles politely and very coolly

Niki backs away, and, unfortunately, into Dylan

“Ow! Sorry.”

“S' alright.”

Nathan looks straight at Arcadia, his smile gone. “Checking if you finally managed to get a plan through? Well, sorry to tell you, but you didn't.”

“What's going on?” Asked Arcadia, innocently

Niki hisses, cat-like. Nathan looks at Niki. Niki looks down, but nods a little

Then it was Dylan’s turn to speak to Arcadia “Why don't y' tell us? After all, y' had a good bit t' do wi' all o' this.”

Nathan looks at Dylan and remains silent

Arcadia frowns

Niki takes Dylan's hand and leads him farther down the corridor

“I have NO idea what you're talking about!” Says Arcadia, feigning innocence

Niki doesn't drop Dylan’s hand, even though he is not resisting.

Dylan in a sotto voice  “Wha'?”

Nathan walked closer to Arcadia. “Hey, Arcy.”

“Yes Nathan?”

“Could you do me a favour?”

“What Nathan?” Arcadia looks a tiny bit worried

“I want to have a serious talk with you, so please no ‘I'd never’s’ or ‘how dare you’s’ or anything like that. Straight, serious talk.

“I don't understand Nathan?”

“Drop your pretty mask for just ten minutes, Arcy, will you?”

“ I....”

Nathan waits

In the corridor Niki was speaking to Dylan. “What did the letters say? I heard them writing, but...”

Dylan colours a little, “Tha' Nathan was hurtin' you, and y' were scared. His said th' same about me.”

Niki lips tighten “Hurting me?”

Dylan nodded. 

“That's ridiculous! You know that I wouldn't...would never...” She was at a loss for words

“Would ne'er wha'? I've had at least one set o' assumptions shattered this term, Niki, let's go for two.”

“LET someone hurt me. What assumptions?”

Dylan shakes his head , “Don't act all innocent wi' me. Coy doesn't suit you.”

“ I honestly don't know what you're talking about, Dylan. Enlighten me.”

**********

Arcadia Looks Angry  “What’s it to you ANYWAY Lagrand! YOU left me for.. for.. THAT!”

She Points towards the corridor where Niki stands

“It IS something to me if you hurt her, Arcy.”

“Good!”

“So you're obviously not willing to talk. Fine. I'll leave you to Dylan then.”

“What?”

Nathan sighs and gives Arcadia a long, long look.

“I hate you Lagrade! Almost as much at the Dwarf and the Welsh Squib!”

“You're such a great girl, Arcy, why are you ruining yourself with things like this?”

“Nice? you think I'm nice? Yes. I HAVE been nice! But Maybe I'll stop being nice? is THAT what you want?”

“No, Arcadia, you HAVEN'T been nice. You're the most spoilt brat I ever met, including myself, and that's not easy. You don't have one single real friend. All you do is tricks and lies. And one day you'll realize that you have nobody at all, because you scared them all away or made them hate you.”

“I have all the friends I need”, but she had a slight tear in her amber eyes

“Name one, Arcy. Just one.”

After a moment’s pause Arcadia answers. “Carina is my friend!”

“ You know, believe it or not, I still think you're a great girl... but I didn't leave you because of Niki, I left you because of you. And if you think Carina is a friend... well... “

“...what?”

“You're not that stupid, Arcy. You know better than to trust her entirely, don't you.”

“I trust no one. except me… Pan”

“Exactly. As I said, you don't have any friends. Except for Pan.”

“And look what happens when I TRY! LOOK what you did! I HATE you!”

“ I'd still be your friend if you wouldn't attack my girlfriend! Doesn't that get into your head? People don't like their friends being attacked! I'd still be your friend if you wouldn't attack my girlfriend! Doesn't that get into your head?”

“Girlfriend!”

“Yes.”

“But... WHY! I'm so much prettier than her!” A Tear runs down Pans face

“Because beneath that pretty shell, Arcadia, there is a spoilt and cold egoistic being which won't allow itself to be liked. I tried and I gave up. Don't blame Niki for it.”

“I Loved you! I tried to be good for you! I even took a potion! You didn't even NOTICE!”

“You think I didn't love you?”

“YOU didn't care at all! YOU had your Drake and that was it! YOU liked him more than me.”

Nathan shakes head. “Why can't you understand that some people are loyal to more than one person? Drake's my twin brother in mind. We're like you and Pan almost. You demanded the impossible when forcing me to choose between the two of you”

“Don't you dare say you're like me and Pan. you have NO IDEA about me and Pan!”

“And you, Arcy, have no idea at all about me and Drake! Why can't you accept that I still think you're a great girl? That things could have been different if you hadn't been so consuming and mean?”

“I feel you betrayed me Nathan. I can't forgive that. I just... Can't”

“I can sort of understand you being jealous of Niki – but jealous of Drake? That ridiculous!”

“I didn't see a difference!”

“You don't want to be loved, Arcy, you want to be worshipped!”

“ I can't be loved. there is no one like me. no one.”

“ I was really, really in love with you, then you chased me away..”

Arcadia sobs

“It's over, Arcy. But that doesn't mean I hate you.”

Arcadia continues to sob

“If you'd just stop making yourself unlovable, it'd be easier for others as well.”

“You don't understand!”

“You're right, I don't.”

”Remember the Boggit? You know what I fear the most?”

“No, I don't.”

“Me. I fear Me! Do you know what that's like?”

Nathan smirks darkly, “Yes, I do.”

“You do NOT!”

“Can't you ever stop telling people what they think?”

Arcadia looks shocked

Nathan sighs, “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be rude.”

*********

As this was going on a little further along the corridor Niki and Dylan were sorting themselves out. 

Dylan coloured a deeper shade of pink, “You...an' him...in th' Common Room, no less!”

“We...what?!”

“Y'....y' know...”

Niki’s mouth drops open, “No!”

Dylan *turns to look at Arcadia, only for a moment, his eyes hard and cool, then his attentions go back to Niki*

“I had a nightmare. Nathan was still awake...we both slept in the common room, but it was just... sleeping.”

Dylan looked at her, “Tha's it? Jus'...sleepin'? Not...?”

“No! Not...” 

Dylan smiles a little, in spite of himself.  Niki squeezed his hand, “That's why? You thought we had...?”

Dylan blushed again, “Er...well...th' rumour...an'...you've been avoidin' me....I jus' assumed...

Niki looked astounded, “You've been avoiding me!”

“I haven't!” replied Dylan.

“Well...it seemed to me like you were. I'm sorry.”

Dylan shrugs, “Guess I've been avoidin' e' eryone.”

Niki turns away from Nathan and Arcadia and buries her face in Dylan's chest, hugging him.

Dylan is startled by this, but holds her, smoothing her hair gently. Niki finally looks up from hugging Dylan, her face a little wet.

Dylan smiled at her a little, almost ruefully, “I hate it when y' cry. Makes me feel like there's sommat I ought t' be doin'.”

Niki nodded, “I'm sorry. I just...listening to them...”. Dylan nodded, “ I know.”

Niki turns and leans against Dylan, watching the other two. Niki said, very softly, “I think...it's time.”

Dylan nodded mutely though Niki didn't see because she was facing away from Dylan.

Dylan said softly, “Get th' feelin' we shouldn't be here?”

“Yeah, I do. Do you ever get the feeling that there's something you really, really want to do, but you don't dare do it?” Niki doesn't look away from the sobbing Arcadia.

Dylan takes her hand, “C'mon. Leave these two alone.”

Niki paled slightly, “We would have to go past them...to get out.”

Dylan looked somewhat perturbed, “Er....damn!”

“Let's sit down or something.” Suggested Niki.

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

“I... I don’t know what to do. I am what I am. I can't.. I tried... I am...us. I can't change, not even for you. I tried.” Said Arcadia.

Nathan looked sad, “Then, Arcadia, I'm really, really sorry for you. All I can do is offer to be your friend.” 

“You... my friend?” asked Arcadia. 

Nathan shrugged, “You'd have to put up with me loving Niki, cause I do. But we could still be

friends.”

Arcadia looks at Niki, “ You want to be her... friend too?”

“You could ignore her.” Suggested Nathan to  But you'd have to leave her alone. No more

tricks.

Arcadia looks at Niki. “It's up to you whether we're friends or something else. Your

choice.” Said Nathan firmly. 

Arcadia turned to look at Nathan. “I'd Rather DIE!” she said and then stormed away. 

Nathan glares after her, “Fine then. The other option was labelled "mortal enemies".

Nathan shrugged and turned to the other two, “Your turn if you want to, Dylan.”

Niki looked at Dylan, “Go. I need to talk to Nathan.”

Dylan nodded, “I think I might have some plannin' t' do.” He nipped off neatly without another word.

Niki goes over to Nathan, “We need to talk..”.

“I'm being unfair to you.” Niki began. Nathan shrugged. “You love me. And I don't think...I don't think I'm in love with you, anymore. And it's not fair and I feel horrible about it..” Niki looked a little teary.

Nathan glares at her, “Fine then.” He turns to leave.

“Nathan...I don't want to lose you. But I feel like you have to know. I don't want to hurt you, but

it would be a lie.”

“And of course you couldn't have told me before I ripped Arcadia's heart out for you?!?!?” he could hardly believe what she was saying. 

“I couldn't tell you in front of Dylan!”

“Oh, great! You're right, what would he have thought of you! You know what, Niki? You're

just as bad as Arcadia, just that she's more honest about being a - being – like that!”

Niki stared at him, shaking a little, looks like she's fighting with herself. Her voice was shaky, “You wanted me to humiliate you in front of Dylan? I would slap you, but...I can't.”

“You're breaking up with me, Niki, it doesn't matter when you do it, it's humiliating anyway.”

“I'm not breaking up with you. If you think...want, I mean...I just thought you needed to know.”

“Wait, you don't love me but you don't want to break up? That's crazy!”

“It's your decision.” She said more evenly.

Nathan laughed coldly, “You're making it very easy for you, then.”

“That's why I'm no Gryffindor. Nathan...I'm sorry, I really am. I know you're not going to listen now, but... I am sorry.

Nathan shrugged, “ So am I. Well then. Was nice knowing you.”

“At the risk of sounding horribly cliché... can't we still be friends?”

“If you ask me now, I'll tell you no, I'd rather eat my own eyes. What do you expect? After all this! You're demanding a little too much at a time.” He looked downtrodden. I should have listened to Drake.”

“What, that all women are lures of Satan?” she asked. 

Nathan tries to suppress smile, but is unable to do so. “Well, maybe he was right.” Offered Niki.

Nathan shrugged, “I just don't have luck with girls, it seems.”

“I'm sorry, Nat. I really am.”

“When exactly did you stop?” asked Nathan.

“I'm not sure.”

“What did I do wrong?”

“I think it was a mistake from the beginning, on my part. The way it all started.”

Nathan looked at her, he decided not to torture himself any further, “Whatever. Not like it matters now. Au revoir.” He turns to leave. 

“Au revoir.” Said Niki quietly. 

Nathan walks off, ignoring Arcadia and anyone else he meets, until he reaches Drake's door. Niki waits until he's out of sight to burst into tears.

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

Niki was still crying, but not as much, when her aimless wanderings brought her to the Owlery. She had thought to go to dinner, but the knot in her stomach removed any thoughts of food.

Dylan, too, had a tendency to retreat to the Owlery when he wanted to think clearly, and it was there she found him, perched on the window, his lanky form draped over the edge.

Niki sniffed a little and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "Hey," she said softly.

"Hey. Y' all right?"

"No, not really." She climbed up onto the windowsill beside him. "But I will be."

He didn't quite know what to say to that, and resumed his absent examination of the area, though his mind seemed a million miles away.

"It was a mistake from the beginning. I tried to make it work, and I couldn't. I spent more time on it than I should have."

"Nathan? Hmmm...I s'ppose y' could look at it tha' way." His voice was carefully neutral.

"And now I've hurt him, and Dylan, and myself..." She paused. "I've been saying all of that out loud, haven't I?" Dylan nodded. "Oh, dear."

"It's all right. I don't reckon th' owls are much for gossip."

"I wouldn't have wanted to tell you...like that."

Dylan turned his gaze to her. "How would y' have wanted t' tell me, then?"

"I don't know. That's as good as any others. At least I wasn't speculating on the chances of finding banana syrup in the kitchens."

He quirked an eyebrow. "Banana syrup? Why would y' want tha'?"

They talked for a few minutes about the virtues of bananas.  She paused for a minute. "Why are we talking about bananas?"

Finally she got to the "I'm sorry about...the rumours...all of it."

He shrugged a little, turning a little to face her, his back against the vertical edge of the window now. "It wasn't your fault."

She found it hard to articulate and flustered for a few minutes about what she wanted to say.

"No, I mean...everything."

"Everything?" Dylan paused, his expression puzzled.

"You don't know what I mean...?"

"I'm a little lost, here."

"Nathan...all of the Nathan bits..."

"Oh, that." He shrugged a little, his expression carefully neutral, almost guardedly so.

"Because it was a stupid mistake. I'm so sorry."

He shook his head. "We all make mistakes."

"We do. And sometimes...sometimes, it's good to be able to do something about it."

He nodded. "True enough."

She smiled wanly.

"So now wha'?"

"I don't know. I honestly don't. What...d'you think?"

He sighed softly. "I don't know wha' I think, honestly. I'd like t' break Arcadia into a million pieces for messin' wi' you. An' yet, when I got tha' letter, I immediately suspected you of somethin'," Dylan confessed quietly.

"You had reason," Niki said softly. "I'm not exactly a good luck charm for you, am I?"

"No," he chuckled. "Not really."

"I'm...so sorry."

"Why? I'm not."

"Then it's better, I suppose. But I feel guilty, so guilty, for everything that I'm responsible for."

"Why? Wha' good does it do? E'erythin's o'er an' done...guilt jus' makes y' feel worse." Dylan paused, and he seemed morose for a moment. 

"'Leastways, tha's how Mum always put it, an' I usually put a bit o' stock in wha' she says, e'en if'n I don't listen m'self."

"Because I should have said this before."

"So y' said it now. Doesn't make it any less true, does it?"

"No, it doesn't. But it would have made everything easier."

He shrugged again. "Maybe."

"I suppose I'm too late, though. Ah well."

Another shrug, and Dylan smiled. "You're not listenin' t' wha' I'm sayin'. You're forgiven. You've been forgiven for a while, had y' only asked."

"Too proud, I suppose." She smiled in spite of herself.

"Sommat like tha', I wager."

"I'm sorry."

Gently, he pressed a finger to her lips. "You've said it enough. An' you're forgiven."

Quietly, lightly, Niki kissed his fingertip. Then she tilted her head back a little, and frowned. "I shouldn't."

Dylan's face was practically a question mark. "Why?"

"It isn't fair...not yet, not really. I need time to think. Can you...give me time?"

"Oh," he said softly, and nodded. "Yes."

"Thank you," she said softly.

Dylan smiled, but it was easy to see some disappointment lingering in his eyes.

"But I do love you, you know that? I think I always have...and I know I always will."

The smile reached his eyes then, lighting them a soft blue, but he didn't speak--he wasn't sure if his voice would hold or not.

Niki kissed one of her own fingertips, then pressed it to his lips for a moment. Then, still smiling a little and crying a little, she got up and started to leave the Owlery.

"Niki," he called softly, turned on the window sill to follow her progression out of the Owlery with his eyes.

She paused and turned. "Yes?"

"I...." Dylan started, but then shook his head. Something in him had frozen, leaving him looking painfully earnest but silent for a moment.

"Yes...?" she prompted, gently.

"Diolch....Thank you," he said finally, as if those words alone took effort.

"For what?" she asked, sounding genuinely confused.

"For...for sayin' tha'."

Niki smiled a little. "It's just the truth."

"I know! I know, tha's wha' makes it special...an' 'tis..." He was fumbling for words now, the same way he always did when overwhelmed by something.

"It is," she agreed softly. "I know."

"You....I....er...." He sighed softly. "I don't know how t' say wha' is on m' mind."

"Try," she coaxed, smiling a little. "I promise not to laugh."

"This," he reflected ruefully, "is why people make fun o' me." With that, he fell silent, biting his lip in thought.

She took a few hesitant steps towards him, the romance of the scene only slightly spoilt by the owl pellets that littered the floor.

"I don't know how t' say it any other way...it doesn't make sense any other way," he confessed, his words flowing together quickly in his embarrassment "'Rwy'n dy garu di."

Niki smiled affectionately and turned a little pink, pleased. "Yes," she admitted, "I know."

Dylan blinked.

"Well...not known, really, but thought...or maybe it's hoped. But for saying that...thank you."

"Y' understand me?" he asked carefully.

"Only that bit of Welsh."

The smile that lit up his face was dazzling. And Niki smiled back. Somehow, Dylan mused, when she smiled at him, nothing else in the world seemed to matter. And he liked it that way.

Although she would rather have died than admit it, Niki had looked up the translation of 'I love you' in a particularly melancholy mood. To hear it spoken was different, quite amazingly so. And with the ring of truth added, it was enough to reduce her to jelly. She smiled at him, but at the thought of anything, just yet, she quailed.

"I'm....I'm not askin' for anythin'...save you t' figure out wha' y' want an' such. I reckon after bein' wi' Nathan, y' need time."

"I know what I want...I'm just not ready to have it yet."

He nodded a little. "I can deal wi' tha', I think."

"It won't be long."

"No?"

"Well...I don't think so. Although I suspect it will seem interminable. But the morning I don't wake up and think "Dylan" and get a knot of fear in my stomach...that's when I'll be ready."

His voice was gentle. "Why are y' scared?"

"I don't know. I honestly don't. But I am."

He frowned. "I'm sorry if'n I made you afraid o' me...o' anythin'."

"It's not you, Dylan, I promise."

"No?"

"No. I'm not frightened of you...just the whole concept of having someone so close."

Dylan nodded a little.

"But I just need the...the time."

"I understand."

"You're not angry?" Please don't be angry, please...

"No." He looked at her quizzically. "Should I be?"

"No! I was just worried."

He chuckled softly.

"Suppose I worry too much."

"Could be."

"I don't know...but I'm glad you aren't angry." Niki smiled.

He smiled in response. She smiled one last time, then turned towards the doorway again. This time, Dylan settled back into the window frame and watched her go.

Of Debts 

Although taken aback by Kat's enthusiastic hug, Shinrei returned the girl's smile and hug and looked at the paper posted on the wall.

Sure enough, her name was there. Chaser 1. Team A. Her eyes skimmed quickly through the entire list. It was dominated by Slytherins--

And--*gods* The simple yet powerful name under Team B glared at her. Of course. She had witnessed how good he was, firsthand, did she not?

She tried hard to swallow whatever was causing the volatile churning mix of ice and fire in the pit of her stomach.  She congratulated her fellow team members who were nearby, then headed up to Gryffindor Tower to return the Rakurai to her room. She was momentarily stopped in the halls by random people who congratulated her, but otherwise her trip was uneventful.

She said the password to the Fat Lady and entered the Common Room.

Jon Sinclair was seated on one of the armchairs near the fire reading. He looked up as Shinrei entered. He smiled and closed the book and walked over to her.

"I understand congratulations are in order. I'm happy you got on the team, Shinrei."  News had travelled fast.

It felt like ages ago since they last spoke. Shinrei still did not understand up to now why he had chosen to assume a considerable distance between them since that day in Diagon Alley.

All she knew was that the loss of his company had made her more lonely and afraid than she already was.  The past few days, especially, had been harrowing. But she would never admit such a thing to him or anyone else.

He was smiling. It was a good sign.

"Domo arigatou, Jon-kun," she replied with a smile and a bow. When she looked back up at him, there was something in his eyes that seemed to cut through the jumble of thoughts in her head.

Without really knowing what she was doing, Shinrei let her precious broom drop to the floor and threw her arms around him. "I could not have done it without you," she said. "I will always be in your debt.

For this and many other things."

Jon was more than a little taken aback by Shinrei's emotional outburst. For one wild moment he thought she might have discovered  she loved him but then reality and common sense returned. He'd done a lot of thinking over the weekend about her and his feelings for her. Despite Luis Verga's perceptions, Jon knew that he would never set this or perhaps any girl's world on fire.

He took no satisfaction in being so cold to her as he had since his fumbling attempts in Diagon Alley. Yet there was enough pride in him to not wish to humiliate himself any further. 

So he had promised himself he'd never impose his feelings upon her. He would be the good friend, the big brother and deal with any sense of disappointment he felt in his own way.  

He allowed himself a brief hug then wisely let her go before she broke it off. A first step.   

"I love the sport Shinrei and I'm glad I was able to help you practice this summer. You'll be a great Chaser, a great asset to our School team. So where are you off to now? Dinner?"

Jian heard the news that he was named to be part of the team long before he actually got to read the list.

His Hufflepuff friends were apparently speedy in terms of relaying news.

After returning the borrowed Cleansweep and thanking the younger students, he promptly went up to

Gryffindor Tower in search of Dylan, as he promised Nicola that he would.

Dylan was nowhere to be found in the dormitory. There was something about his absence that disturbed Jian, but he did his best to ignore it. Hogwarts was, after all, a much more complicated place than the Mian-Ju-Tao temple.

Perhaps Dylan is in the Common Room now, he thought. He decided to head back downstairs for one last ask-around, then he was going to eat. Jian's euphoria at being chosen for the team, though well-hidden from others, made him hungry.

Maybe he really deserved to be //chosen//...at least in terms of being able to learn fast and-

His train of thought was cut off when he reached the base of the staircase and saw what was going on in the Common Room.

Embracing.  They were embracing.

And he was staring. It wasn't polite. He shouldn't care. It meant nothing to him. He was here for a

purpose and he was better off having no complicated thoughts...and feelings...and even fears.

He was //stone//.

He tore his eyes away from Jon and Shinrei and tried to be as invisible and quick as possible while he made his way towards the portrait hole.

"Jian!" said Jon with enthusiasm as noted the other boy heading to the portrait hole. "Congratulations on also making the team. A fine showing and both Chasers."

He smiled at the two of them. "Shall we all go get something to eat I'm starved?"  A sure fire way to kill any attempts at deep and meaningful soul searching. 

Still very happy with Jon's reaction--and the fact that they are back to being friends now--Shinrei's uncharacteristically bright smile even extended to Jian.

"Hupi-san!" she said enthusiastically. "Congratulations!" She turned back to Jon and said, "You should have seen how quickly he changed tactics in mid-play, Jon-kun. We played against each other and I witnessed for myself how good a Chaser Hupi-san is."

"Perhaps you should explain to Jon-kun some time your unique Bagua Zhang approach, Hupi-san."

Jian tried very hard to suppress the surprised and flustered expression that was beginning to become evident on his face.

No one had ever smiled at him like that before. Bright and so full of life. So different from the fear on her face in the broomshed earlier that day. His fists clenched. He could feel his joints hurt at the sheer force.

"Thank you," he said to Shinrei and Jon. "It is my honour to be part of team. It was a...surprise, yes."

//More than you will ever know.//

"Perhaps I will tell Jonathan over dinner?" He looked at the prefect and nodded. "I did not even realize

until lately that my martial arts principles could be applied so closely to Quidditch."

"Previous training in various disciplines would indeed make a person a good Quidditch player," Shinrei agreed.

She picked up her broom from the floor and gave Jon's shoulder an affectionate squeeze. She missed his company terribly. It would be so good to have a friend again. "Jon-kun is likewise a very good trainer for anyone who wishes to be a serious Chaser," she said fondly.

"I regret it much that you will not be on the team with us, Jon-kun," she added sincerely.

She gave both boys a bow. "I am afraid you gentlemen have to go ahead. There are still some, well, matters I have to take care of. Girl matters, if you will." She smiled a little apologetically at Jon and began to ascend the steps to the girl's dorm.

The matter was, of course, her medicine. Only *this girl's* matter.

The moment she entered the girl's dormitory, Shinrei felt something wrong. There was something distinctly amiss in the air. It was a sense of foreboding that was too strong yet too irrational because it only sprang from what she felt. No more.

A gust of wind blew from the east window, where she always stood in the morning to watch the sunrise, making her shiver. It was not cold air. It was balmy. Why did she feel cold--inside?

The Blue Dragon-God of the Eastern Skies was roaring. It was a time of great tribulation, when the dragon-god roared. *Kami-sama.*

Shinrei shot across the empty room straight to her bedside table, simultaneously pointing her wand at the locked drawer and reciting a complicated Japanese unsealing spell. One more wave opened the compartment.

Afraid to take one more step, she said softly, hesitantly, "Accio Chishio Draught." She was summoning the large flask that contained her medicine. She had exhausted the supply she had on hand at the broomshed, shortly before Jian found her. She had about an hour or two to spare before she would start feeling the "attacks" again.

In confirmation of her worst fear, no flask flew out of the drawer and into her hands. She had no more medicine.

*Kami-sama. I miscalculated. It was supposed to last until the end of the week.*

"Sei Ryuu"--Blue Dragon--"is this what you bear me evil tidings for?" she whispered into the air. "I was wrong. And I--"

No. Her eyes drifted back towards the window and further out. She had no other choice, it would seem. Her tiny room in the dungeons could no longer be used. To look for a new brewing place would mean another good search of the castle--and she did not have the time for this, not with so many people already suspecting the true reasons behind her activities.

She returned the Rakurai to its box and sat mechanically on her bed, staring blankly out of the window. She was going to wait for several minutes, to bide her time as the others left the Common Room to have dinner. She would then sneak out of Gryffindor Tower, out of the castle, and into the Forest.

But, she swore solemnly, this would be the last time she was going to do it.

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

If the people in Hogsmeade saw him walking towards Hogwarts that afternoon, they would have remembered a boy in azure, his overall appearance paler than the sky. He wore light blue robes, similar to the uniform of his former school, Beauxbatons Academy. His pale blue eyes were even lighter than his robes, resembling ice. His blond hair, cropped to fall loosely around his face, was almost white in its silvery glow.

Ian Blaise took his time in completing the trip to the Hogwarts gates. He had plenty to think about. Yet another move by his parents, this time to London. It was the reason why he was transferring to Hogwarts after three years of being educated at the French school. Fourth Year. This plus three more years to go. He wondered where he would be spending the next school year, though.

He also wondered about his desire to become the world's best Chaser. He had been a star at Beauxbatons, untouchable once in the sky and bearing down against the opposing team, the Quaffle deadlier than a bomb. Quidditch at Hogwarts would be different. Firstly, he would have to start all over again.

For Ian, reputations did not really matter. You always have to prove yourself. Repeatedly. Exhaustively.

He cared about three things in the world: his future, Quidditch and the Nimbus 2000 broom that he would never allow to be replaced. Only those things kept him on his feet, despite his parents' constant decisions to live at one place now, then another place tomorrow.

Very soon, he would be free. His future would then be shaped as to how he willed it to be.

Ian walked up the steps of the Hogwarts castle. His luggage case was beginning to feel heavy. He could still feel the wrapped Nimbus 2000 clutched under his arm. It gave him strength, this broom. Strength he would need for his Sorting.

Oriana was walking the corridors casually and quietly. She noticed a boy, rather handsome, whom she hadn't met before. He looked about her age so feeling extremely happy that Arcadia had stopped bothering her, she introduced herself.

"Hello," she said. "I'm Oriana. 4th year Slytherin. I don't believe I've seen you around. Are you new to Hogwarts?"

Someone seemed to be watching him. He could feel eyes following his movements as he entered the school. With the quickness he was known for in being a Chaser, Ian spun around, intent on catching his observer.  He could see the big oak front doors. Aside from that, no one or even nothing was there.

He tried to shake this feeling aside as he walked through what seemed to be the main hallway. Where in god's name were the teachers who were supposed to meet him? In Beauxbatons, new arrivals were very well received, with tea and croissants in the drawing room, not a dank, cold hallway reception.

He silently cursed his parents.

Then the girl spoke to him. Pretty. He gave her a smile, baring very bright white teeth. "You're right. I am new to Hogwarts. My name is Ian Blaise, a fourth year transferee from Beauxbatons Academy. I'm pleased to meet you, Oriana."

True to his French heritage and the past several years spent in France, he placed his travel case on the floor, took the girl's hand and bowed over it, bringing it close to his lips but never touching.

"Please, call me Ian." In the dim corridor, his pale blue eyes glittered like ice as he looked up at her.

Oriana blushed. She flashed him her perfect smile. "Nice to meet you, Ian. I hope you enjoy Hogwarts. It's a lovely school. I arrived only last year and I love it."

He was so handsome. And his eyes...there was something about his eyes. They were so beautiful. She smiled again. "Do you know which house you've been sorted to?"

Ian straightened from his elaborate bow and returned her smile, letting his lids droop lazily. His eyes looked even more glacial than before.

"I am aware of the four Hogwarts Houses," he replied carefully, "and what they seek to represent. I find Slytherin house to be most suitable for my, should we say, tastes."

"Of course, in Beauxbatons, we were taught to settle for nothing less than the best. That is, apparently, still applicable to my present preferences."

Yvette had been passing by the two, and giggled to herself as she attempted not to roll her eyes. Of course Oriana -had- to be talking to a guy...hmm. Slytherin? Grey eyes surveyed the stranger, and thin eyebrows raised, at first one, then the other.

She'd know a Beauxbatons student anywhere. Wrinkling her freckled nose, she turned her attention back to other things, such as homework and that essay she had to write. A student from the French school would doubtless have known Estelle...then again, many students at Hogwarts had ties at Beauxbatons.

She continued on her way, standing out only because she was again wearing that bright pink jacket that she'd somehow managed to steal back from Professor McGonagall.

"Yvette!" Madison called out, spotting her jacket and grinning. She ran to catch up with her friend, then pausing to catch her breath.  "I can't believe how loaded down I've been with homework...I'm buried. Remind me NEVER to take this many classes!"  She paused again, then grinned and gestured to Yvette's jacket.  "Either there's two of these floating around, or somebody's been doing some snooping..."

She caught sight of Oriana out of the corner of her eye, talking to a boy she had never seen before.        "Who's that?" she asked Yvette quietly.  "Another new student?"

"Oh, hush. I was freezing. I don't see it as violating the dress code, I see it as..." The French girl paused for a moment, then grinned. "Lending fashionable warmth to an otherwise droll ensemble. I mean, just looking at me makes you feel warmer, doesn't it?"

"He's from Beauxbatons." She makes a face, then giggles. "You've met Estelle and Nathan. They're all just like them."

"As I said before, I'm in the Slytherin house. I find it most...interesting. Of course the house of Slytherin does seem to attract a certain crowd. I'm sure you'll be a fine addition."

Oh yes, Oriana was flirting. "Would you like me to show you around the castle or do you think you can find your way?" she asked.

"I suppose I will have to find out for myself what really makes Slytherin so attractive," Ian replied, allowing his eyes to burn icy promise straight into Oriana's.

After several moments, he let his eyes droop once more and began to glance around, disinterestedly.

"I was hoping that someone will be expecting me," he said with a slight frown. "Father said he had made the necessary arrangements in allowance for my transfer." He shrugged.

"But I would be very thankful if you will help me find a teacher, Oriana. And, later, it would be my pleasure to accept your offer of...." He deliberately let his voice trail off, dropping it to a husky level. "Showing me around."

**********

Anastasia Butterall made her way down from the girls' dorms in the Hufflepuff tower to the main hall for dinner. She sighed as she walked through the common room, noticing the slight cover of dust on the chairs in the left half of the room. Every year there were less and less Hufflepuff students. 'No one wants to be a *Hufflepuff*,' she reminded herself, rolling her eyes, 'because our name sounds funny and everyone thinks we're all dumpy.'  The Hufflepuff house had reached an all-time low this year, and it near literally drove Annie up a wall. She had no friends because she was a Hufflepuff, and had little to no friends IN the Hufflepuff house because everyone was so depressed about being a Hufflepuff! She wanted to learn how to transfigure them all into slugs, and then they'd REALLY have a reason to be depressed.

By now she was in the great hall, and she plunked down next to a half-asleep looking boy. She looked around for any of her friends, and idly munched on a carrot.

Priscilla Jacobson, 4th year Hufflepuff, looked at her reflection in the mirror as she tied back her long black hair.  /I should have been a Slytherin,/ she thought, sneering at her reflection.  /Oh well, if I hadn't been a Hufflepuff, I wouldn't have met Annie!/  A smile played about her lips as she thought about that first day with the sorting hat..

Ah well.  She made her way down to the great hall after dumping her stuff on a table in the Hufflepuff commons room.  Once again, Annie had forgotten to wait for her, it seemed.  Oh well.

She soon found Annie in the great hall, next to some kid who looked like he'd been up with his Potions homework _way_ too long last night.  She chuckled as she sat next to her friend.  "Annie 

Butterall, you forgot me again!"

Forgive me for I don't know what I gain

Alone in this garden of pain

Enchantment has but one truth:

I weep to have what I fear to lose

"Gethsemane" ~ Nightwish, Oceanborn

Anastasia Butterall made her way down from the girls' dorms in the Annie looked over at the taller girl that had just sat down next to her, and glared at her. "Say my last name again and I'll forget we're not supposed to shove carrots up people's noses!" she waived the vegetable threateningly, then made a silly face, and stuck out her tongue. "Sorry Priss," she said, "I'm an airhead, and you know it." 

Priscilla laughed.  "Okay, okay!"  She threw her hands up in defence.  "Just remember that you're the _only_ one who gets away with calling me Priss!

"And yes, you are an airhead, but I forgive you."  She grinned.  "You would have just yelled at me anyway, I was doing my hair."  Laughing, she looked down at her empty plate.  "Wonder what's for dinner tonight, hmm?"

Annie grinned. "Hair?" she said, jokingly,  "jeeze, you're such a primadonna!" she laughed. "Dinner is .. whatever's left. We're late, again, and everything's pretty much picked clean." she nabbed a remaining chicken  leg. "Did you see the posts up for the Quidditch team? S'great line-up. I can't wait to watch."

"Eh..."  Priscilla poked a greenish meatball with her fork.  "Well, so much for my appetite."

After gulping down some guava juice, she responded, "Yeah, they looked pretty good.  I figured Joe would be on the team after tryouts, he's so fast.  Gah, I can't believe I fell off my broom 

_again_ this year!  Geez, at this rate, I'll never make the team!"

Annie burst out laughing, nearly choking on her food. "You didn't tell me you fell off again!" she giggled. "We'll have to tie you to your broom!" she shook her head. 

"Joe didn't try out this year," she said. "He got sick that week. I don't think he would have made it, anyway... the people they got on there are fantastic." she cast a sympathetic look to a 4th year sitting across from them. "No offence, Joe!" Joe grinned and shrugged.

"Oh hush, will you?"  Priscilla playfully tossed the meatball in Annie's general direction, and purposely missing.  "I can't help it that I get so nervous."  She sighed.

Glancing at the boy across the table, she nodded.  "Yeah, we might even get second place this year.  I..somehow doubt we'll win the cup, but you never know!  Ravenclaw's team looked real nice too."

Various Folk at Dinner

Some Slytherins sitting in the Hall to play chess chattered about how Nathan Lagrand had supposedly stormed off to Drake's room, cursing at anyone who wanted to ask him why he looked to abysmally angry. They fell very quiet immediately when they noticed that Nathan had entered the room, but by the look on his face they could see that he was not only still very angry, but had also heard them gossiping and guessing the reasons, alternately blaming his father, one of his sisters, Niki and

Arcadia.

"Nice to see that you're working so hard on your education," Nathan hissed at them with an expression in his eyes that made them wonder whether he was hissing human words at all, then he left the room, calmly but angrily, and went to the Owlery.

To Belle Racine

Beauxbatons

France

My dearest Belle,

I can't express in words how much I miss you. Seems you're the only non-selfish person I've ever met. You didn't answer my last two letters, I can only hope that the teachers intercepted them or that your parents have forbidden you to write to me, so I'm not using Venny to send you this but one of the school owls. Please, if this message reaches you, answer me. Any answer. You don't have to write to me, but please let me know you read this.

I miss you beyond measure. My life is one single confusion and nightmare without you. Whenever I think I meet someone remotely like you, disappointment strikes in with all its force. I need you to tell me that you don't hate me. Please.

I've been accepted to the B-team for the inter-school Quidditch. Without any doubt, you're Captain of the A-team. If my father allows me to stay in the team, we would probably meet at the games... something that I look forward to so much. I can only hope that you don't totally detest the idea of meeting me.

I love you, Belle, no matter what others might tell you about me. If you show this letter to my father, I'm going to be in so much trouble you can't even imagine. I'm utterly at your mercy. You know I'm sorry for what I did and I can only beg you, once more, to forgive me, hoping that this time I'll get an answer, anything, a response. Whether it's yes or no, please tell me. I don't have a right to know, but you'd prove to be the kind and good-hearted person I know you to be.

Sincerely yours, and only yours,

Nathan

To Hades Lagrand

The Ministry of Magic

London

Dear Father,

I'm sure you will be delighted to hear that I have ended this "useless romantic involvement" with Niki, or rather, that she has ended it. Whether you're behind this or not I don't know, and I'm not sure I would want to know. Let's just call this topic closed and no longer a reason for quarrel.

I hope you'll  have the decency to congratulate Morticia - she has been picked as Beater on the A-team for the inter-house Quidditch. Don't worry, I'll make sure she gets her schoolwork done. Let me assure you I've never seen a fiercer Beater in all my life; if I were a Bludger, I'd rather hit a wall than her bat.

I also hope you'll have the kindness to allow me as Seeker and Captain on the B-team. Now I can almost hear you. "The B-Team? My son is on the B-team?" Get over it. Maybe if it hadn't been so public that you don't want me to play at all, things would have been different; but things being as they

are, I'm surprised I got chosen at all.

If you want me to graduate this year, you won't do anything about it. If you forbid me to play, you can not only forget my graduation this year, but you can be glad if I ever graduate at all. You could also forget the job at the Ministry you're trying to shove on me, knowing I hate administration and talks. It's your choice.

If you want to do me a real favour, then you'll just wait with your answer for a couple of days. I'm really in a specifically bad mood right now. I  guess you are, too, now that you're reading this.

Drake asked me to greet you, he's doing as well as he can although teaching still scares him. We haven't heard anything yet from the Ministry about his Apparating-license, could you please be so kind and ask? He wants to visit his family at Christmas and the Ministry can't really expect him to take

His broomstick to Alaska, can they?

Nimue is over-excited as usual, but I guess she'll be doing fine in Hufflepuff, although I'd hoped Ravenclaw or at least Gryffindor to the very last moment. Having lost my bets to both you and Morticia, I fear I won't have much money to buy you two Christmas presents this year... I'm

Sending the money I own you with Venny in this message.

Knowing that you'll ask me with the next owl: yes, I have written to Belle. No, she hasn't written to me for quite a time. That's all I'm going to say about that subject.

Say hi to Mom and the little ones.

See you at Christmas...

Love,

Nathan

Nathan came to dinner with Drake. He seemed calm and composed, but he lacked his usual arrogance. As he sat down next to some Slytherins from his year who grinned and whispered something at him, his face turned very angry for a second, but then he regained control over himself. Drake sat down next to him although he usually sat at the teachers' table. They spoke lowly so that even the other Slytherins couldn't hear.

Suddenly, though, Nathan's own owl Veneficus sailed into the hall and dropped a small red envelope on Nathan's table. Drake's face fell visibly.

Nathan's only went white with unspeakable fury. Calmly and proudly, he took the envelope and opened it, and the Howler burst out. "YOU KNOW QUITE WELL WHAT THIS IS FOR," the voice of Hades Lagrand, Ambassador to the French Ministry of Magic, boomed through the room, "I AM NOT GOING TO HUMILIATE MYSELF BY GOING INTO DETAILS, BUT YOU CAN BE SURE I WILL GIVE YOU ALL THE DETAILS WHEN I COME TO HOGWARTS TOMORROW MORNING!"

After the Howler was finished, Nathan calmly burned up the envelope with his wand and continued to eat as if nothing had happened. 

*********

Morticia elbowed through to the notice board, saw her name as beater on team A and let out a sound that made the glass and the students tremble. Then, gasping, she started to hop around  madly, grasping the closest person she knew, and started to chant, "I'm Beater, I'm Beater, I'm Beater!" After some minutes, she calmed down only to stare again at the list. It was only then that she noticed Nathan's name. Her face fell. She sighed.  "Uh-oh, trouble ahead..."

About a minute after Nathan's Howler, Morticia happily walked in for dinner, not noticing the sniggers and shocked whispers at the Slytherin table. She sat down and immediately buried her face in the latest edition of Quirks of Quidditch, which bore the title Unbeatable Beaters, and started to read while absent-mindedly stuffing her mouth with food.

Carina walked down the corridor with a spring in her step. She couldn't help being in an improved mood after that sort of.....fun. She guessed that by now the Quidditch team would be up. Well, she 

could at least look.

However, she was not alone.... As she rounded a corner, she bumped into a figure coming the other  way.

"Would you look where you're.....you...."

She blushed, and looked at the floor, though she didn't know why. What *was* it about Piotr? Did he have something to do with her amnesia, as she suspected?

Piotr eyed Carina with barely concealed amusement. "Ah, Carina.  Good evening.  I trust your Quidditch trials went well?"

He was absolutely, 100%, wall-to-wall charm.  In the lowered light of evening, his shades stuck out the top pocket of his robes, exposing his oddly-hued violet eyes to all.  He pushed his black hair – still occasionally dropping the odd hair here and there - out of his eyes and gave her a devastatingly sweet smile.

Carina's stomach did several unwanted flip-flops at Piotr's look. He was, quite simply, drop dead gorgeous. She very nearly did drop, but managed to keep enough self control to remain on her feet. She was now *sure* he'd done something to her.

"F-fine thank you Piotr....." she blushed. Finally, common sense seemed to prevail, and she looked up again angrily, fighting against what felt like an internal melt-down.

"What have you done to me?!?!?!" she demanded.

"Why, Carina!  I'm hurt that you would suggest such a thing!"  Indeed, Piotr's eyes had taken on a slightly offended expression and he ducked his head away from her.  "To insinuate that I'd done something to you when indeed I have not..."

He sniffed, a little theatrically, and went to walk away from her – but not before treating her to another devastating smile.

He turned away, smiling to himself.  The length of his 'persuasiveness' seemed to be extending.  Admittedly, Carina was no longer at his beck and call, but there was...something there. His powers were, indeed, growing.

Carina, still a bit shaky after her meeting with Piotr, and been making her steady progress towards the dining hall and the adjacent corridor. She had finally come to the list. Standing in front of it for a long while, it took several seconds to register.

She'd got in the team. She'd got into the A team.

Walking into the Great Hall in a bit of a daze, she sat down, a large grin working its way onto her face. There was no sign of Arcadia as yet. Pity. She felt the need to tell someone, and there was no one else who she really knew. Sitting down on her own, she piled a few things onto her plate, and started to eat, her eyes looking at the other people having lunch. She half wondered whether anyone would talk to her.

Morticia looked up, noticed her, recognised her as Arcadia's new friend and quickly looked away again with an expression of dislike.

Carina scowled at Morticia in return for the look she herself had received. She put her fork down and swivelled so she was looking at the girl properly, then started to speak in a slow, cold voice.

"You're going to have to get used to me Lagrand. If we're on the same team, you'll have to. Slytherins are supposed to stick together after all."

Morticia raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?" She smiled. "I thought that was more of a Gryffindor trait, they're the 'Three Musketeers-type. I prefer sticking to people I like, thank you very much."

Arcadia stormed into the room ignoring everyone and slumped down beside Carina. "I'm going to have to kill that...." Then she saw Morticia next to her "...boy"

Nathan looked up at Arcadia's enigmatic entrance, threw a glance to Tish, got up and walked out.

Carina, after shooting Tish a venomous look that promised another 'conversation' later, turned to look at Arcadia, swinging her legs back over the bench.

"From his exit I assume you mean Nathan Lagrand. Why, out of  interest?" She grinned sinisterly, and added in a small voice. "And what method?"

**********

After his interesting encounter with Niki in the Charms corridor, then once more in the Owlery, Dylan finally went to dinner.  As per usual, his head slightly bowed and his long black hair falling in his eyes, he slunk into his usual spot at the Gryffindor table.  It was all very routine, save for the fact that he was smiling.

After changing into clean clothes and making sure he did not look too happy at being chosen for the

Quidditch team, Jian made his way downstairs to the Great Hall.

He walked towards the Gryffindor table with more confidence than he ever had since he arrived in

Europe. He nodded at housemates who called out their congratulations, then joined the end of the table where most of the Fourth Years sat.

"Good evening," he said, as he sat down.

"How was Quidditch?" he asked Jian as he began to tuck into his dinner.  After all, Dylan was 14.  That meant food held the top slot in his priorities list.

Yvette looked up at Jian, already halfway finished with her plate. The skinny girl ate just as much as the teenage boys she knew, a fact that she was often teased by her friends about.

"Hello, Jian." She replied pleasantly, setting her glass down. The pink overcoat was hung over the back of her chair, mittens and hat tucked away underneath her pillow. She kept out a wary eye for Professor McGonagall.

Jian nodded to Yvette. "Hello, Miss," he said to her.

"Quidditch was good," he replied to Dylan, trying not to look too enthusiastic or too elated that he was on the school team. "It was only today that I realized how much alike martial arts and the sport are, in some ways."

He noticed that Dylan, too, seemed very happy about something. However, Jian decided it was not within his power to ask why.

He looked at the rich dinner fare contentedly and began to help himself to large portions of food.

Midway, there was a distinct tinkle of steel against the table. His sharp eyes immediately traced the source of the sound.

On the table between Yvette, Dylan and himself, a small black-and-silver pendant lay morosely beside the dishes. It looked old, but still shone from continued care. It was a circular yin-and-yang symbol.

Jian automatically let go of everything he was holding and brought his hands up on his neck.  The silver chain hung loosely. The pendant had come loose. Now, of all times.

He hoped no one had noticed the pendant.

Jian, however, was not so lucky.  Dylan had managed to catch the sound, as faint as it was, and his steel blue eyes caught a good look at the pendant before it was snatched back and covered.  "Drop sommat?" he asked cautiously, his gaze pure curiosity.  There was nothing malicious about him, merely a natural inquisitiveness.

"No," Jian responded right away. He then swallowed hard and tried not to look at Dylan, whose inquisitive gaze was making him feel very uncomfortable.

"I mean, yes. It is a pendant. An old thing." Jian clenched a fist around the ice-cold ornament and

shoved it almost angrily into a pocket of his robes. How could he be so careless? How could he forget to check that the silver chain was still secure?

It was no ordinary yin and yang symbol, that pendant. It was the emblem of the chosen. //His// emblem. It wasn't supposed to be seen by anyone outside Mian-Ju-Tao. And now //this//.

Blessed Buddha.

But he //had// checked the chain right after he changed clothes only within the past hour. It could not have broken so easily...it was strong, solid silver.

But why did the chain break? And why //now//?

Yvette hadn't noticed anything unusual, except for the fact that Jian dropped his fork. Dylan's question made her grin. Drop something? Of course he had! He'd dropped his fork, hadn't he?

"A pendant?" She stared at the fork carefully. Jian had shoved the pendant back into his robes by this time, and so she was most confused. After a momentary pause, she muttered something that sounded like 'whatever floats your boat' and went back to eating.

Dylan glanced at Yvette, then shrugged.  "No worries, mate."  He'd realised about five seconds after he'd said anything that silence would have been the better part of valour, because he could almost see Jian squirming.  He hated people being uncomfortable.  "Jus' didn't want y' t' lose wha' e'er 'twas," Dylan explained, turning his attention more to his dinner now and hoping Jian would be at ease again.

Jian heard the girl Yvette mutter something, but he was thankful she did not seem to care. He turned to Dylan. "Thank you for your concern, Dylan," he said to the Welsh boy. "But it is nothing of great importance."

Jian retrieved his fallen fork and spoon and began to half-heartedly push the food around on his plate, in an  attempt to eat. Sometime during the pendant's revelation, he had lost his appetite.

//I am careless and foolish and stupid. I do not deserve to be here.//

However, he knew, somewhere deep inside, that the chain had broken and the pendant had fallen for good reason. An omen, perhaps? If there was something Jian knew he had in spades, it was his focus on detail and precision. He wasn't one to let his precious necklace go unchecked.

Eager for a change in topic, he said to Dylan, "Pardon me, Dylan, but I have almost forgotten. I met Nicola during the Quidditch trials this afternoon and she asked me to tell you that she wanted to speak with you. I tried looking for you in the dormitory immediately afterwards but I could not find you."

Dylan grinned, despite his best efforts to the contrary.  "I saw Niki earlier, actually.  Didn't realise you knew her."  Just the mention of her name was enough to get his whole demeanour to lighten dramatically, and when he glanced at Jian, his eyes were the same bright blue that always indicated happiness.

Well, then. Yvette just grinned as she saw Dylan's expression, glad that the boy's previously glum countenance had been cast aside. She settled back into the seat, toying with her fork as she absently looked around the table.

The expression on Dylan's face stirred Jian's curiosity. The mere mention of Nicola had caused such

a reaction on the Welsh boy...it was mind-boggling, how a person's name could make an otherwise

glum-looking boy appear so //happy//.

"We were waiting for Keeper tryouts this afternoon, and she spoke to me," Jian explained further. "She

said she is your friend and that she is glad I will be teaching you martial arts."

Martial arts brought something else to his mind. Jian scanned the Gryffindor table, an unconscious gesture, with his eyes. Something about a certain person's absence from his sight made his insides clench.

"It's sommat like tha'," he said with a nod.  "She's really very special, y' know?"  Dylan knew he was grinning like an idiot, but he couldn't help it.  All he could think about was when she understood his words without having to fumble through English...when she understood him.  It was enough to make him feel like he could fly.  He didn't notice Jian's search of the table, nor his curiosity.  It was fairly likely that he would probably answer any questions without thought or reservation.  Genuine happiness was almost intoxicating for Dylan.  It made such a thing all the more rare.

**********

Anders had left Hogwarts to head back to his untidy little house in Hogsmeade.  He unlocked the door and walked in to complete and utter chaos. Wilbur had got restless and shredded half his study papers, leaving a shower of confetti across the living room.

The young wizard stared in disbelief at the mess, and at the kitten, who was sitting, proud as anything on the sofa as if to say 'look at what I did, dad!'

With a groan, Anders started picking up the shredded papers, trying a few spells to get them back together, but they were too far gone to be rescued. As he dumped the stuff into his already overflowing wastebin, he briefly wondered whether he should actually tidy up a little.

The only part of the house that wasn't a bomb site was the kitchen, and that was because all that he ever went in there for was a cup of coffee.  He generally ate a meal at the office during the day and didn't bother with dinner, so the cooker and surrounding area was sparkling clean and mess-free.

He looked at it now in comparison the living room and with a huge sigh began to pick up armfuls of books and stack them more or less neatly on top of one another.

It was then that he heard the knock at the door.

 Sirius had been unable to resist any longer. He really wanted to see his son's new house. It was an excuse to see Kat again as well. It may only have been a few days since he last saw them both, but it had seemed like ages.

He checked the paper he had in his hand. The address was definitely right. He juggled the large box in his other hand again as he knocked on the door again and waited for the reply.

 A rather harassed-looking Anders opened the door, but his face brightened perceptibly at seeing Sirius.  "Hi!  Er...come on in...and...excuse the mess..."  He grinned sheepishly and held the door open for his father. 

As he did so, Wilbur darted out between Sirius' legs and made to charge out the door, but Anders lunged for the kitten, narrowly avoiding knocking Sirius over.  He grabbed the kitten by the scruff of the neck and hauled him back inside, ushering Sirius in so he could close the door.

"Welcome to the pigsty," said Anders, a little embarrassed by the fact Sirius had caught him in mid tidyup.

Sirius dodged the cat, carefully balancing the box so as not to drop it. He narrowly managed to avoide dropping it as Anders caught the young ball of fluff. 

"I see you finally bought yourself a pet then?" 

He moved towards the table to put the box down and as he did so he slipped on something. He could not see what, but the box flew out of his hands. His arms and legs flailed all over the place as he landed in a rather ungainly fashion on the floor.

The box was still in the air, falling rapidly. He grimaced at the thought of it crashing to the floor and vainly reached out to catch it. 

"Phew!" He said as the box landed in his outstretched hands. He breathed out deeply as he sat up and pushed the box onto the table. 

"That is your house warming present." He grinned at Anders. "And I don't think you'd want to drop it."

Anders smiled back at Sirius, Wilbur held gently but firmly under one arm. "Kat got him for me.  I guess she figured a little company wouldn't go amiss.  He's a terror.  But cute."  He set the kitten down and it raced off around the room at top speed.

He turned his attentions to the box, pleased that Sirius had brought a present with him.  "For me?  Thank you, Sirius - that's really..."

As he physically turned to the table, he caught the box with the sleeve of his robe, knocking it from the table.  Quick as a flash, he hauled out his wand and yelled 'Wingardium Leviosa!' at it before it hit the ground.  He levitated it gently back down and gingerly opened it.

"Oh, wow, Sirius..." Inside the box was an ornament.  But not just any ornament.  The beautiful, crystal figurine inside was of a Seeker on a broomstick, with a magically enchanted crystal Snitch that flew around it.  The figure bore a suspicious resemblance to Anders, in fact.

He looked up at his father and smiled.  "It's incredible.  Thank you. Thank you very much."

Carefully, he put it back in the box and wrapped the packing around it again, lifting it to the floor.  "As soon as I've cleared a space, I'll put it on display.  Don't want Wilbur to knock it over and break it or

anything, either."

Sirius beamed. "I am so glad you like it. I had it made specially." 

He watched Wilbur as he charged around the room. As he passed by hid feet, Sirius bent and picked him up. His little legs were still trying to run. "Steady, little fella." The kitten looked up and hissed at him.

"Ok..." He put him back on the floor where he continued to charge around excitedly. Turning back to Anders he said, "So, do I get a guided tour?"

Anders ran a hand through his tangled hair and nodded.  "Sure.  Do you...uh...want a coffee or anything?  Only...I'm not sure that I have anything in..."

He looked guilty for a moment.  He was a bachelor and all that entailed, which, depending on your viewpoint was either an entirely good or a very bad thing.  He gestured vaguely at the little living room and led Sirius through to the stunningly clean and tidy kitchen.

There was a small back yard, enough for Anders to house his motorbike, which was under a tarpaulin.  A tiny patch of grass was home to various motorbike parts, also under a tarpaulin and Anders hastily shut the door again. "Mid fix," he explained.  "My studies have sort of pulled me off it..."

Upstairs there were two bedrooms and a bathroom, as untidy as the downstairs rooms. "It's not that much," admitted Anders as they both returned downstairs, "but it's mine."

He swept a pile of books and papers off the chair so Sirius could sit down. "So...uh...how about you?  How have you been?"

"Not bad for a first house." Sirius was actually reasonably impressed with the place. "I see what you mean about a bit of a mess though... Perhaps you shouldn't try to do so much all at once, Anders."

He sat down carefully in the cleared seat. "A drink of some form would be nice after travelling that way... and er... would it be too much to ask to stay the night?"

Sirius thought about it for a minute. "I could take us out for dinner, or order us a takeaway." He felt a little unsure of himself, as if he had imposed on Anders when he should not have done.

Anders blushed a little.  "I'd love for you to stay," he said.  "I really would.  It would feel...well...like I was part of a family."  Hurriedly, he tried to substantiate the comment by adding, "I know you and your wife had me to stay over the summer, and I was really grateful for that, but this is...different."  He flushed a little more.  "I don't say what I'm thinking very well, do I?"

He got up and went into the kitchen, opening the fridge, which was virtually empty apart from the milk he had bought before coming home.  "I have...uh...milk or..."  He glanced around the kitchen wildly.  "Water.  Oh - and there's a bottle of wine somewhere..."

He came back out with the milk bottle, a jug of water and the wine bottle, grinning sheepishly.  "I'm not very good at looking after myself," he confessed.  "Dinner would be good."

Sirius looked at the abashed Anders. "I was not unlike you in my day," he confessed. 

"So, what do you say that number one, we go shopping. Probably calling in for a pint on the way," There was a devilish twinkle in his eyes. "And number two, we go out for a decent meal and some more beer? Sounds like the perfect bachelor life to me..."

Sirius fully intended to pay for everything regardless of whether Anders wanted him to or not. He had the idea of filling up the cupboards and fridge with the more exciting things like beer and pizza rather than being domesticated. He knew there was no point in trying to organised a born again bachelor. Apart from which, Myrriam was much better at that sort of thing.

"Now you have your house keys?" He started to usher the young man out of his own house. "Come on then. Let's go."

Sirius almost pushed Anders out of the front door before he could even protest. Then as he pulled the door behind them he quietly flicked his wand through the door whispering, "Maria Popinia!" as he did so.

The door clicked shut. "Well, Lead on then my son."

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

It was four hours later before the two men returned home, laden down with bags of shopping that, on cursory glance, seemed to contain nothing but pizza, bread, tinned beans and bottles of beer.  There may have been a tin of soup in there, but it was entirely possible that it had got there by accident.

Anders fumbled with the door lock before giggling and pointing his wand at the door instead.  "Alohomora!" he declared, firmly, and the door unlocked. He giggled again and pushed it open, walking inside.

He almost sobered up the instant he saw what had become of his cesspit. Sirius' tidying spell had been hard at work whilst they had been out eating at a bijou little restaurant in Hogsmeade, and every surface was clean and sparkling.

"This calls for more beer," he cried, putting down his bags and racing into the kitchen where he opened the cupboard to get out a couple of glasses.

Wilbur glared balefully at him from within.  It appeared the tidying spell had been a little...enthusiastic.

Sirius surveyed the scene. The old spell had been quite handy in his younger days. He looked around at the shiny surfaces. Following Anders into the kitchen with his pile of shopping bags he noticed the cat in the cupboard. 

"Looks like poor Wilbur took quite a polishing!" He laughed at his own joke. The disgruntled looked cat did look remarkably clean and his fur was shining.

"I'll just put this lot in the fridge shall I?" He started to move the pizzas and beer into the fridge. Towards the bottom of the bag he was unpacking he managed to find a bottle of washing up liquid and a sponge.

"I don't remember picking these up. What a good idea." He watched as Anders poured them both a drink.

"Quick game of chess before bed?" He asked, drawing out a chessboard and pieces from one of his pockets.

Anders nodded happily, despite the fact that he hadn't played chess in years, and despite the fact that he had neither done one jot of work that evening, nor did he know where any of his work for that evening had gone in the tidied piles.  He set up the chessboard haphazardly, putting pawns in the queen's square and vice versa.  The pieces grumbled at him and he laughed back.

Handing Sirius a glass of beer, he proposed a toast. "To my dad.  Who can really SHOP!"

Slightly merry he may have been, but he said it in all seriousness, which was really quite touching, as it was the first out loud acknowledgement and acceptance of his relationship with Sirius.

Wood Wanderings

Mahou had, indeed, reached the woods.  Upon hearing Raph shout out her name time and again, she chanced a turn of her short-haired head and thusly tripped over a protruding root.  She let out a yelp and tumbled, oofing quietly as the ground kissed her elbows rather roughly.

"Raphael?!" she shouted back.  Turning over on her back, the half-elf noticed the sky was getting darker.. as were the woods..  ~*Ach, Cernnunos.. wha' ha'e I done?*~ she asked n elfin.  Standing, the girl wiped away her tears and looked around, her elfin eyesight allowing her to see near-perfect in the dark.  Since she was only half, it was a bit hazy, but she could see better than most.

"Raphael.. where are you?" she called softly.  She was afraid and she knew the trees and other spirits could tell.  Feeling a gentle hand on her shoulder, Mahou turned and saw a kind dryad smiling at her.  

That made her feel a bit better, but she really wanted the company of something more.. solid.  "Raphael!  Raphael, where are you!" she shouted a little louder.  "How could I ha'e ran in here like tha'.. I'll probably lose Gryffindor more points.. I might as well be expelled.."

Taking a few cautious steps, the girl heard the noises the woods made at night.  She was used to it, so it didn't worry her.. much.  She didn't know what was in these woods.  She didn't know if there was something of untold terror lurking in the depth of the shady boughs.  

Mahou started to run, but felt the arms of the dryad wrap around her, telling her to stay here and wait for the young man who had followed her.  Mahou was one to listen to the advice of trees, so she decided to stay put.  It felt nice to be held by the tree spirits again.  Her angst melted away slowly as she waited.  "Raphael.."

Raphael, conversely, was also in love with the quiet of the woods, the reminder of times past.

As the shady boughs had closed around him, and he had slowed to a silent footed walk through the leafy ground, Raphael had let himself be assaulted by the feel of the forest. It wasn't the forests at home, that was for certain. But...

...near home... where the twisted trunks used to entangle together... except for a lone oaken tree standing... standing... he stood... there...

The forest suddenly changed.

Before, when he'd entered the Forbidden Forest, it had seemed guarded and yet quiet, peaceful. But now - the trees took on strange appearances, twisted forms that shuffled like beasts towards him, anger and malice on their faces. Something that they hated and feared stood among the forest. Echoing sounds calling through the forest turned harsh, terror slipping through the trees, fear of one that walked. Raphael looked around, and he knew that he wasn't alone.

Somewhere not far off in the forest, where Mahou stood, the dryad that had wrapped around her close and held her safe found her fellow tree spirits shrieking in soft whispers, fear overwhelming - that a - a - a demon walked amongst the trees and was searching for... for her... for Mahou...?

The mind lead weight that fell on him almost bore him to the ground - Raphael knew the feeling, the feeling of the woods as lightning had crashed through them, last winter, but he couldn't - there was someone – a silhouette that stood illuminated in shadow by the warped lightning against a storming cliffside. A silhouette from months before stalked him – the forest could feel it coming for him.

He started to run madly, as a phrase slipped through his mind, a mantra that was a harsh whisper to contrast against the terror of the trees around him.

And behind him - behind him and to the left - he could feel a dark figure that was stalking him, through the forest, causing the trees to scream in cold dread. Meaningless words were his only defence - singing nothing to himself, a harsh wail, he could stop from looking behind to see the dark's

face.

And then, as the words and the music started to fail him, Raphael prepared to stop his flight and turn, to face the dark, to see the killer, to see the knave; he stumbled slower and slower on wrecked and quivering legs, knowing that in a few moments, he would have to turn. And then, he stopped, and prepared to turn to face his shadow figure.

And as he turned - black feathers assaulted his vision, and he was thrown sideways.

Mahou, standing in the glade, only caught sight of a black mass as it threw Raphael against a tree before it slipped away into shadows again, shy. But Raphael - Raphael curled up against the tree he had struck, and hid his head, and swayed, shaking, and silent.

It had been staking one for a while now. Watching, waiting. Now it could see two. Good. It had not fed properly for so long. It's fellow had ceased to be because there was not enough for two. But now it would feast!

It was their first hunt. They're first time away from the nest. One of them raised onto four legs, sensing the air around it. Something was near, Something warm, and moist, and full of tasty blood. 

Excitement ran those the group.

This was going to be a good hunt. Maybe they would play with it a bit first.

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

Mahou was held in the embrace of the kind dryad, feeling the leaf-like hair tickle her face.. when she heard the thud.  Looking over, Mahou didn't think, leaving the protective arms of the dryad, she hurried to the form that had been thrown against a tree.  It was Raphael.

"Raphael," she said softly as she shook him.  She looked around her in the dark, her eyes wide, her pupils dilated to take in what little light there was.  "Raphael.. are you alright?"  Turning back to him, she shook him again, feeling eyes on her.  "There's something.. I feel something.."

Shivering, the girl lowered herself onto the ground by the boy, dragging him into her own embrace to keep him safe.  Awake or not, hugs always seemed to make things better.  She really wanted to feel better now.. maybe coming in here wasn't the best of ideas..

Looking over, Mahou saw the dryad talking with some of her own kind, all looking over at her.  ~*What is it?*~ she elf asked.  

~*Demon*~ one of the dryads replied, pointing toward Raphael.

~*Even if he is.. he's still a very nice person.. and my friend*~ Her voice was firm in her elfin speaking, the usually soft musical lilt was hard and cold.  ~*Besides.. he didna ha'e ta come in here.. Will ye no' come o'er here?  Please..*~

The closest tree acknowledged and walked over to the pair, kneeling down beside them.  The tree that they were leaning against gave up its dryad to sit beside the two, keeping watch over them.

"Donnae worry, Raphael," Mahou told him in English, "we be alright' fer now.. We should just let ye rest fer a bit.. wha' happened?"  Smoothing back his hair, the half-elf looked at him with concerned 

eyes; lime-green yes, but still concerned.

Raphael could feel himself deep in dark waters, sucked under. He could breathe, somehow, but the dark was folded around him, sucking him deep and under, pulling him down, as the phrase repeated in his mind. The phrase. Those words. Dead words, words he knew, words that slipped around him like chains, lead weights on bronzed links.

There was light - there had to be - light, upwards - up - up - up -

The weight. And the words. Around his neck. A choking grasp. He was so close to the surface. A meter, perhaps two. So close. But the weight. It pulled him under.

Raphael opened his eyes, and they glowed as if blood. Red. Fire. And red eyes matched red, as the eight foot thing of the forest faced the fire in Raphael. And Mahou was cast to the ground, as Raphael moved towards the creature that spoke.

Mahou could see Raphael's dark silhouette in the forest, and the shadow tilted its head, and looked at the forest spirit. "Don't you know," issued a voice from Raphael, a harsh and guttural sound, "who you're speaking to?"

----As Mahou knelt beside Raphael the Dryad by her side stood and looked scared.

"He comes! He Come" It screamed and ran to its tree, disappearing inside.

As Mahou looks around she not only sees, but feel all the Dryads withdrawing within their trees.

Then she starts to feel a build-up of a presence. Something, big, green and not very nice.

"Who are you little thing of flesh? Who are you to dare speak with my subjects?"

It spoke very slowly, with a voice like wood rubbing against wood.

It stood over eight feet tall, It's body made of roots, dark wood and leaves. It's eyes glowing red.

"Little thing of Flesh and blood. This part of the Green is not for you. Your people are of the Lighter Green. Here is a place of Darkness. You will not speak to my subjects again and you will leave.... now"

The Creature of wood and green looked down at Raphael.

"Flesh speaks... Wood Listens. And I hear far more than you know"

The creature turned its head.

"I know who you are. And what you are. Tell your companion to leave. This is not a place for your kind"

It did not seem to be speaking to Raphael or Mahou. But to something else.

Mahou rocketed to her feet, her eyes blazing with anger.  Her.. an elf.. even half at that.. not belong in the forest?!  She was more than a little miffed.

~*I am Mahou Amberstone, Daughter of Weatherlight Amberstone of the Irish Forest Elves.  I willna leave b'cause ye say so, noble Spirit," she told the forest spirit gently, yet firmly.  ~*I am an Elf of the Forest.  A Child of the Green.  There be nae any shade o' Green tha' I donnae belong in.  Dark or Light.. I donnae care.  I am willing ta learn all sorts o' green, sir, an' there be no way ta do it if I'm forced out by ye.*~  She took a step forward, her own anger surprising her.  ~*An' yer people decided ta talk wi' me first.  One o' yer dryads embraced me like a friend, sir, an' I was just returnin' th' favour wi' a bit o' conversation.  Donnae tell me no' to be polite.  IT be like me tellin' ye ta cease bein'.  It cannae happen.*~

She ignored Raph for now, her elfin features standing out more clearly now.. her pointed ears, her lime-green eyes.. the way her face as a little more narrow than most.. the way she moved with a bit more grace than the other students.  Raph could see the hidden part of Mahou.. the part that she wished could stay hidden.  She was of a noble sort of blood.. elfin.. they did tend to think that they were higher than humans, but Mahou tended to think the opposite.. because she was half.

~*I may be only half Forest Elf, sir,*~ she said ~*but I willna leave as long as those dryads wish me here.  This forest may be forbidden.. but it's nae me fault tha' it is so.  I am a Green Child.. an' I am nae afraid o' ye!*~  She spoke in elfin the whole time, so she was curios as to if Raph was wondering what they were talking about.

The Creature looked down at Mahou, showing no emotion

"I know what you are child. Your kind are known to me. You are a child of the Light Green..."

The forest around them grew darker

"..But this is a place of the DARK GREEN. The young Dryad you spoke to was confused by your Glamour It lives too close to the edge"

The Tree the Dryad which had spoken to Mahou suddenly 'ungrew' It didn't wither and die, it just became smaller, and younger, and after becoming a sapling disappeared into the ground as if it had never been there.

"It has been moved. Now Mahou Amberstone, Daughter of Weatherlight Amberstone of the Irish Forest Elves, know how *I* am".

The Forest grew even Darker

"I am the Spirit of this Forest. I am all that is Green Here. I am all that is here. From seed, to root to bud to leaf to Tree. I speak to you now only from respect of your kind"

The trees around them all seemed to shudder

"Now I tell you one more time. Leave, or Suffer the consequences. you are no welcome here Child of Flesh and Light Green"

Raphael could feel the darkness around him. And he could feel what he was meant to be feeling - power - flowing - limbs - that weren't - his - 

And as he leapt up, a hand reached down and pulled him through the surface of the void.

Standing behind Mahou, wings of dark feathers suddenly wrapped around Raphael a vice claw embrace, that faded as Raphael started to collapse on the ground. Again. Before the green. And the fire faded from his eyes, and the sinews faded to nothing, and the madness left him tired on the ground.

She spoke in English again, now that Raph was out.  Conversation between Green and Elf were usually kept in Elfin that was what her Da always told her..

"I ken who ye be, Spirit," Mahou told him.  She suddenly paled, her surprise mixed with anger draining all colour from her face.  "G-Glamour?  GLAMOUR?!"  She balled her hands into fists, her lime eyes blazing.  "I ha'e NO glamour, sir, an' I take GREAT offence at being told so!  I am jus' a half-elf.. caught in a human world.. where APPARENTLY spirits in England are more rude than in Ireland!  I a'e 

NO glamour about me.  I am kind by nature, as taught by Da an' th' other Elves o' his Clan!  Take tha' back!"  She watched as the dryad winked out of existence.  Mahou could barely stand it.. too much had happened.

"BRING HER BACK!" she shouted at the top of her lungs.  "She didna do anything an' ye move her?!  She did nothing but be kind ta me!  An' I woulda thought th' same fer th' very Spirit o' this Forest!  I thought ye were supposed ta show others wha' this forest contains.. an' all I see from ye are hatred.. insecurity.. an' anger.  There may be those things in this forest.. but wha' o' th' unicorns?  Ha'e ye no care fer anythin'?"  

She took a step forward, her palms out in a peaceful gesture.  "Yer dryad was happy where she was.. she was happy ta see me.  She welcomed me.  Ye covet yer teachin's an' donnae e'en offer counsel ta an Elf.  I may be half, but I was raised around Elves."

Mahou stopped, her slanted eyes staring into that of the spirit's.  "I didna mean any disrespect.. but wha' ha'e ye against me?  B'cause I be flesh?  There are many creatures in here tha' be flesh.  Yet ye allow them ta stay.  Why no' me?  I may be o' a lighter green, as ye say.. but there be nae any dark wi'out light.. nae any light wi'out dark.. I thought ye, o' all creatures, would ken tha'..."

"I willna leave."  Her tone sounded final.  "My friend 'ere.. he's passed out.  B'sides, I donnae ken th' way out.  Would we at least ha'e th' permission ta stay until he wakes up?  I willna talk ta yer people.. I will jus' sit here quietly with me friend."

A dryad beside Mahou poked out of its tree.  This one was male, a rarity in the race of beings, but still male.  His hair was mossy and his eyes were the colour of a stone.  ~*Great Spirit*~ he said as he knelt beside Mahou.  ~*Have a bit of compassion for the Elfin soul.  She knows not where she is.. she knows not what she does.  She has not been alive as long as we.  Please.. allow her to stay just until her friend wakes up.. allow me and a few others to teach her a little of our ways so she knows not to come back here.  This might satiate her thirst for knowledge and her meandering spirit.*~  His willowy frame looked about to shatter as he spoke to the spirit this way.  ~*I beg of you, Great Spirit.. allow her this one request.  Please.*~

The half-elf couldn't believe her ears, pointed as they were.  This dryad.. was trying to help her.. And there was no glamour about the elf.  She was pale and thin, her eyes hollow and empty; her hair was lively and aflame in the light of the rising moon, her hands clutched Raphael's robes tightly.  All she could do was stare at the spirit.. and hope..

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

Nathaniel had considered briefly telling Sarah to stay behind in the Great Hall, where she would be safe; and then had realised that Sarah might quite well have caused him bodily harm for expressing that sentiment.  As they walked, hastily avoiding the other group out looking for Mahou, Nathaniel began to think that maybe there was more to Sarah and Raphael and he than met the eye.  They had made a circle, a circle of three, a triangle of friendship whose lines bound tight; but beyond that.

His head hurt when he tried to think of that.  He let it slide; let it slip and slide to where it didn't matter, to where it didn't hurt; and let Stalks by Night guide them into the forest.  Here, the mostly black kitten

walked with the pride of a tiger.  They neither heard nor saw any other creature until they came to the tiny glade.

Mahou was with the small heaped figure that was Raphael, and Nathaniel barely spared her a glance as he strode to Raphael.  He dropped to his knees in the leaf mulch, and gently touched Raphael's hand, feeling for a pulse.

"We need to get him out of this place."  He said after a quick glance around.  Stalks by Night sat and looked wise.  Nathaniel leant forward,  his long hair trailing into his face, and moved Raphael carefully.  Raph wasn't much younger than Nathaniel, for all they teased about age; and he was well grown for his age.  Nathaniel didn't think he'd be able to lift him, but then from within a sudden well of strength lent its aid to him.

A moment later, he got to his feet awkwardly with Raphael in his arms. Voices could be heard not far away.

Nathaniel had read Sarah correctly in terms of how she would react to being told to remain behind. After Stalks by Night had lead them to where Raphael and Mahou were, she stopped and waited while Nathaniel picked up their friend.

She nodded in agreement with him about the need to get Raphael out. Sarah also heard voices in the distance. Some sort of search and rescue? Hopefully not Snape again.

Whether Sarah was aware of the Forest Spirit or not was unclear – perhaps it did not choose to reveal itself to her, perhaps she'd seen a lot in her time in the mountains & forests of her homeland - who could tell? 

"Mahou come on - get over yourself will you? So you've got pointy ears. Big deal. You probably notice them more than other people do. 

You don't want to get caught in here now - you've made the 'A' team - you're a Chaser with me and Shinrei Hikari."

"I'm the Team Captain and as your captain Amberstone I'm advising you that I don't care whether you're human or fey, Vulcan, goblin, animal, vegetable - no disrespect" This was Sarah's only acknowledgement of the Spirit "or mineral. You're a good player and your school needs you!" 

Nathaniel looked from Mahou to Sarah.  "Look... Raph just needs out of here I think.  Please... I don't care if you say I was here or not, but leave him out of this.  Please."

Mahou nearly lost it.. 'leave him out of this'?!  She glared something fierce at Nathaniel and her hand grabbed hold of Sarah’s robe to get her attention. 

"I didna ask him ta come in here," she hissed.  "He's th' one tha' followed me.  Tell ~him~ ta keep ~himself~ out o' this."  She knew that she was displaying the stereotypical elfin demeanour, but she just whipped her head back to the spirit and waited for his answer.

He turned away from the voices, letting the cat lead him and his precious burden out of the forest, not knowing if Sarah or Mahou or both were following.

The Spirit of the Forest did not say a word or show any signs of life as Mahou spoke. It remained as still as if it was a tree.

But when the Dryad poked its head out and spoke. Its eyes grew a deeper red. And it turned its head to Mahou.

"A lesson needs to be learnt." The trees around the clearing shuddered as if a strong wind blew though them. But there was no wind

"You wish to stay. So you shall" The Creature made no movement.

But Mahou felt... Different. She was unable to move, or to speak, but she could see everything. In fact she could see far more than before.

She could see the green! Anyone watching would have seen Mahou standing, clutching Sarah's robes.

And then seen Sarah's robes tangled in the branches of a young tree!

As they watched for outside the clearing they felt restless. They could not get closer to the warm bodies inside. the Spirit was holding them back.

But as the sleeping one and the tall one walked from the clearing they saw their chance. With a scuttering sound of too many legs moving at once they moved closer. They came out from behind the trees in front and behind Nathan and Raphael.

Five Spiders, varying in size from big to extremely big surrounded them. Far too many eyes watched them. Far too many legs stood before them. And far to many jaws opened and closed, looking forward to a nice, warm drink.

"Oh bugger."  Nathaniel shifted the weight of the unconscious Raphael in his arms, and fumbled for his wand.  He might not be able to use it for a spell but he was reasonably sure he could whack a few of these arachnids into non-existence with it.

Reluctant to let Raphael slide to the ground, he was awkward and managed to drop it. "Oh bugger." he said once more with feeling.  There was no way he could pick it up safely.

Another quick awkward pat of his robes, and he found a contact juggling ball. Well, it was better than nothing.  He'd brought light from it before.  He could only hope.

He waited, and watched, and hoped he could remember the right words gleaned from too much late night library reading if the time came.

Raphael had started to stir. He didn't know why everything... ached. It was like someone had poured

acid into his bones, stretching and cracking them slowly; even his pelvis felt like someone had dropped something on it and pushed it out of shape. Like he'd been beaten up. As if he had had someone set every part of him on fire, inside and out, and then quickly drenched the flames. As if -

Okay, enough was enough. He had to wake up now. Somehow it seemed the right thing to do.

The ceiling was - well, it wasn't there. A sky. He was outside, then, a good assumption to make. And there seemed to be a few green things. So probably, outside - under a tree? He felt some pride at having made this connection. It wasn't strange that he'd chosen to nap under a tree. It was strange, however, how uncomfortable it was.

Nathaniel - was holding him in his arms, and looking at something. The soreness not receding, Raphael didn't want to move - sleep and rest seemed a good idea. Maybe he'd knocked himself out playing Quidditch. It had got dark quite quickly, though.

Something was moving in the reflection in Nathaniel's eyes. Something strangely shaped. Something black. Raphael blinked rapidly and looked again.

- something black

- where was Zephyr?

- where was Sarah?

- it wasn't Zephyr

- it was something else

The thoughts crowded his mind, and energised him to move against the flame that set through him. And he started to struggle in Nathaniel's arms, to get up, to face the dark that ... that ... that had pursued him through the forest...?

"Easy, kid."  Nathaniel murmured as Raph started to struggle.  He let Raph slide in his arms so that he was at least standing on his own two feet, but kept a supporting arm around him.  "Hope you're not an arachnophobe... you got the hang of fireballs yet or should we wait for someone to come to our rescue?"

The response was muffled, as Raphael did his best not to groan, and held his head in a vice grip at the same time. But soon in the darkness, his eyes got used to the darkness, and he noticed the shapes around them both.

But where was Sarah?

They were big, hairy creatures, spiders. Dark and oppressive. But Raphael was lucky. As a kid, he'd dreamt about huge killer wasps, not spiders. And as the spiders started to move, he reached into his left pocket. The wand blinked black at Nathaniel, and Raphael muttered darkly under his breath.

The spiders made him angry.

He had to reach Sarah.

He had to protect Nathaniel.

He wanted to hurt them.

And soon all other considerations started to be pushed aside, as he acknowledged his sudden need. It craved at him - it was him. He was it. He was his need.

And from behind, Nathaniel watched as Raphael slowly rolled his head, clicking out all the joints with popping cracks, before slowly moving to a crouch in between him and the Spiders. …..

Interventions

Kat looked at Andy as he pulled out his wand. She followed suit and then started to walk into the edge of the forest. Just as she did so, though they heard Mahou. Kat could not quite make out the words that she was shouting, but she looked briefly at Marvo, Andy and Nimue before she started running in the direction of the shout.

By the time they reached the scene though, she could see Sarah, and a large dark Dryad, but no one else.

"Sarah!" she called. 

Sarah was standing looking seriously stunned next to a tree. Her robes had been caught in the tree but she had pulled them loose ripping them some.

She turned her head as Kat entered, "Oh my gods!"

"The weirdest thing just happened. Mahou was acting strange and talking to the trees and then all of sudden she changed.... one second weird little Irish kid with pointy ears.. next minute .... tree. This tree." she indicated the tree she was standing by.

"Can we go back to school now ......ppplllease?"

She didn't know whether turning into a tree was something that happened with any regularity in the Forbidden Forest and she wasn't that keen to find out.

She then saw Nimue enter close behind Kat and figured she'd caught the gist of what had happened. 

Nimue had heard most of it though the circumstances of the transformation were unclear. She came up beside Kat and bowed her head formally to acknowledge the presence of the large dark Dryad that was with them. 

Nimue figured that Sarah likely didn't know what she was looking at and thought it was just another tree. 

The Spirit stood stock still. Its eyes glowed deep red. Unless you were aware it was there you may just think it was a very large, very old knarled tree-shaped coincidentally somewhat like a man.

However when it's head moved and its eyes glowed it was obviously this was no tree.

It looked down at Nimue and took one slow, heavy step forward.

Then it bowed to her!

Nimue had not quite expected that! She looked at her companions briefly and bid them remain both silent and still.

"Lord of the Green" her voice was strong but without aggression, "I do humbly apologise for our trespass upon your domain." 

She was having to take a great deal on trust here - that she might find the right words with which to convince the Forest to release them. That the authority of her lineage would speak through her despite her youth and inexperience. 

"The one whom you have taken onto the forest is young in spirit and has not yet mastered her words and emotions. She has yet to find her place in the kingdoms of man or fey. She is of both realms and of neither. She came here seeking refuge when in truth she had not been cast out. She is of my House and I am charged by our customs for her safety. We would, if you would permit it, pass from beneath these eaves and only return by your leave."

Mahou was a tree.  Big deal.  She didn't mind.  She thought it was interesting, though scary at the same time.  She wanted to find a forest that would welcome her.. *something* that would welcome her.

She watched at the spirit bowed.  She was angry.  What in the world did she have that Mahou didn't that would cause the very SPIRIT of the forest to bow to her?  Mahou thought she was closer to anything green than this.. this.. human.  She knew that this state of mind was something her mother tried to squash out of her, but it was hard to do, considering the time she spent with the elves in Ireland.

~Why did I get punished for the ways Da taught me.. an' this.. *human* gets a bow from th' spirit of the forbidden forest?~ she thought to herself, her tone in her mind very angry.  ~She may be this all-powerful prefect.. this human tha' e'eryone seems ta respect.. e'en.. e'en Severus.. but.. I be an elf!~  She quivered.  

The tree quivered.  Mahou could only watch, though, and listen.  She was a tree.. and this was a lesson that would stick with her.. for all of her days. Needless to say.. this half-elf was thinking she wouldn't be speaking for a while..

The Lord of the Forest Listened. Not moving. 

When Nimue finished talking it remained very still, for what seemed like a long time.

"Teach her" Without a movement from him the Tree slowly changed back into Mahou. "She is in your care now Lady. Teach her the ways of the green. Teach her to Listen."

His body started to slowly sink into the grown.

"I have been awaked by the stirring of a great Evil, an Ancient Evil. Be warned. The Affairs of the flesh are of no concern of Ours. But a time may come when we shall speak again" Then he was gone.

And where was Marvo while all this was going on? He was standing in the clearing next to Kat. 

Looking in the opposite direction to the Lord of the Woods.

Looking at the Large Black scuttering things surrounding them "Far too m..many legs!"

And where was Andy while all this was going on? He was standing next to Marvo petrified as well!

Why did Mahou turn into a tree? Why did a Spirit bow to Nimue? Why were there giant spiders surrounding them? And how the hell did he get himself into this?

So many questions unanswered. He was speechless. ...and a little confused.

Nimue remained silent for a few moments and waited for Mahou to acknowledge them. She was pondering the words of the Spirit of the Forest. She would need to advise Dumbledore.

Mahou was turned back into her half-elf self.  She fell to the ground, her whole body quaking.  She was not a happy creature of the forest.  She was not all for playing her pipes and dancing merrily in a clearing.

She had been bested in the Green by.. by a human!  Gripping the ground beneath her in fisted hands, she pulled away some loose dirt, clutching it.. but it had betrayed her, she felt.  The Green had chosen a HUMAN over her!  She may be half human.. but at least she still had some better qualities.  She couldn't move.  She didn't care that the spiders were surrounding her, even if she knew they were there..  she didn't care about anything at that moment.. not even her  life.

To be bested by a mere human at anything to do with nature.. Mahou could hardly stand it.  She couldn't stand it.  She just stayed where she was, her hands in fists, her whole world crashing down around her.

She didn't belong with the elves.. she didn't want to belong with the humans.  She had belonged when she was a tree, and she longed for that now.  To watch the world pass you by in swoops and whirls.  To not feel time.. or pain.. or love.. or anything but the wind in the leaves.  She wanted to be a stone.. or a tree.. anything but what she was.. 

~*I cannae.. believe it..*~ she said to herself in Elfin.  She knew the other trees knew what she was feeling.  She felt betrayed by the Green.  ~*A human.. bested me.. in.. in.. no...*~  She slammed her fist into the earth roughly, loose stones cutting her in small places, tears of hurt and anger spilling from her eyes.  ~*Humans should no' be me own problem, either.. I shoulda been able ta go ta th' school fer elves!  But I had ta come here.. where Ma went..*~  Her voice was soft, and her emotions loud.

Nimue was not at all sure what was wrong with Mahou. She seemed rather upset about something speaking in the tongue of her father's people. 

Therefore, she waited patiently while the girl emoted and also looked to Kat, Andy and Marvo re how to deal with the threat of the spiders. Well actually Kat and Andy - Marvo would be terrified she knew. They had to get out of the Forest before anything else happened! Mahou could deal with her anger/ frustration later back at the castle.

Kat looked at Marvo. She too had spotted the spiders. She remembered the last time they had encountered them in this forest and shivered. Marvo had nearly died. In fact Niki's brother had died... She pushed it to the back of her mind.

She glanced across at Andy and noticed the same look on his face. She silently grumbled and turned to Nimue. 

"I think it is down to you and me. You take Mahou, and I will handle these two. If we follow the direction that Nathaniel and Raphael went then we should catch up with them. All we need to do is run out of here."

She gritted her teeth. "How about Tarantallegra, Rictusempra and Jelly Legs? Should distract them enough for us to run. Can you help Mahou up?"

She looked concerned at Mahou, then turned her attention to Marvo and Andy. 

"Now boys," she said slipping in-between them both and linking her arms through theirs. "All you have to do is hold onto me and we will get passed these guys. Just think of nice little fluffy kittens... that is all they are. ok?"

She held her wand in her hand. Pointing it, with a little difficulty due to Andy's arm restricting her movement somewhat, at the spider that stood in the direction that Nathaniel had gone with Raphael.

Nimue nodded at Kat, it seemed the best plan. She put her arm around Mahou to bring her back to her feet. "Come on Mahou - we have to escape from these creatures!"

Andy had gone blank. He didn't even realise that Kat was standing right beside him. All he was thinking about was the possibility that he would be on the front page of the Daily Prophet the next morning.

'Snap out of it Andy! They can't hurt you. You are brave and cunning and smart. You can beat them. They are nothing but spiders. You are a future Auror!' he thought to himself.

Finally, Andy snapped out of it. He came back to reality and saw Kat standing next to him. 

"I'm alright Kat," he said. "Let's get out of here."

Mahou moved very slowly, deliberately.  She moved her head to look at Nimue, her eyes narrow; angry.  Standing, Mahou shrugged off the friendly arm, her demeanour cold.  Something was a bit different about the half-elf.  Her manner was different.. almost.. superior.

She looked at the spiders, her anger too great.. her feeling of betrayal to grand.. to feel fear.  Elves were better than humans, that's the way it was.  That's the way it always will be.

~*Spiders,*~ Mahou scoffed, glancing sidelong at Nimue, her gaze almost belittling.  She switched to English.  "And how, do ye think, we do tha'?  Cast some spell on them?"  She smirked, no more tears flowing from her eyes.

Nimue was surprised by Mahou's tone of voice and the way she shrugged off her arm. She looked over and caught Sarah's eye.

Sarah looked at her in a way that indicated she had no idea what was up with Mahou but please could they just go. Sarah was anxious about Nathaniel and Raphael. 

"All we need do is distract them I will not call upon the Green again this night - we have been charged to leave and leave we shall." Nimue's voice indicated she was 'all business' now. Other matters could be sorted out later. 

Nimue wished that she hadn't been so concerned to spare Mahou the further humiliation of losing Gryffindor more House points and they had just alerted a teacher to the situation. 

"Kat, we're ready. Let's just do this now shall we!" she called. She gave Sarah another nod. If Mahou refused to move, they'd just drag her with them. 

Kat nodded and flicked her wand at the first spider. "TARANTALLEGRA!" 

The spider started to dance uncontrollably. It was so confused by it's own legs that it was no longer concentrating on the group of students.

She pointed her wand at another one of the spiders and performed a simple jelly legs spell. It too started to worry about the strange sensations it felt rather than the students.

"That's our cue," Kat announced. "Follow me." She grabbed Andy's hand in case he was still bewildered, and then she hurried, with Marvo still held in one arm, through the spiders. 

Nimue and Sarah took Mahou by the arms and also rushed forward through the spiders with Kat, Marvo and Andy.

Very quickly they joined Nathaniel and Raphael. Sarah let go of Mahou's arm leaving her with Nimue rushed up to the two boys flinging her arms around the two of them. "I'm so glad you're both safe!" 

"We're getting out of here." said Nimue to the boys, "All of us." She turned back to Kat, "Same again?"

Nathaniel put his arm around Sarah, and the three of them held each other for a long moment.

"We're fine."  he reassured her softly.  "But so much for the quiet get-away, huh?"

Mahou was dragged along, her anger not melting away, but blazing hotter.  Yanking away roughly, she moved on her own, her movements still graceful and fluid through her anger. 

~*No' call upon th' Green again, hm*~ Mahou muttered to herself.  ~*Wha' makes ye so special ta call upon it in th' first place... human...*~  Her voice was barely a whisper, but her tone resonated through the forests.  The dryads stirred, the nymphs bubbled.  They felt the anger, but could not ease it.  They were forbidden.

"Let's hurry up an' get out o' here," she half-snarled.  She would have to contemplate and write a letter home later.  Or.. a letter.. to him.  That cheered her a little, but not enough to be seen as cheerful.

Nimue was glad to see that Mahou was now moving under her own steam. It would make the next part of the journey a lot easier. 

"Indeed, we will Mahou." she said kindly. She was aware of the other girl's anger but had no idea it was directed towards her. She would not have been able to comprehend it as so even if Mahou had expressed it outwardly.

Kat noticed the attitude that Mahou was resonating. So long as she continued to move out of the forest then Kat reasoned there was no point in saying anything yet.

She looked across at Nimue. "Yes, same again."

She turned to Raphael and Nathaniel and explained what they were doing. "A few simple spells just to distract them long enough for us to get out of here."

She pointed her wand in the direction of the spider that was between them and the way out of the forest. 

"TARANTALLEGRA!" It did the same as the other spiders had done. It became confused over the fact that it seemed to be dancing.

"Come on!" She called to the others.

Nimue had no intention of dragging Mahou out. She hoped the girl would be sensible enough to follow Kat's lead but flashed a look at Sarah and the boys just in case. "Come on...all of us now!"

Mahou didn't even look at Nimue in their retreat.  She just picked up her red fox and followed everyone else.  There was time to sort things out in the safety of the dorm. And there would be a lot of sorting to do..

As the group made their way past the spiders they did their merry dance.

Fortunately Kat had hit the Lead spider with her spell and the others didn't know what to do, being young and inexperienced. But then a change seemed to come over them. The ones dancing stopped.

But they did not attack. Instead they all, in unison moved off in the same direction.

Something had called them. And they had to obey.

*********

Marvo allowed himself to be dragged along by Kat. Mumbling something about 'too many legs'

 Once they were clear of the Spiders he slumped tot he ground and looked up.

 "I'm quite useless aren't I? Is everyone okay?"

Once out of the woods and with Marvo slumped to the ground, Sarah nodded to him that she was indeed OK.

She wandered over to Mahou, "Hey, kid you still look a little grumpy though I'd probably be grumpy if some entorwhateverthatwas turned me into a tree. Lucky old Nimmy came along huh?"

Sarah naturally was oblivious to any idea that Mahou might have a problem with Nimue over the matter of the Forest Lord.

Mahou didn't answer anyone.  She sat down heavily on the ground, shivering a little from the chill wind that picked up.  She was still wearing her outfit from Quidditch.. to make her look more 'sporty'.  

'Lucky old Nimmy came along'?  Mahou snapped her head up to look at Sarah, her lime eyes blazing.  "Lucky.." she seethed.  "Lucky..?"  She stood swiftly, her hands balled into fists.  She glared something fierce and suddenly calmed that the voice of Dumbledore, knowing that he most likely saw that.

Turning away, she picked up her fox again, shivering from the cold and from her anger.  Humans.. besting her.. saving her.. she would have been just fine.  Her father could have come and gotten her if they had sent for him.  At least then she would have been saved by elves.  

She stood there... brooding... thinking...

Nimue nodded to Marvo that she was fine. She also couldn't help but notice Mahou's attitude though couldn't understand it. They had all emerged safely and surely that was the point.

As in the past the students had worked as a team. Noting that Sarah was seeking to engage Mahou in conversation, Nimue wandered to where Nathaniel and Raphael were.

"You two alright as well. That was intense. You weren't there when the being spoke to me but he spoke of an ancient evil being stirred up. It seems to be quite important."

Nathaniel blinked slowly at Nimue, and glanced at Raphael.  "I'm fine. No worries on my score.  Thanks for the help with the spiders."

He glanced at Raphael again.  - Blink.

The skeletal horse. Blink.

The apple tree with its poisoned, rotting crop. Blink.

All gone again. Shudder.

Raphael glanced at Nimue, and then again at Nathaniel, as the other shuddered slowly. But he, too, forced a reply to Nimue from deep in him. Effort was what it took. "The spirit of the forest," Raphael muttered to Nathaniel.

But the burning in his eyes and his mouth.

The ash.

Ancient eyes meeting ancient stares of woodland malice.

Anger.

Nathaniel, standing close by, thinking thoughts.

And inside Raphael, something was pushing him on, away from Nathaniel that was where he wanted to go: something had stirred in him. He could feel the globular, sickly feeling of nausea as washing forces crashed in him. And sense, and thought.

Spiders. That was his thought, his hunger, unsatiated by the panic in the woods. Spiders. Something to find, to wrench apart with claws. Feast not on blood but on experience.

What was happening to him?

The Scent of Wolves & Ravens

Being ninja-trained had many benefits, Shinrei had thought sardonically, pulling the black velvet cloak tightly around her body as she ran down the steps of the castle and into the night.

She was able to travel through the halls without trouble. It would seem she had picked the perfect time to sneak out, while everyone was at dinner. The ability to blend into shadows came in handy as well.

It was colder outside than she had expected. But of course. She was always cold when she needed the medicine. The more she needed the Chishio Draught, the more she shivered. It had nothing to do with

temperature or weather.

Quickly, her feet leaving practically no tracks and making no sounds, she ran to the trees that lined the edge of the Forbidden Forest. She needed no light. She could see very well.

When she was certain that she was within safe distance of the castle, she extracted her wand from the folds of her black kimono and said in a clear voice: "Accio."

Within seconds, a cauldron came barrelling towards her, from the direction of the castle. She magically snagged it in mid-air and lowered it gently to the ground before her.

Shinrei peered at the contents. It was all there. The herbs. The snake skin. The goat spleen. The raven's eyes. Illegal. But it would save her life.

She slowly levitated the cauldron and made it drift alongside her as she walked further into the dark forest.

She tried very, very hard not to think of later. There was only now.

The lead wolf stopped and gave a short bark. He could smell something that he had been told to watch out for. The Leader had told them that there was danger if they smelt a human that had raven's blood. They knew that the Leader's companion was part Raven, and they knew a thirst for protecting her.

The wolf pack conferred over their course of action. There was no time to summon the Leader. One was sent to carry a message to him while the others would observe and help as best they could. Help being most likely a sharp reprimand.

***

Back in the castle Randal was not aware of the wolves discovery. He had not yet had chance to tell them about his discussion with Shinrei, nor that she was responsible. As Shinrei brewed her potion he was unaware that his wolf pack were closing in on her, seeking to trap her and punish her for her misdeeds.

For Shinrei, it was almost freezing as she ventured deeper and deeper into the heart of the Forbidden Forest. She went northward, instinct telling her not to go in any other direction as there might be others there.

The north was thickest and least accessible to others. Her senses had that strange idea, and she was following it like a person underwater fighting to reach the surface.

Her eyes were the only light that cut through the dark, save for the pale slivers of moonlight that managed to reach the earth past the thick branches of trees overshadowing her.  Mechanically, she floated the cauldron onwards, her wand hand shaking slightly, her cloak brushing growth and her sandal-clad feet moving noiselessly.

She strained with her ears. She would hear when there were other creatures close by and---

A rustle. Growls. A low, rumbling exchange from deep within the earth. Someone or something--she wasn't quite sure, but deep inside she knew it wasn't human.

But Shinrei Hikari would never succumb to fear. Once upon a time, she had bested much worse.

After what seemed like an eternity of walking, she reached a tiny clearing, in the shelter of two large trees that seemed bending towards each other in a grotesque sort of embrace.

She looked around, her eyes narrowing, then lowered the cauldron to the ground. A few minutes later, she had a magical white-coloured fire burning beneath the cauldron and she was adding herbs to the base of the concoction.

No more hour-long simmerings. She couldn't care any less if the potion  had lesser effect by the dose.

Shinrei took a deep breath, then began incanting a prayer of guidance and salvation to the Kami in a low voice as she stirred and waited for the intervals in which to add more and more ingredients.

The wolves continued to surround Shinrei. There was a feeling of unrest amongst them and the wolf that was in the lead was having a hard time trying to control them. 

A howl echoed through the forest. And was quickly cut short with a brief yelp. The wolf that had howled had been reprimanded. For the moment they watched, tense and ready to pounce.

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

High up in the air a single Raven circled above the trees. Spotting the wolves creeping as if tracking

prey he swooped lower. There might be a tasty morsel left for him if their catch was good.

He settled lower making to perch on a tree. As he did so he was a little surprised that their prey seemed to be a girl. He settled himself on a tree branch to get a better look. 

Looking around he saw the cauldron and the collection of ingredients on the ground. He couldn't believe it! Ravens eyeballs!

"Corrrrr Corrrrr!" He took to the air and dived straight at Shinrei!

~How dare she use those! They might have been his brother's.~ "Corrrr Corrrr!" He dived straight at her eyes. ~An eye for an eye!~

There was howling, growling, all around her now. How they moved so quickly as to encircle her was beyond Shinrei. She surmised that they knew this place much better than she did--it was their habitat, not hers. She was merely an intruder, and a desperate one.

It was too late to cast an offensive spell. She would not do so even if she could. They were not to be harmed. They were merely protecting their home. Shinrei could understand such a thing very well.

Even if the ones surrounding her were wolves of prey.

She would have to go by the trees. She was, above all, a ninja. An honour she had earned by virtue of training, not the accursed drug that she could never cleanse herself of.

She was about to cast a dissipating spell on her potions things when she heard an angry squawking from above. An angry bird of prey-- Something was diving straight down at her, very quickly--

But not so quick enough.

"Koori-ha!" her hand shot into the air, with her wand pointed at the raven, issuing icy energy that would suspend the bird in mid-air. She hoped it would be enough to buy her time. To allow her to escape.

The cry from the first raven had alerted the rest of the flock. They came to see what the fuss was about.

Looking around they followed the first raven's lead. They flew in waves at Shinrei, angry at raven's eyes and at the way their fellow raven had been stopped so...

The wolves were startled by the appearance of the ravens and they were no longer thinking along the same lines. There was no control and the younger wolves began to growl.

First one then another began to draw closer to Shinrei. They were in plain sight now, openly prowling

round her.

Escape was the only option. Shinrei took a millisecond to murmur an apology to the raven she had frozen in the air. *I was attacked. I have no intention to hurt anything.*

The wolves and ravens were now forming a circle around her. She was going to be cornered if she did not move. How could she explain her plight and sickness to these creatures? Not even humans would understand. *She* did not even understand.

It was all wrong, all evil, all not meant to be--but here she was.

She made her decision then. She waved her wand in the air, stirring up a tiny hurricane of smoky mist and leaves that would effectively distract those surrounding her.

Shinrei reached for the clasp of the black cloak behind her neck. It would only serve to slow her down. She could not afford the risk.

The garment rustled through the air as it came off, a black wave that momentarily shielded the small girl from the view of the ravens and the wolves.

*NOW!*

She was up on the tree, bounding with feline ease and grace. She poised to leap to the next tree, then the next. It was her best chance at escape.

As Shinrei leapt from three to tree something was stirring... As she leapt to the next tree she it vanished! She fell to the ground, her Ninja abilities saving her from any damage from the fall.

There HAD been a tree there, but now in the space where it was stood an eight foot tall creature

seemingly made of old wood and green leaves.

"Once more this night I find creatures of flesh invading my realm!" It spoke with a old, deep voice, like old wood creaking. "Assurances from those in power were that none shall enter here without my leave. Perhaps I should reconsider allowing Hogwarts to remain!"

It looked down at Shinrei. "Little thing. You have tried my patience to it's limits..." All around them bushes grew thickly, baring any means of escape.

"... Let the creatures of the forest take you!"

From above the Ravens circled, prepared to dive again, from behind the wolves came, snarling teeth bared, and from in front the spiders came.

"Your honour will be to feed the forest"

The vanishing tree had made her fall straight towards the ground, in a grotesque sort of dive. She managed to reach the ground with the use of both hands, to cushion the impact, then used the momentum to make a lopsided somersault that allowed her to land on her feet, half-kneeling and breathing rapidly from the shock.

Shinrei looked up at the creature. A man-tree, tall and overwhelming. A dishevelled tengu, a demon from the nightmares of children.

"Please, I meant no harm," came her choked plea, half-lost in the growls of the wolves and the eager clacking sounds of the spiders' pincers. Too many creatures around her, most of them too big.

*Please,* her mind and heart called out to the winds, *please, kami-sama. I cannot die like this. I have not yet served my people.*

Her lips formed the words, a quiet cry, as the creatures and plants of the forest began to close in around her. "Help me," she petitioned silently.

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

Randal felt uneasy. He needed to be somewhere else, although he was not sure why. It had been too long since he had seen his wolf pack and caught the news.

He finished his dinner and wandered over to the Ravenclaw table.

"I'm going to er... stretch my legs. Maybe I'll see you outside when you have finished." He didn't know if she would know what he meant by 'stretch his legs' but it was the closest he could say to it.

Branwen smiled at him. "I could always come with you, unless you don't want my company." She feigned a disapproving look.

Randal nodded and headed out of the hall. 

As they approached the edge of the wood they noticed the group emerging from the trees. Randal noted the expressions on the faces of the different students. Concern was evident from Sarah, anger from Mahou and a little bewilderment from Marvo. He also noticed what no one else had, a wolf lurked on the edge of the forest, watching him eagerly. 

"I will be with you in a minute," Randal told Branwen and walked over to the edge of the forest and stopped, bending over as if examining something on the ground.

Branwen had wandered over to the group, but did not even have time to say hello before Randal joined her.

"Marvo, I think that I could do with you help. Would you follow me into the forest. I think that there is another student in there that could do with some help."

Randal had quickly learned from the wolf hiding on the edge of the forest that the group had been leaving when he had arrived, as well as the information that the wolves had found the 'attacker of ravens'. The wolves definitely had a way with words. 

However Randal did not wait for Marvo or his reply, but headed into the forest. As he moved into the trees he whispered a spell that would leave a faint yellow trail on the ground.

Now out of view his image shimmered into the cream wolf as he ran, almost in a single leap. His mind reached out to the pack. He could feel them faintly in the distance. He pushed himself to a fast gallop and headed in the direction of the sound of their minds.

Randal slipped past, muttering to Marvo and the others, slipping around and touching the floor, looking at traces of nothingness that Raphael couldn't see. Traces, blinding the others, spiders slipping into the woods as if possessed, losing interest in this prey, looking for another. Another in the forest. He leant to Nimue, and whispered: "the spiders left us alone for a purpose."

But then Raphael was gone, dark, hunched in the moonlight, out of sight of Nimue and over with Sarah, whispering in her ear, too: "stop the others following, I won't be long, I promise, see you up in the common room," he said, as Randal made towards the forest slowly.

Raphael had gone in to the woods after Mahou looking for something.

Now, Randal, and soon Marvo, would go into the forest too. As the others talked in tightly hunched circles, Raphael slipped off towards the castle, vaguely.

Until he turned, slipping out of sight in the darkness, and sprinted as if trailed by a demon, making for a yellow pathway through the forest that Randal made. And also making for where the Spiders had been. Because, he had watched where they had walked, and so in the darkness, with the flames in his eyes illuminating the darkness as if it was on fire, Raphael headed off Randal, unaware that the other had changed into a wolf. And unaware that Marvo would soon be on the same trail, following.

And all Raphael knew, as he took to madness, was that every part of him yearned to be in the forest. Part to rip the spiders apart, with no petty restrain, or to be ripped apart, cacophony of blood. Part to find the person in the forest, to add the Ravenclaw stamp that he knew he had the ability to do, for in a forest, he knew he could fly across the land. And part for a memory of something he knew that was so near, somewhere, in the forest.

********

Marvo pulled himself up. He really REALLY didn't want to go back into the Forest. But the words 'could do with you help' coming from Randal were enough to make it worth while.

"Yes. Right. erm...What?! What IS it with the Forest! Has someone put a sign up saying 'playground' or something?"

Randal had already gone by this time but that didn't stop Marvo grumbling. "I don't know! Lizzy? You say here with the others, get them back to the Castle. Kat, coming?"

He knew Nimue would be extremely useful in the forest, but also knew Randal would not be happy if she 'found out' about him, and he also felt Mahou needed to be looked after too.

He followed the yellow track Randal had places, grumbling all the way "Grumble..... Students... Grumble..... Too many legs.... Grumble.....  Buy a fence!..... Grumble..... ripping my new robe..."

Kat looked a little baffled by Randal running off so quickly. And even more so at Marvo asking her to go with him. He usually asked her to stay out of trouble. But then if there were more spiders...

"Ummm.... I'll come."

But he had already started to follow Randal mumbling about students in the forest. 

Kat had to run to keep up with him as he followed what looked like a yellow path through the trees. She decided that staying quiet would be the best plan.

As soon as they were clear of the spiders and the forbidden forest, Andy sank to the ground like a dead leaf. All he did was stare at the sky and breathe slowly. He lay there motionless for about ten minutes until finally he got up quickly and with an excited look on his face said, "That was great fun!"

Andy had loved every single minute of it. He had ENJOYED being scared. He had ENJOYED the adventure. He had ENJOYED almost getting killed with his closest friends.

All of a sudden he looked to his right and saw Kat, Marvo, and Randal going into the forbidden forest yet again.  

'Think they're going to leave me here do they?' Andy closely followed them not even making one sound.

Branwen watched first Randal then Raphael, Marvo and Kat all disappear. She could tell there was something wrong. The ravens were up to something. 

Without waiting to see who else was going to follow she headed into the forest following the others on the yellow path.

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

The cream wolf ran on to meet the pack. He yapped loudly and then howled. "How dare you attack a student like this," he roared in wolf language at them.

Some of them backed down, but others were proving more difficult. He took a running jump over the hedge that was growing around the area and landed in the middle. 

He saw Shinrei and the forest spirit. The spiders, ravens and some of the wolves were closing on her. 

The cream wolf fought his way to Shinrei, nipping legs and running between them. 

In front of her he stood his ground, growling loudly. Whatever she had been doing she did not deserve this...

Shinrei was very surprised when a cream-white wolf landed before her and proceeded to somewhat shield her from the other creatures. The wolf was growling loudly, almost angrily.

Why? A wolf belonged to the pack, did it not? Why was this one taking her side?

Whatever anything or anyone intended to do for or against her, Shinrei would not be going down without a fight.

She reached into her robes for her wand. The willow slid into her hands and she clasped it with determination. Somewhere deep inside her, she was crying out for the Chishio draught. She barely had enough time left before the attacks came.

But, as it always had been, survival for the moment was the most important thing.

"Zenryoku de ikimasu," she whispered shakily, to no one in particular.  *I'll attack with all my strength. If need be.*

Branwen moved swiftly, she had quickly abandoned Randal's marker, she had no need of it as all around she could hear the Ravens calling to her.  The time she and Randal had spent together here helped her find a safe passage, and the tree spirits knew she was no threat.

The more of the Raven's story she heard, the more the rage welled up inside her.  She was finding those last pieces to this abhorrent jigsaw in what the Ravens called down to her.  And they were confused, why was she in that form?  Their protector...their leader...their Queen.

She ran, her anger keeping her moving but she was noticeably out of breath when she reached the ring of trees.  She took a moment of deep breaths.

"Let me pass" a rich, melodious voice ordered, it was Branwen's voice but different...older...it carried more authority and it was a voice not to be argued with.

The Spirit of the Forest was aware that the ravens had called their Queen. A daughter of the ancient ones yet mortal flesh. 

Still it was in his gift to allow her safe passage. Without word or gesture the signal was given and the vegetation enclosing Shinrei parted to allow Branwen entrance.

**********

Nimue was not a happy young woman. She had given her word that she would not re-enter the forest without leave of its Spirit and within a few minutes three of her close friends had dashed back in along after Randal Fudge.

She didn't even notice that Branwen had entered as well! She looked at the remaining three, Sarah, Mahou and Nathaniel - realising that Raphael was also not there either.

"None of you are to even THINK about going back in!" she said and then turned to Nathaniel, "Where is Raphael? Nathaniel, please don't tell me he's gone back in as well."

Nathaniel blinked slowly at the ground. Remembering it opening up under him, the fall into the caverns below...

Blink.

Nimue's words caught his attention and he looked up sharply. "He'd better not have gone back in.  That place isn't for he or I."

***********

As Dumbledore sat at the table in the great hall a small fairy popped into existence in front of him. She

was dressed in a green floral dress and there was a slightly green glow around her wings.

"The Forest requests your presence immediately."

That was all the fairy said before it disappeared, leaving on the table a small gem that would act as a

locator to find the Spirit of the Forest.

Dumbledore nodded in acknowledgement of the fairy's summons.

Taking the gem in his hand, he got from the side of the room a large oaken staff, which was carved with ornate designs. Something that spoke of his own authority in such matters.

Walking down towards the Forest he happened upon the small group comprised of Mahou, Nathaniel, Nimue & Sarah.  

"Well, what is going on here?"

Nimue couldn't help be aware of Mahou's stance and mutterings.

She was at a loss to know what to do. She had thought she and Mahou if not friends were at least on the road to becoming such. Why was she so angry with her now?

Nimue focused her attention upon Professor Dumbledore giving him a quick account of the events. There was no point denying that they had been in the forest or that the others had re-entered.

The Headmaster's look was grave as Nimue spoke to him. 

He then addressed the small group. "You are all to return to the castle immediately." There was no room for negotiation. 

He addressed Nimue specifically, "Miss Hawkwood, I would charge you to advise Professors McGonagall and Snape of my whereabouts. I trust I shall return to the school shortly but have no doubt that this is a serious matter."

He took her nod as an acceptance. He smiled briefly at the group and then turned and entered the darkness of the Forbidden Forest making his way swiftly to the appointed place.

Sarah had been standing somewhat to one side of the group in the shadow of the trees. She edged closer to the trees as she could while Dumbledore was focused on the others.

She slipped behind the tree and began to whisper, "Raphael... Raphael... please can you hear me."

Of Heroes and Earthquakes 

He had never been hit so forcefully in his entire life. Just as he was about to utter a reply to Dylan's

statement, an invisible energy came hurtling straight into the Great Hall and smashed right into Jian.

There was no time to defend against it. He was only aware that the energy was there a split-second before it hit him square on the chest and sent him hurtling off his chair.

Jian flew like a weightless rag doll from the impact, then landed, face first, on the floor.

//What happened?// his mind asked dazedly. //Who hit me? What is going on?//

Amidst the shrieks and hushed whispers and the crescendo of curious murmurs, Jian staggered to his feet. When he straightened, his entire body shaking uncontrollably, blood was dripping from his temples and  the corners of his mouth.

He blinked.

~Help me~ said a disembodied voice. ~I cannot die like this.~

Visions, not his own, flooded before his eyes. Black wings. Startling white fangs. Green growth. The scent of predators closing in on the kill.

Then they all disappeared, faded, until all he could see was a pair of dark eyes that had once uttered a

silent plea. ~Help me.~

His voice was raspy and rusty as he spoke. It would seem he had not used it in years. "Shinrei," was the only thing he could say.

Dylan would have been quicker in his reaction time, were it not for the suddenness with which Jian's sudden fit of oddity came.  As it stood, however, he was the first one on his feet, shooting a silent, warning glance at some of the twittering Gryffindor girls and drawing closer to Jian.  He heard the name, saw the curious look in the other boy's eyes, but said nothing on that.  Dylan had a sort of grounded practicality, especially when blood was involved.  

"Y' all right, Jian?  Bleedin' a bit, there, y' are.  Wha' happened?"  Dylan stopped to consider Jian for a moment, then shook his head.  "I reckon it's either get y' cleaned up or go off an' save th' world.  Y' tell me."

Sometimes, it seemed, all they ever did was get neck-deep in weirdness, and charge in deeper with 'everybody on the count of three.'  Niki was right.  Gryffindors definitely didn't plan well.

Jian looked at Dylan as he wiped away the tiny streams of blood trailing down his face. It took him several seconds to digest the other boy's words.

He felt like everyone all around him spoke in a different language, something he did not quite

understand.

"I am all right. Thank you," he said, with so much accent that he sounded like he was choking. "I have to go."

He pondered for a moment more. With eyes glazed and face as white as death beneath his natural dark

colouring, he spoke once more: "I tell you that she needs help. Her life is in danger...and she has called for me."

//And so, the chain of the yin and yang broke. Something has to end, for a beginning.//

His bloodstained hands reached into the pocket of his robes and closed around the silver-and-black pendant that had fallen from its broken chain earlier that night.

Without another word, he began to stagger out of the Great Hall, going as fast as his badly shaken body could move. It seemed as if he might not even make it out of the door conscious.

Dylan sighed heavily, then caught up with him.  "C'mon.  You're lucky you can stand.  Jus' where is she, anyway?"  He almost wanted to brace Jian, so unsteady did he seem.  Dylan wasn't about to let him wander off looking like death warmed over.

**********

Raphael was lucky. He'd managed to remember to be quiet, even with the thoughts spinning through his head. And he'd found where he'd been before - spiders den, the sick black traces of them around - and the sight of it...

Black shards of their bodies, lying dead, around the place as they had whipped themselves into a fury. But that wasn't what Raphael saw. In his mind, the place was cast over with lightning piercing through the driving storm, whipping light. And while he was following something, desperate, something was following him, too: malice and desperation against the pursuer, and vengeance and need in the pursuer. He was both: hunter, hunted.

And he knew where the black thing - things? - had gone. He slipped through the forest, shielding his face from rain that wasn't there, slipping around on the leaves with feet toughened by six months of living in the woods.

And he stopped before he reached the recumbent pair, a cream wolf and the strange girl, on the floor, and waited in the woodlands. But then he saw the things - black creatures of the night - and fire roaring up, fanned by air, and drew a veil over his eyes. And over his mind.

And then Raphael was a beast, fighting perhaps for a reason, but a beast netherless. Out of control. Unaware.

He leapt on the rock behind Shinrei and the wolf that was Randal, and looked not at either of them: crouching, Raphael looked at the spiders that approached, with taut muscles that ached for release. Behind Shinrei, though, all she could see was the cloak of dark that had wrapped around him and his face and his hair that turned his visage into something dark, and the hand that was on the rock behind them: twisted in the dim moonlight.

But she could, if she chose to look, see his intention: to kill the black that approached her. Why, though, none knew, not even he. But he waited for...

The boy was so confident and yet he was just a boy. Flesh. The spider moved with blinding speed seeking Raphael's blood. It would be sweet and the flesh would be sweeter but.....

The Forest Lord had commanded. This boy was to be 'removed'.... 

There was movement to his left - smell - thudding lights, twisted like the world had been struck by lightning - spider. Raphael turned, quick as a flash, and leapt, bodily, towards the beast.

But as he flew through mid-air, he thought, thoughts of madness that poked through his feverishness. He was in combat. Fighting. Don't flee - use magic.

But the rationality fled as he impacted on the thing from the side.

Raphael leapt into the thing, bowling it over with pure force of momentum, and then, in a heap with the thing tried to rip off it's leg, without thought biting as well as grasping and ripping. Grasping. Ripping.

Tearing. Tear off the things leg with his teeth. Foul taste of spider ochre filled his mouth.

He didn't notice as the other legs, spurred into mad action, started to rip apart his robes, scoring lines across his flesh within moments, one ripping cruelly at his left shoulder, a spiderclaw tearing the muscle. But then, Raphael rolled away, and leapt up onto a rock, and the spider righted itself and started to advance once again. On to a log that was a ramp on to the rock.

But Raphael did the unexpected, a thought of flight in his mind, breaking through the barriers of fire, and he leapt into mid air, spinning into a single forward flip. And then, he came down with his left hand first.

But as they impacted, his fingers outstretched, for a second enough, they were more like claws. And Raphael way by the log, the leaves making sure that the only hard impact was his locked hand. The thing, impaled by Raphael's hand, screeched and wailed as he tugged on it's innards and turned it inside out, bashing it repeatedly against a tree until it was but a shell. Inside, though, a part of him was screaming along with the spider: he had ripped the tendons across his left shoulder where the spider had pierced him and where he had taken the falling force of his own killing blow. But, then, the part screaming couldn't stop him.

Raphael leapt on to the dry forest floor before Shinrei, and resumed his defensive position, looking at the spiders and wolves that had started to crowd around...

*GODS.*

Shinrei instinctively made a small backward leap when someone--or something--made a cutting movement through the tense air and landed before her, beside the wolf.

Pale moonlight spilled on a familiar youthful countenance, someone she knew, but not quite in the way she knew him to be. When before he was hesitant in his actions and seemingly a little timid, now he looked older and somehow more--she fumbled for a word--feral. Very dangerous, with something fatal in his sharp gaze as he looked at the creatures surrounding them.

"Raphael-san?" she asked tentatively. "What are you doing here?"

**********

After Dumbledore left Nimue turned to Nathaniel, "I haven't time to make sure Mahou gets back - can you and Sarah please make sure she is fine."

With a final confused glance in Mahou's direction, she ran off towards the castle.

Nathaniel didn't hear a word that Nimue had said to him. Raphael was in the forest, he knew that.

He also knew that he could not follow Raphael in there again.  Not today. Not for the circle, not for his friendship, not for anything could Nathaniel have stepped one foot inside the forest.

It was old.  It remembered. It made him remember.

He was vaguely aware of people moving around him  and he managed to have presence of mind enough to follow along with them.

Each time he lifted a foot, he expected it to set down as a paw.  He remembered the seamless shift from human to bear, the ripple of muscle and fur and bone and sinew.  The smell, the sight, the sound. He felt sick.  Physically nauseous.

He wandered through the castle without truly seeing anything, and somehow ended up flopping into a large chair in the Ravenclaw common room.  He stared into the fire, and remembered the blaze sweeping through the forests, burning, incinerating. There was another memory of fire.  One that his mind would not - could not - permit him to recall.

Nathaniel stared into the flames, lost.

Mahou started back to the castle by herself.  She didn't need any human making sure she was alright.  She was better than that.  Like she would get lost or in trouble on her way back to school?  She wasn't that bad...

Keeping her eyes forward, Mahou watched Nimue run off to the castle.  More points lost now.. and all to Gryffindor more like.  It was Mahou that went into the woods first.. then Raph.. Oh well.  Silly points.  Who needs them?

Thinking, Mahou came to the conclusion that she would petition to be put into the Elfin magick school.  That is where she belonged.. and she thought to write a letter once she got back to the dorm.

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

Nimue ran into the Great Hall. Seeing Professor McGonagall, she went over to her and passed on the message from the Headmaster.

After Nimue had spoken to Professor McGonagall, the professor hurried out of the hall. 

On her way she bumped into the new student, Ian, and Oriana. 

"Ah! Ian Blaise, there you are. Um... Oriana would you care to take Ian to dinner? I will catch up with you later, but I must attend to something first."

She did not stop for a reply, but hurried in the direction of the forest. She knew that once word got around, and it always did, that more students would be trying to jump to the rescue. 

After Professor McGonagall had rushed past, Oriana looked at Ian. "Well we're off to the Dining Hall. I hope you're hungry. I guess you'll have to talk to McGonagall later." She smiled at Ian. "Do you need any help with your bags?"

Ian was slightly irritated. There was absolutely no finesse in this place. There was no decent welcome to speak of. Just dinner with the rest of the students, on his first hour, as per orders of whom he presumed was the Deputy Headmistress, Minerva McGonagall.

He therefore decided not to join the masses. He wanted to be at the Slytherin table, of course, but not now. He had his pride not to go around assuming things. He was not yet Sorted. He could wait.

"Thank you for your company, Mademoiselle Nort," he said with a touch of a smile on his face, "but I'm afraid I have to wait until my Sorting, until Professor McGonagall returns. I believe it wouldn't be

that long a wait."

He bowed low over Oriana's hand, in his elegant French manner of greeting a lady, and wandered back out to the corridor.

*********

Professor could see one such student already. "Jian Hupi!" She called after him as was heading for the forest. She had no need of a spell to make her voice loud and imposing.

"I really hope that you are not going to be another one of those students who is always rushing into danger? You will not enter the forest!"

Jian stared at Professor McGonagall, then at Dylan, and back again. Reality came crashing all around him. If he disobeyed the teacher's wishes, he would most likely lose even more points for Gryffindor than he had on his first night in the school. If he disobeyed, his true background would also be questioned, too, why he was the way he was.

If he disobeyed, he might still make it in time. Curse House points, curse Mian-Ju-Tao, and curse China.

At the moment, he did not care. "Xiexie, Dylan," he murmured to the Welsh boy. "Thank you for your help."

Jian turned to Professor McGonagall. "Professor, I am sorry." He shook his head, which was still bearing traces of blood. "If the school wishes, I shall return to Mian-Ju-Tao tomorrow, in punishment for my disrespect and disobedience."

The real reason he was sent here was to heed the call of a higher duty. To protect, above all. Something he was not going to fail in.

Especially when it was //her//.

Fully aware of the worst that could possibly transpire afterwards, Jian turned and ran, very unsteadily, but determinedly. He trailed blood on the floor as he went on his zigzagging path.

Professor McGonagall was not impressed by this. She sighed. Students always wanted to be heroic.

Out came the wand and quickly she performed a fully body bind spell. Jian fell over where he stood.

"I will NOT have any more students in that forest!" She gave Dylan a meaningful look as if threatening him to try anything. She stood ready to stop any others who might try.

*********

Not far behind the Wolf Form of Randal Marvo came running on, avoiding the spiders with as much distance as possible.

"Kat, see to the Spiders. Andy, help her, remember they can't hurt you" He shouted

Kat nodded at Marvo and she and Andy moved round to where the spiders were. She pulled out her wand and started some of her distraction spells. She started with the on that was attacking Raphael. 

"Tarantellegra!" It started to dance away from Raphael....

"Now, what do we have here?" Marvo said more to himself as he watched Branwen enter and waited to see who would make the first Move. This 'creature' was unknown to him. He had read of some legends about a 'Lord of the Forest' but he didn't know they were true. If they were this was an extremely delicate, and dangerous situation! However, not only was his job to look after students, but he had put himself forward as Shinrei's protector!

"Hold in the Name of the Ministry of Magic. Desist from your action and leave her alone" He shouted to anyone willing to hear.

Marvo strode forward in the standard 'I'm an Auror and I'm important manoeuvre - Wand held out in front of him. The next thing he knew he was sitting on the ground rubbing his behind.

It was as if every blade of grass under his feet had simultaneously jump up and threw him down

"Ninja Grass! That's all I need" He mumbled to himself, starting to get up.

But the grass in front of him moved and squirmed and changed into the shape of the head of the Lord of the Forest

"You have no authority here." It roared. "Where is Dumbledore! We wish him here.. NOW! Or we shall raise the castle to the ground!" As he said the word 'now' the ground shook with the force of his words.

"Oh dear" Said Marvo. This was getting serious!

**********

After the conversation in the Owlery, Niki had gone to the library. After glancing furtively around, she pulled a small leather-bound book from her bag and began to pore over it. She glanced from time to time in another book, much larger, entitled The Big Book of Runes.

As she read, she whispered to herself. "//Hier soir...j'étais à la cuisine avec ma mère quand elle m'a dit une histoire//...odegra...how do you pronounce odegra? It's...ae...so that's...graekav...and in Gobbledygook, that means very interesting... Yestedat evening I was in the kitchen with my mother when she told me a very interesting story."

Niki sighed. This was going to be VERY tough going. "Merci, Mama," she muttered.

Hailey Daniels flicked another small, paper ball into the open flame of a nearby candle, watching with fascination as the parchment was slowly consumed until all that remained was ash.  Her friend, Ali 

Bonavelli, was leaning studiously over a large and dusty volume spread out on the library table, scribbling furiously.

"Hmmm, was that three or four...oops, five ogre toenails" Ali mumbled, as she finished the last sentence of her Potions homework. She looks up at the candle, and watched her friend take aim with another ball. "So, will this be a one pointer, or 3 for distance, like in, what's it called, base-ket-ball?" She pronounced slowly.

"I'd say three-pointer, it's way behind the free-throw line."  She squinted and sent the ball flying with practised ease.  "How long is your Potions essay, anyway?"

Ali shook her head, and then caught the paper that Hailey had flicked. Before she could complain. "You know I'd only let you copy if you were dying from some horrible disease...and boredom doesn't count." She threw the wad into the fire.

"Just wondering how many rolls of parchment I should bring to History of Magic tomorrow," Hailey said absently as she lined up for her next shot.  "I figure I'll cut the amount of work you've done in half and still have a perfect paper."

Ali blushed, and took the book she was using and put it back on the shelf to hide her rose-colored cheeks. "Thank you, I try. But you know, if we had something else to do, I'd do half the work too."

"Yeah, seriously," Hailey groused, quickly hiding her paper balls as the librarian walked by.  "Either you play Quidditch or you're entertaining yourself by writing two extra scrolls for Potions essays."  She picked up the thick rolls of parchment and examined the tiny, perfect handwriting in disgust.  "And you, Ali, are not doing anything to exonerate the Ravenclaw bookworm reputation."  Hailey stood to help her short friend get the large book on a high shelf; Ali was on her tiptoes and had no hope of reaching.  Absently, she dropped the Potions homework on the table…and knocked over the candle in the process.

Ali turned around, hearing her friend's movements away from the table. She wasn't about to ask for help, but if Hailey was going to give it, she might as well take it. She looked at the table, just as her paper caught fire. Ali yelped, and ran to put it out.

Hailey deftly caught the book, and turned around to find Ali smothering the fire with her book bag.  Replacing the volume, she walked over and said guiltily, "Sorry about that."  She peered over Ali's shoulder at the singed paper.  "It doesn't look too bad…well, that sentence right there looks more like 'Give the boot to Man Snape' instead of 'Get the root of mandrake' but…"  Her voice trailed away and she shrugged.

Ali picked up paper; now she could hardly read it. As much as she wanted to kick and scream, she sighed, and saved the singed parchment in her sketchpad. Seeing the worried glance on her friends face she smiled and replied, "No worries, I can always rewrite it, that way it will be in grained into my head. Hey, It could be worse."

"You could spontaneously combust!" Hailey pointed out, alluding to their disaster last year in Potions, watching her friend's precisely controlled movements warily.  That usually meant she was out for blood, and Hailey could guess whose.  

The earthquake that started in the forest rocked the entire school. In the library books fell from the shelves, cupboards in classrooms were shaken open, chandeliers rocked and all the lights flickered.

Niki screamed and buried her face in her arms, but to no avail. The heavy books on the shelves around her began to pelt her, until she finally hid beneath the table. When it was finally safe to emerge...the leather-bound book was gone.

In the dining hall, Nathan looked up as dust fell onto the tables. He sat silent while others screamed or ducked. "Great," he muttered. "Great. This really IS my day today."

At that moment, the castle conveniently decided to start shuddering wildly, throwing books off the shelves, sending the students diving under the sturdy tables.  

When at last the earthquake stilled, Hailey cautiously poked her head out and stood up, despite Ali's persistent tugs on her robes in a futile attempt to keep her down.  "Everybody okay?" she called out.

"All the lights are out" Shouted someone.  Ali quickly found the candle and whispered to it a quick spell, and soon it was a light again.

"Ya think?" Hailey muttered under her breath.  Out loud, she said, "Is anyone hurt?"

From the sounds and lights that arose from the others, everyone seemed okay. The library was a disaster. "I will never use that cliché again," muttered Ali.  A mass of students left the library, and Ali began picking up stray books and putting them back on the shelves. 

"And we all appreciate it," Hailey replied sarcastically.  Grumbling, she grabbed a book and stuffed it on the shelf.  "I guess we'll just ignore the fact that something really interesting and exciting is happening and start re-shelving books."

"Yes. That is exactly what we will do." She said a tad coldly, as the book in her hand whined about being in the wrong spot. She moved it elsewhere. "Have any better ideas?" She said, trying to lighten her tone and distract Hailey from the task at hand.

"Go exploring?" she said hopefully, glancing wistfully at the darkened hallway.

"Not on your life. Or at least mine. Anyways, after that shake there is bound to be teachers everywhere. You'd get caught."

"So?" she whined.  "At least then we'd be doing something!"

Ali lifted the chairs, "We are doing something!!" She snapped, then, apologetically, she added, "I know that you are bored here, frankly, I am too, but the only things that are interesting here are either against the rules, or involve flying." She shuddered.

After moving all the chairs, Ali stumbled on a very dusty book. "Hmmm, this looks interesting."

Niki emerged from under the table and glared balefully at the two girls. "I believe that's mine, thank you." She held out her hands for it. So that was where the journal had gotten to in the earthquake...

"Oops, sorry, I d-d-d-didn't realise this was yours," Ali stuttered, hoping Niki would forgive her. She didn't read anything of what was inside, and she hoped that in the low lighting the other girl would not assume that she did so. She quickly handed the book back to Niki, stumbling through a couple more apologies, and then continued flipping through the other aged volume. 

Niki shrugged. Even if the girl had read it, she wouldn't have been able to understand--an eclectic mixture of Celtic and Norse runes, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Arabic script, spelling out Gobbledygook words which were then translated into French...--it was hard for even Niki to read.

"It's all right," she said, finally. "Are you new?"

Ali closed the book she was looking at, and was surprised that Niki was still talking to her. She didn't remember that ever happening to her before.

Hailey sneezed when Ali shut the book, waving her hand to disperse the cloud of dust that had settled around her head.  Eyeing the girl's house colours warily, she was determined not to prejudge her, and stubbornly remained open and friendly.

"No, I'm af-f-f-riad we're n-n-not new." Ali said, trying to bring attention back to her friend as well. "You p-p-probably never really no-no-noticed us around school before. Your name is Niki, yes? Mine is Ali. And th-th-this is Hailey," She added, waving her hand in Hailey's direction.

"Hi!" Hailey said warmly and took a step closer to Ali, hoping her presence would calm Ali's nerves.  "I think we had Potions with you last year…of course, if you did, you would probably remember us…"  

She smothered a giggle at Ali's suddenly flushed cheeks.  "Spontaneous combustion does tend to make a lasting impression.  So it was probably a different class."  She shrugged.  "Usually we tend to blend into the background."

Ali blushed profusely at the reference to that embarrassing incident, thanking the powers-that-be for the poor lighting. Then she turned to Hailey, relaxing a bit. "It's not as if that was my fault, Muggle!" 

She said too high, and her voice cracked. She cleared it and spoke in a lower pitch, "As I can remember, you said, 'ape snoots' instead of eight newts. How was I supposed to know he was going to make us drink it?"

Hailey laughed and rolled her eyes.  "We've been over this, Windsock."

Ali blushed even redder, not wanting to talk about her crooked nose. She was more embarrassed about her nose than anything else about her, including her lack of height. Whenever she shook her head, it gave the appearance of one of those devices, and that had become her friend's favourite nickname for her. Instead of responding to that jab, she turned her attention back to Niki, "So, what are you doing here in the library? I mean...er...b-b-b-before the earthquake demolished it."

"Err...you know...just some reading...and studying...for...for classes!" Niki said, completely disregarding the fact that classes had yet to start.  "And it was awfully startling...and, you know... I wonder what caused it!"

"I have no idea," Hailey said.  "But I'll bet it wasn't natural.  That was at least a 7 or 8 on the Richter scale, and it's not as if we're on top of a geologic fault or something."

Ali had no idea what a Richter scale is, but she did not want to make her friend seem unintelligent in front of Niki. She would tell Hailey later that earthquakes were caused by nature, not faults. So instead, 

Ali nodded.

"Yes, it does seem a little odd, d-d-d-do you think it had to do with the people in the..." Ali started, then eyeing the new comer warily, she added, "I have no idea h-h-h-how it could have started." She was 

curious about Niki's earlier statement, but chose against pushing her further. It wasn't her business to pry.

"Perhaps we could find out?" Hailey asked hopefully.  She figured that if Niki was on her side, they'd be able to drag a reluctant Ali along with them.

"I don't know," said Ali, which was her silent way of saying absolutely not. "I r-r-r-really ought to finish this essay for Snape. He said at the end of the last school year that he wouldn't let me in Alchemy without it. And there are other things to do as well....."  She eyed the old book curiously.

"Ali!  This is important!"

"Is it? Last time I checked, Ravenclaw, this isn't a life or death situation that we need to get involved in," Ali said forcefully.

Hailey glowered at her friend, promising retribution in the future, and turned to Niki.  "You're not a sensible, obedient Ravenclaw like Ali here," she said with another pointed glare.  "What do you think we should do?"

Dumbledore Intervenes

There was something about the Forest creatures' lack of ability to regard reason that ticked Shinrei off. She would not care much if they succeeded in killing her, but hurting the others was an entirely different matter.

Perhaps, in some way, she deserved to be punished. But not Kathryn, Marvo, Andy and Raphael. Not them. Not anyone else. They still had the future, with everything in the world theirs for the taking. They still had so much to look forward to.

Shinrei, at that moment, would give anything to make sure they still had that future.

"That is quite enough," she roared angrily at the advancing spiders, swaying when the earthquake hit but still holding her ground, "I will not allow you to hurt them, even if it means my death."

She pointed her wand at a cluster of large, sinister-looking, steadily advancing spiders that were closest to Kathryn and Raphael, aiming a few inches above the arachnids' heads.

"Rekka--" she incanted --"SHINNEN!" Fire burst out from her wand and shot above the spiders, promising great damage if they advanced any further.

The Lord of the Forest actually looked down at Shinrei. "Allow?" It said, in a rather patronising, almost

surprised voice. It raised it massive, mass covered arm and pointed at her

"You are nothing here child of flesh. You have no power to choose what is allowed" With a loud 'SNAP' Shinrei's wand shattered in two....

...And with a slightly more muffled 'snap' so did the bone in Shinrei's right arm from the sheer force applied.

The willow pieces fell to the earth with heartbreaking slowness. Shinrei watched helplessly as she reached out to try and catch them, only to instinctively convulse with the pain of her broken arm.

*Be like the willow. Bend but never break.* The reason why her wand was made of willow, flowing but never broken. Deceiving in its grace, with strength hidden.

But the wand was now broken. She had this wand as far back as she could remember. She--

She did not even know she was already kneeling, her left hand clutching her right arm into place.  

After inclining her head to the Lord of the Forest, Branwen had stood silently.  

From the darkness came a light, and a voice that spoke with a quiet command. "I am here most Ancient One."

Dumbledore had travelled through the Forest swiftly coming to the designated spot. He was expected and the trees parted to allow him entry to the Circle where a number of his students were gathered. His look suggested their silence was required.

The Spiders stopped fighting. The Wolves stopped snarling. The Ravens swooped down and perched on the trees. Even the rustlings of leaves in the forest stopped

The Lord of the Forest looked down at Dumbledore.... He spoken in a tone reminiscent of Dumbledore himself, talking to a 'naughty Student': "Well Dumbledore? What do you have to say?"

Shinrei glanced at Headmaster Dumbledore, but her senses had become so dulled she could no longer

feel, hear or smell anything.

*NO. Not now. I beg you.*

But her body was a traitorous thing. The warmth crawled from somewhere on her scalp, then proceeded to drip down her temples. The forest swirled through her eyes. Blood. It was running down her face. Her body was crying out for the Chishio draught.

There was no more Chishio draught anywhere.  No more help-- Her blurry eyes searched frantically for Kathryn and Marvo, the ones she knew best. The ones who had helped her aboard the train, which was almost a lifetime ago.

Kathryn was closest. "Kathryn-san--" she whispered pleadingly. The world was beginning to fade. "I beg you. Please bring him here. He's the only one who could help me--I--"

She let out a cry as a spasm of pain shot up her arm and seared across her shoulders.

Kat heard Shinrei call. She looked across to see her bleeding. "Oh no!" she whispered.

She ran across to where Shinrei was lying on the ground. She could not tell where the bleeding was coming from. Kat performed a quick diagnostic spell, but could not locate the source of the problem. Her arm was broken, but that was not enough to cause this. It was like the incident during exams last year. She had collapsed then.

Kat looked up to Dumbledore, "Sir, we need to get her out of here!" She knew she was interrupting, but Kat knew that this was urgent.

Dumbledore had been about to reply when the incident with Shinrei caused Kathryn to speak to him.

He lifted his hand to silence her. He was not only negotiating for Shinrei's life but for the others. Should the Forest wish to take them in its displeasure he would have little recourse. 

His hope lay in the tone of the Forest Lord which while admonishing him remained respectful. Yet honour needed to be satisfied.  

"There are things we indeed need to discuss, Ancient One. Such matters are not for the ears of the young and some of my charges are wounded. For most it was their love of the Forest that has brought them under its eaves, not wrong intentions. I would ask that they be released and that their punishment be overseen by their elders."

"I pledge that I will remain here until you are satisfied of our good will and assured of the respect that the guardians of Hogwarts hold for your domain." 

Thus, Dumbledore offered himself to the Forest.

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

After locating Professor McGonagall, Nimue had undertaken to fulfil her other task - find Professor Snape. He had not been in the Great Hall but within the Potions classroom working. She had advised him quickly of the events in the Forest and of Dumbledore's message. Then she had followed him back upstairs. Focused on the matter to hand, he didn't appear to notice her continued presence.

She had expected him to dismiss her at any point though she couldn't just go and sit down as if nothing was wrong with her friends and Professor Dumbledore in danger. She trusted that she could at least watch at the edge of the Forest.

As they neared the forest, the earthquake struck. As the ground began to shake beneath their feet, Snape's glittering eyes narrowed to slits.  "Miss Hawkwood - back inside the castle.  As quickly as you can.  Now."

His tone of voice invited no argument.  Steadying himself, and setting his lips in a thin, determined line, he hurried into the forest and to the designated area.  He took in the events with a calculating glance and stood, feet firmly planted and slightly apart to enable him to retain balance, his arms folded across his chest.

He kept a careful distance, watching the circle and noting with a smile of satisfaction that there were evidently no Slytherins involved in the incident.  Ravenclaw and Gryffindor would be losing more house points that night, he'd be willing to bet.

**********

Raphael, as soon as Dumbledore had come and the attack had halted, had started to back off from the others. The sudden need - to fight - to defend the girl - to kill - to keep the girl from harm - to kill and reap lifeblood - faded, being replaced instead by pain.

He didn't realise that his shoulder muscles were torn and bleeding, profusely. He didn't realise that most of the small bones in his fingers of his left hand were broken. He wasn't aware of the fact that as soon as he was able to think about it, he would be unable to cogitate through the pain and blood-fever that was already wracking his body.

No, there was another kind of pain seeping through his body. All through him. Like he was made of acid. And as he staggered a little, and fell into the shadow of a beech nearby, leaning on it with his right shoulder without thinking, he was doing something to not think about it.

"I am a stranger in the eyes of the maker," he started. "I could not see for the fog in my eyes, I could not feel for the fear in my life," he sung to himself, and then, he was in his memories of happiness: he was on the porch, Rose and Father had finished, and he had got out his fathers guitar, and just once the old man smiled at him playing the old tune...

"From across the great divide," Raphael sang to himself, and then he was safe at home, in another forest, somewhere... "in the distance I saw a light," he went on, and the pain was forgotten as his hands struggled to remember the chords.

But then - memories of rain lashing down on him as fire.

And he had forgotten the tune, one of his favourite, but... the next line... it went... "walking to me," he went on, humming as he remembered and the pain receded. But it wouldn't go, not this time: everything burned, real and in his mind, he was in a seething mass of flame as the rain... as the rain... and flame was in his core too, scorching him... "with..." he struggled on, and his eyes started to cloud over, "the maker..." and he could see the song, before him... the light in the distance... "when time broke down," he finished, and then, he let himself go towards the light, to his maker...?

Falling over, dead to the world and silent as he fell in to the bushes out of sight of the others. And into the arms of Zephyr.

Sarah was still seeking Raphael - having seen Professor Snape enter the woods with determination, she headed in the same direction but keeping well, well back from the Potions Master.

She hoped that if she couldn't find Raphael that perhaps Zephyr would be lurking about and guide her. Could the capricious angel help him? She wasn't sure but she had no intention of not finding her friend.

Raphael didn't remember much of the flight back out of the forest, except for one bit. He was too busy being somewhere else, somewhere happy: his body and soul tired, it had abandoned reality. The only time -

Zephyr muttered to himself. The master, his idiot -  or was it the other way around? - had tried to pull back, to go deeper in the forest. Zephyr knew vaguely what Raph was looking for, but - "damn that," he'd said cheerfully before bopping him over the head lightly and knocking him out again. Now, Raph was walking - if slowly and needing guidance, and to be honest, to be held up - but he was walking. With his eyes closed. What an improvement on the whole not walking thing, Zephyr thought to himself.

Now, where were they heading? Out?

Towards the teacher that was striding into the forest? Probably not. There were other people in the forest... lots of those gorgeous dryaddy things, Zephyr reminded himself, and for a moment contemplated going back to ask one of the elms on a date... not them for Raph, though... and there was...

He could see her in the distance. She was kinda cute, Zephyr had to admit to himself, no wonder the guys were all over her. And she did have a certain something... but she was terrible fiery... and in the song... in the song she was silver fire, amazing to hear... he didn't understand why she was what she appeared to be, but he didn't care either. She was a friend.

He wandered up to her in the forest and promptly dropped Raphael into her arms, where he groaned a bit. Zephyr couldn't help thinking his master would enjoy being carried about by Sarah - but still, the angel wrapped one of Raphael's arms around his neck. "wazzup?" he asked Sarah. "say, you don't know any of 'dose dryaddy girls numbers, do yah?"

And in Sarah's arms, Raphael woke for a second, mumbled: "did you get the number of that donkey cart?" before slipping back into unconsciousness. Zephyr grinned at Sarah and pointed towards the light, which just helpfully happened to be placed nearer the exit of the forest, and motioned for movement.

Sarah grinned at Zephyr, "Ya I might but hey, I'm sure a cute.. being like yourself doesn't need me to fix you up on a date. The dryads will be falling over each others roots to get you to roost in their branches."

She glanced at the semi-conscious Raphael. "I can probably handle him from here if you want to disappear. I wish Basil was as interesting a familiar as you."

She started moving in the suggested direction of out of the Forest.

***********

Nimue hadn't argued with Professor Snape's orders. She returned to the castle. She was anxious of

course and remained outside near the entrance watching the distance for sign of activity.

Luis Verga was making his way down to the Slytherin dungeons when the earthquake struck. Curiousity, of course, got the better of him and he decided to go back upstairs to investigate.

It would also be fun to watch the other students panicking. He had fun witnessing Hupi's bleeding spectacle; he would bet that watching an earthquake would even be more enjoyable.

Luis spotted Nimue Hawkwood standing close to the big front doors, looking at something far into the distance.

He walked up to her. "Hey," he said in greeting. "Something up with the forest again? You have that sort of look that tells me something's wrong."

He shrugged and waited for an answer.

Nimue turned her attention from the Forest to look at Luis, "Some students went into the Forest after the trials. I'm not sure how many. My friends and I went to look for them and were on our way out when something else happened. I am not sure quite what or who but there has been trespass deeper in the Forest's heart. The Forest spirits were very angry and have summoned the Headmaster. I think they 

caused the earthquake."

"They haven't returned. None of them. Dumbledore's still in there now and Professor Snape as well. He sent me back but I should be there not cosseted away..."

She paused and looked out again towards the darkness of the trees.

***********

The world flickered slightly and she was filled ki, life energy, that was not her own. Shinrei knew the source of this energy. Someone who had healed her before--

"Kathryn-san?" she whispered at a fuzzy figure before her. "Onegai...please...call Ri. Makura calls him Ri. He has the power to--"

She coughed and clutched Kat's arm, one last burst of strength, one final petition, a desperate move. Shinrei did not know that blood came out of her mouth and splattered on parts of Kat's robes. She could not see clearly anymore.

"Onegai--" she pleaded one last time, before she allowed herself to be embraced by the very warm, very comforting darkness, where there was no more pain.

Before her senses faded out of awareness, she could hear a distant voice saying: *Sakataki Ran is no more...no more...* Then it was dark.

Kat looked a little confused. Who was Shinrei talking about. Ri? Makura was the owl, but it would take time to find out where the owl was and then locate Ri.

She looked up to where Dumbledore and the Dryad were talking. She kept quiet, gently trying to heal as best she could. It was enough to keep Shinrei breathing... barely. There was nothing else she could do, until Dumbledore could get them away from there....

There was a long moment of almost total silence, even the leaves on the trees did not move.

"They may go" Said the Lord of the Forest, in his deep, grating voice. "We shall speak with you Dumbledore"

The throne bushes surrounding the clearing disappeared into the ground and reappeared around Dumbledore. The Spiders made a hasty retreat and the Ravens and Wolves felt a deep command that they should be elsewhere.

Even Marvo felt it. An overwhelming sense that they really should be someplace else.

"Everybody out NOW!" His voice had the authority of his training, something he is not often able to access. "Anyone need help? Come ON people, Let's make like a tree and... get the hell out of here!"

She cast her eye over her Ravens and, ignoring the other students, she settled her gaze upon Shinrei.  Her black eyes almost shone with a palpable anger and it was only the presence of Kat that saved the Japanese girl.

Branwen made no attempt to leave, and standing on the edge of the circle she said in a low, menacing voice "The girl is mine, she will pay for what she has done.  I ask you to release her to me, Gracious Forest Lord, it is just."

Kat looked up from where she was tending Shinrei. It didn't seem like Branwen, but then it did. "No, Branwen. Not here and now. Leave it for later. Let's just get out of here..."

Kat agreed with Marvo, they had to leave. She noticed that Snape had joined them too. Carefully she floated Shinrei and started towards Marvo. 

"Raphael, Andy, come on!"  She looked at the cream wolf, and gently said. "And you should 

probably leave too." She started to make her way back out of the forest...

Andy followed Kat. He didn't know where they were going and, frankly, he didn't even care. He was so confused about today's happenings that he didn't even bother to ask anyone any questions. 

Andy did know one thing. He felt horrible. Everything ached. He was getting weak. He was breathing heavier. He didn't feel well at all. Maybe it was because of all the excitement? He would have to rest when he got back to the common room.

He ignored it and continued to follow Kat. All he knew was that he wanted to get home and drink some nice hot tea. But what he didn't know was that wherever it may be, his pendant began to glow a deep dark red.

From within the circle of thorns, Dumbledore was aware that the students were moving away. He had a fairly good idea that Snape would not wish to leave him behind. While he deeply appreciated this, he could not chance the Forest Lord becoming further offended.

"Severus, do not remain on my account. See them all safely back to the school."

Snape scowled a little at Dumbledore, but took the order.  He bowed deeply to the Lord of the Forest, shot Dumbledore a look of mixed concern and irritation, then headed out to shepherd the foolish students back into the castle.

Continued in Next Transcript ………..

