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HP-Hogwarts Role Play – Transcript 44

Return from Forest and Morning 19 September 

Transcript 44 picks up the events after the forest and their aftermath just over two weeks ahead in time. It covers Message 12176 to about  with a few loose ends tied up.
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Return from the Forest

The cream wolf had watched as Shinrei was floated away and the other students began to leave. Quickly he left too. He headed in a different direction to the students and Snape. He looked up at Dumbledore as he left, and he was sure that the headmaster had winked at him...

Once out of the presence of all except the wolves he quickly found out what had been going on. The wolves had wanted retribution for the use of the Raven's eyeballs. Randal thought briefly of Branwen. If it hadn't been for her then he and the wolf pack would not have felt so moved to find the perpetrator and deal with them. She had seemed very strange in the forest. There was something a little unusual about her that he had still not worked out. He hoped she had left the forest with the other students.

Having found the truth of the matter Randal headed quickly for the edge of the forest, transforming back as he did. He was the first to leave the forest. He looked around to see who would come out next. He had a suspicion that whatever it was that Shinrei had been brewing was important. Now he knew the exact ingredients that she had laid out.

He headed towards the infirmary to warm Madame Pomfrey that she could expect a few casualties from the forest...

Kat noticed Snape bullying the other students out of the forest, and walked ahead of the group. She was eager to get Shinrei to the infirmary as quickly as possible. 

They quickly emerged at the edge of the forest. Kat headed straight for the infirmary, not stopping for anyone.

***********

A few minutes earlier Mahou came walking, rather angrily, up the hill to the school. She had felt the earthquake and had braced herself for it. Totter she did, but fall she did not.

Then she saw Nimue and Luis standing by the entrance to the school which looked out upon the Forest. Flare went her anger. Rather stomping up to Nimue, Mahou screamed in a rather loud voice, her arm slicing through the air in an angry, hopeless gesture. 

"How could ye *DO* this ta me?!" she shouted. She didn't care if Luis heard, she didn't care if he was there. She glared something terrible at Nimue, tears of frustration, humiliation, anger, and 
embarrassment pricked at her eyes. 

"How could ye! Ye didna ha'e ta save me from th' forest! Tha' be where I belong! Forbidden or no', at least when I was a tree, I was part o' somethin'! An' then a *human*," the word dripped from Mahou's lips like so much sweet acid, "like ye had ta come up an'.. an'.. the Spirit *Bowed* ta ye! A human!!" Her voice just louder at each utterance of the word human.

Wiping at her eyes, getting even more frustrated that she was crying, Mahou wanted to haul off and slap the girl before her. "I belonged, Nimue. When I was so much bark and leaf, I *belonged* somewhere.  Half Elf, half human, half witch, half elf-mage. I donnae belong anywhere! I'm no' sure I want ta belong wi' humans. No' sure at all." She walked up to Nimue, right in her face, her lime-green eyes blazing. "Ye shoulda left me there.. at least then I still woulda had some self-respect."

Next, she drew her arm back and let it fly.. attempting to smack Nimue right across the face.

Nimue had not been surprised that Mahou's anger had flared in her direction. It had been fairly obvious that she had somehow upset the half-elf girl back in the forest and now the reason for that had come out.

She hadn't had a chance to get a word in edgewise and didn't know if anything she could say would help anyway. She wasn't about to apologize for being who she was.

However, she had underestimated the depth of the girl's anger and therefore was unprepared for Mahou's blow.

She staggered slightly under the blow, her cheek reddening.

A sudden involuntary shudder ran through his body at the mention of the Forbidden Forest. And at this time of the night, too. It was no sweet moonlit escapade. Luis had gone through more than enough to know there was danger lurking, a danger that had never been so palpable until lately.

Students? Which students? By the look on Nimue's face, Luis would bet there were Gryffindors aplenty involved. The mere idea began to make his heart beat faster, thudding like a dull drum against his chest.

This was not that much fun anymore. He had no time to react when Mahou stalked forward and proceeded to scream at and slap Nimue. Instinct taking over, Luis reached into his robes and pointed his wand at Mahou in one smooth, almost graceful gesture.

"Predimienta." A restraining spell, mildly cast, enough to keep Mahou's hands at bay.

"Now is not the time for childish tantrums, hermanita," he said softly. "Whatever you did that for, I'm sure these reasons are insignificant to the threat in that Forest. The threat TO OUR CLASSMATES' LIVES lurking in that forest." He spoke with constrained yet deliberate emphasis, looking much older in the very serious cast of his face.

Nimue looked at Luis grateful for his intervention. She couldn't have put it better herself. She knew Mahou liked Luis - maybe she would listen to him.

"Luis, is right Mahou. I had no idea you wished to remain in the Forest but I do know that your transfiguration was not intended to offer you sanctuary from the human world. Myself and the others went into the woods because we were concerned not only for your safety but for your state of mind. Half-elf you may be but also human."

She turned to Luis, her face no less anxious, "Before Marvo and the others left to go deeper within the Forest, there was a message about another student being in some sort of trouble. Someone not with us. I 
don't know who or of what House but that wouldn't matter anyway. It is my hope that Dumbledore has been summoned to negotiate for their safe release." 

She knew that there were alternatives to this supposition, none which boded well at all.


Mahou looked at Luis, shocked, though one could barely tell through her anger. "I ne'er asked ye ta go lookin' fer me," she half-snarled, half whispered. "This may no' be th' time, Luis, but I *am* a child, remember? I'm no' older like ye." She sank to her knees, crying silently. "Human.. feh. More human than I'd like ta be.."

Not looking at the two, Mahou shivered, her clothes from the Quidditch match not welcome against the chilly evening. "I didna want anyone ta follow me inta th' forest. I didna want ta be saved.. half human or no'... I still be half elf. An' elves do ha'e a certain.. pride.." She sniffled as Blackfoot nudged her knee, and growled lowly at Luis for his spell. The half-elf felt like everyone was turning against her. She didn't know what to do.

~*Da.. why did ye make me come here...*~ she said aloud in elfin. ~*I donnae belong here..*~ She stayed there, in her sullen position.

A sudden movement was seen in the lake, and Alpha rose from the water. She liked to practice her skills and she felt completely at home in the water. She picked up her bathrobe and walked towards the entrance, where she saw Nimue, Luis and a blazing fury (Mahou). She just saw Mahou striking Nimue. 

She walked a little faster towards them. What was going on? As she approached the three, she heard Nimue say" ....my hope that Dumbledore has been summoned to negotiate for their safe release" . Questioningly Alpha looked at Nimue. Seeing Nimue so anxious Alpha became worried: "What's going on in here?"

Nimue looked to Alpha. Her appearance had broken the tension some and she realized that nothing was reaching Mahou. She was too locked into her own misery.

Nimue recalled times when she had been similarly too caught up in her dramas to recognize the value of friendship. She realized that she had grown a lot in the past year.

"There has been some trouble again in the Forbidden Forest. The Lord of the Forest is angry and has summoned the Headmaster. I am not sure who is still there or who....."

She realized that in the interim some figures had left the forest and noted them enter the castle via a different entrance. One she thought was Kat and definitely it appeared at least one was severely injured in some way as their body was being floated.

She couldn't see well enough to see who it was.. "Oh no...."

Luis had given Alpha a nod when she arrived. Another presence would be helpful in calming Mahou down. He hoped.

He swished his wand to the left, murmuring, "Abrumpo predimiento," releasing Mahou from the restraining spell now that the Irish girl seemed too caught up in her own self-induced misery to throw another screaming fit.

He looked at Blackfoot the Fox by his feet. "I'm sorry, pumpkin," he said to the fox, "but a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do."

Nimue's declaration made him follow her gaze at the group in the distance. "Anyone from Slytherin? Gryffindor?" he asked tentatively, squinting through the darkness.

Mahou, still in her kneeling position, turned her head at the sound of the concerned voices above her. She leaped to her feet when she recognised the floating figure.

"Shinrei!" she cried. She grabbed Luis's hand and stared into his eyes, her own full or worry. "Shinrei be th' one tha's floatin' there... I think she's bein' taken up ta th' infirmary!" With her elfin sight, Mahou was able to see who it was in the darkness. It was a little fuzzy because of her human side, but she still had enough elfin-ness to see her clearer than a normal human.

Putting aside her smouldering anger, she hoped now to help Shinrei. And later to apologise to Nimue and the others.. especially Dumbledore for going in there in the first place..

"Shinrei!" exclaimed Nimue.  "Of course, you're right - your eyesight is undoubtedly keener than ours. The entrance they've gone in will be closer to the Infirmary. If you want to go and see how she is...."

Nimue felt it best she not accompany them. Not that she didn't feel concern about Shinrei but with the situation between she and Mahou she thought a cooling off period was needed. 

"Shinrei?" Luis echoed in disbelief. He squinted, long enough to watch the group from the forest enter the castle and quickly disappear from sight.

It was as if someone had drawn an invisible spear and stabbed it right through him, straight through the chest. He could not breathe.

"She has to be okay, right?" he babbled incoherently to Mahou, gripping the girl's hands as if he could draw air from her. "I mean, you saw her still breathing. I'm pretty sure I did."

He went on to utter several more phrases in mixed Spanish and Portuguese, then he quickly released Mahou with a thankful squeeze on her shoulder. "I'll be seeing you, hermanita," he said to her, "ladies," and absently to Nimue and Alpha. "I have to go."

Luis turned and sped towards the infirmary as if the hounds of Hell were on his heels.

Alpha looked with amazement as Luis ran from them to the other entrance. She shook her head, looking questioningly at Nimue and Mahou. "What  is going on here?" she muttered to herself. She drew her bathrobe a bit closer. The evening air at Hogwarts was a bit chilly.

"I think I'm going inside," she said "are you coming too? Maybe one of you can tell me all about what happened in the forest. I heard the merpeople in the lake making a lot of noise and I saw that they were scared, but I can't understand them."

"I'll stay out here until I know the Headmaster is safe." Nimue shivered in the night air, "Something is going on and I don't think it is just to do with the Forest. It is the Land itself and while I may be young I still feel its disturbance within my being."

"The Forest Lord said he had been awakened by the stirring of an ancient Evil. That doesn't sound like your usual dark wizard or anything similar and if the merpeople are scared too...."

She didn't finish her thought but looked back towards the trees, "Maybe you should tell Dumbledore when he returns?"  

"Yes, ok." Alpha said shivering. "But I'm going to take a quick shower and dress myself properly before I see Professor Dumbledore. I'll be here as soon as I can. Will you give me a warning if he comes? She grinned at Nimue. "Please don't summon me, but use another spell, please?" She quickly disappeared into the castle and went down to her dorm.

**********

Once inside the hospital wing Kat put Shinrei on a bed for Madame Pomfrey. She was then hustled out again, being told that students who weren't ill were going to be in the way.

Madame Pomfrey examined Shinrei. This was a similar condition to when she had been admitted before. It had been something that Madame Pomfrey had not seen before, and had not got a very good cure for. Professor Snape might have a potion of some sort that would help. 

Quickly she set up a barrier around Shinrei to stop students entering. She knew what these students were like. They would be here soon disturbing her and trying to do all sorts of spells to revive her
patient. This condition needed to be monitored carefully without interference. Shinrei was breathing... just. And Madame Pomfrey intended to keep her alive.

*********

Professor McGonagall had watched as the students started to emerge from the forest. She looked at Jian in the full body bind. 

"It looks as though your services of the latest 'adventuring hero' are not needed," she commented
sarcastically to Jian. "So I think you can head straight to the infirmary and get yourself seen to. I
take it you will go on your own, I won't have to accompany you?"

She gave him a scowling look over her glasses as she released the body bind on him.

Jian gasped for air the moment the body bind was released. How he tried to struggle while caught in the very powerful spell, how desperately helpless he felt. It was like the flood, drowning but still breathing, but one knew, sooner or later, the gods would decide
his fate.

If there was one thing Hupi Jian-Ri hated, it was the feeling of helplessness. This very fear drove him,
Since childhood, to prove that he could be in control of everything in his life. Everything.

"Xiexie," he told the teacher quietly, still breathing heavily. "Thank you, Professor. Accompanying me is not necessary. I know where the infirmary is. I can still walk, yes."

He managed to stagger to his feet. Then he coughed, sending sprays of dark-red blood to the floor and on Dylan, who was standing close by.

It was at that point that Dylan interjected.  "No worries, Professor McGonagall, ma'am. I'll make sure he gets there," Dylan told her quickly, responding to what he saw as something of his duty. After all, he'd been there when this whole mess with Jian had started tonight, might as well finish it out.

"An' I will," he muttered to Jian, sotto voce. "D' y' want a hand?"

Jian attempted to smile his own lopsided version of a smile. "Yes. For that-" he gasped out- "I would be
most grateful to you."

As if to punctuate his statement, his body jerked forward and more blood dripped to the floor, this time
coming out of his... ..at first he did not know where...

Something warm was on his face, streaming down his cheeks like tears. He reached up, touching his own skin gingerly, afraid of the worst.

He was bleeding from his eyes.

When he looked up, a few students passing nearby saw his face. Then they screamed and ran.

Dylan, however, merely swore softly, and taking Jian's arm, snaked it around his shoulders to give the other boy some support while walking. "Jus' stick wi' me, here, an' I'll get y' right down t' Madame Pomfrey," he said, doing his best to keep his tone even and not betray his concern as he helped Jian walk out of the Great Hall and towards the Infirmary. "She's patched me up plenty o' times, 
she'll help you, no worries."

"That is a comfort to...to hear.." Jian said haltingly. "Thank you, Dylan."

He allowed himself to be assisted. There was no other way he could walk without crashing into a wall or into another person. As they walked, Jian kept his head down, so that no one could really see how badly he was losing blood. From his eyes, of all places.

For the first time, he wondered why he got so ill all of a sudden. Right after that blast at the Great
Hall...everything had gotten worse. There was a bad taste in his soul, almost greater than fear in the way it threatened to consume him.

And where was //she//? Was she still in the forest? Somehow, he could not feel her qi around...what if she was-

He cut his train of thought. That just was not possible. No.


Last out of the Forest was Marvo, looking a bit dishevelled, obviously he hadn't returned the same way as the others, and who knows what had happened.

"Right" He said, not no one and everyone "All clear? lets go report!"

Spotting Professor McGonagall he went over to her and advised her of the present situation.

********

There was no conversation as Dylan guided the bleeding Jian to the hospital wing.  From the looks of both of them, it seemed as if they'd been in the middle of World War III, Dylan splattered with Jian's blood.  But he had faith in Madame Pomfrey and her magical cures, even if the potions did taste like old socks.

As he stepped in the door of the hospital wing, Dylan called softly, "Walkin' wounded for y', ma'am."

She was there. It was his first realisation when he and Dylan entered the Hospital Wing. Her qi was very faded, very faint, but it was there.

Jian tried to actually catch a glimpse of her, but his efforts were to no avail. They had curtains around

her, powerful magical barriers, too. But she was there.

One of Madame Pomfrey's nurses went over to attend to him, clucking with concern. Jian hesitantly stepped forward, to say something, that he did not understand why he had gotten ill so suddenly.

No words came.

He swallowed and drew away from the nurse, as if remembering something that mattered more than his own life. He reached into his robes and drew out the yin and yang pendant.

He pressed the silver-black ornament into Dylan's hands before the other boy could react. "I think," he

said, his accent so thick and his breathing so heavy that the words weren't so clear , "it is best you keep it, my friend, while I-"

He did not get to finish his statement. Jian Hupi simply froze with a burst of white light radiating from his bloodied body. He then slid limply to the floor, as if he was a phoenix who had just died. He would not awaken for a week.

In Dylan's hand, the silver-black pendant was no longer silver-black. It had turned the colour of the

darkest midnight.

*********

Severus Snape was naturally intrigued by Shinrei Hikari's condition and after completing his appointed task of ensuring the students were out of the Forest, he headed for the Infirmary. 

He had of course been presented with a list of the possible ingredients in the Gryffindor girl's potion by the Headmaster. From that list he had formulated some ideas about the nature of the Chishio draught - it was without doubt an interesting potion. 

The incident in the woods now presented the perfect opportunity  to confront the girl about her activities - if she survived. 

"Madame Pomfrey" he announced without ceremony on his arrival, "have you had an opportunity to examine Miss Hikari?"

Madame Pomfrey looked up from her charge. She noted that Jian and Dylan were also waiting for attention. She directed one of her nurses to take care of Jian while she attended to Professor Snape.

"I have examined Shinrei, yes. I am a little confused as to the actual cause though..."

Randal, who had been lurking near the door since he had brought the advance warning of the injured students. Madame Pomfrey had not really noticed him once Shinrei had arrived and had not, therefore banished him.

"Sir, I might be able to shed a little light on the situation. You are aware of the list of ingredients I gave the headmaster..." He did not wait for confirmation. "Well Shinrei was in the process of trying to brew again. Apparently she seemed in a hurry, but urgent. There were a few things that I missed in the initial analysis..."

Randal handed Snape the list. "I don't know whether this will help with her current state, but it 

might be important, sir."

He looked up hopeful that he had hoped in someway. Madame Pomfrey watched interested to see if Snape made anything of the additional information.

Snape smiled slightly at this unexpected turn of events. He surveyed Randal's notes and nodded.

"A most fortuitous find Mr Fudge. This will save a great deal of time. I think I see a pattern emerging in the ingredients but there is something I need confirmed."

He turned to Madame Pomfrey, "I should like you to examine Miss Hikari for signs of wounds, especially in the region of the hara - the area about her navel. We will withdraw to allow privacy." 

Indeed, Snape suspected from the name Shinrei had used to describe the potion as well as her need to brew it herself rather ask for assistance that she was adding her own blood to it - blood ritually extracted.  

Madame Pomfrey examined Shinrei again and then called the two back. "It is very interesting. It appears that there are a large number of small knife wounds. Some are far older than others."

She looked concerned and a little surprised. "It is almost as if she has been performing self-mutilation!"

Even her words portrayed her disbelief.

"Not almost, Madame Pomfrey! Miss Hikari undoubtedly has been and for some time it appears." Snape's voice remained detached almost clinical. 

"Her own blood was the final and most potent ingredient. Extracted most likely in ritual conditions. I now believe this so-called Chishio draught served as some kind of suppressant for the bleeding witnessed on a few occasions. Without the draught she will die very quickly."

He slightly shook his head, "Whatever has caused her to bleed out in this manner goes very deep. The Chishio does more than stop the bleeding but without speaking to her frankly it is a matter of supposition as to what those may be. Whatever, I doubt there is any known cure."

He paused, "I cannot recreate the draught but I can hold back the bleeding and keep her alive....over time I may be able to find something....to assist."

He sounded unsure because he was. Yet it was a challenge to his skills as a Potions Master to address this problem and find a solution.

"I will return shortly." With that he swept out of the Infirmary and headed towards the dungeons.

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

For a while after everyone left the forest remained silent.

But then the thorn bushes surrounding Dumbledore parted and the Headmaster bowed to the figure of the Lord of the Forest and turning began to make his way back towards Hogwarts

"Dumbledore" The voice of the Lord of the Forest called out. Dumbledore turned

"The elf child" It said

"Yes. Mahou Amberstone?" Replied Dumbledore

"She has power, and courage. Add to this respect and understanding and she will indeed be worthy. We will be watching her. We will inform her if we are pleased.... Or displeased"

Dumbledore nodded

"And Remember Dumbledore. That which has awakened will be a danger to the Flesh as it is to the Green. The Elements are stirring. A Parliament will soon be called. You have been warned"

With that the body of the Lord of the Forest seemed to decompose and return to the earth.

Once more Dumbledore nodded. And continued his way out of the Forest. He had much to consider.

Returns to Ravenclaw

Zephyr had looked at Sarah for one second, unsure, and then released Raphael into her arms. He reasoned it was the best idea. And then - he melted back into the shadows, heading towards the castle a different way, leaving her alone with Raphael.

Who, as they struggled back towards the castle, wasn't in the best possible condition. He was raving, for one thing.

He was somewhere else, for the moment, and his words reflected that, but wherever he was, it was better then here: "I could not see - for in my - eyes - feel for fear - across - divide - light - maker - the maker -" he hummed to himself, walking with the quiver of a leaf in his arms and body, stumbling with pain and confusion, his eyes open a dark slit, and Sarah unable to see the colour of them.

And his forehead was on fire - he had a temperature, a fever.

But, when inside the castle, they reached the safety of the steps, and Raphael saw the stairway which headed eventually to their common room, he seemed to revive a little, pulling Sarah towards it with strength that was surprising. Away from the stairs that led to the infirmary. And under his breath, he muttered, and wrapped his arms around her more, and clutched his head, and whispered: "to Nathaniel, to bed, to Nathaniel, to bed..."

"Come on then." said Sarah. 

Raphael was very warm to the touch but she wasn't going to try to force him to see the School Nurse. Once he was upstairs, Nathaniel could help her see if he was hurt. 

She was deeply anxious to see Nathaniel to make sure he was all right as well. She looked at the stairs - well this was going to be fun.

The trip up the stairs was long, admittedly, climbing up to the tower, slipping in, and Raphael wasn't really aware of much. He was in that place where when you walk, it's not about where you are going or what you pass, its about the floor under your feet, and the endless motion, one two three, step step step. On and on, up and up.

And the close presence of Sarah was just enough to keep him going.

But then, as soon as they made it into the common room, and he turned to Sarah, absently kissing a thank you on to her cheek, he staggered towards the fire and sat on the rug in front of it, shivering and shaking like a beast in pain. He could see Nathaniel, right there.

Nathaniel was in a chair, looking. Just looking. Raphael, in the split second he had by the fire before Nathaniel responded, knew that the other was as freaked as he was... but... as the friendly presence of the common room revived him... he realised...

He needed water. He was so thirsty. "Could - I have a - gl - glass of wa -ter?" he asked, through the shudders, and his fever burning eyes reflected his need. But - he needed - he needed - he - couldn't feel - later – later he'd have to -

Nathaniel was aware of nothing but the fire - the red gold fire in the hearth and the blue green fire in the heart - until he felt Sarah and Raph arrive in the common room; deserted by everyone curious to find out what was happening.

He blinked a long slow blink that drove the shadows from his eyes, and looked down at Raphael sitting on the rug. Nathaniel's gaze went straight to Raphael's left hand - never knowing quite why.

Raph's hand looked, for lack of a better word, mangled.

Nathaniel didn't know why, but he was relieved to see that he still had a hand at the end of his wrist to look mangled.

"I see you've gotten into a scrape or two since we last met." The words came easily to his lips, too easily; as though they had been said before and had been destined to be said again. He scooted down off the chair to sit companionably close to Raphael, concern in his green eyes. "Ah, Raphael.... you shouldn't have gone there. If you go there again, I fear it'll be the death of you."

He closed his eyes for a long moment. He didn't know what to do. The fear of helplessness washed over him.

Failure to help friends again.

Loss.

Heartache.

The labyrinth.

The beast that was his fear stalking him.

"Help me." he whispered so softly he didn't know if anyone heard him. "Help me, dammit..."

A rustle of white cloth, white feathers, blonde hair blowing in the breeze.

Nathaniel turned his head. Saw Sarah.

Jagged pieces in his mind started to click together. "The horse that was bone now is black." he murmured. "I give you health, without any fee. Say ouch, Raphael."

And for a little while, that which was Nathaniel Greenleigh went away.

When he came back, he was kneeling on the hearthrug with one arm around Raphael to steady him, and his other hand was wrapped loosely around Raphael's left wrist. Their robe sleeves were pushed back to the elbow. Raphael's hand was still bruised but there was a definite lack of 'mangled'.

Nathaniel felt weak. Dizzy. He knew what he had done.

He had plunged both their hands deep into the fire, into the flames that should have scorched and instead had soothed; their gentle caress healing and not hurting.

There wasn't so much as a speck of soot on either of their hands, far less the crisped effect that overcooked flesh usually acquired.

Healing fire.

"I'm afraid that I never got round to learning to heal properly." he found himself saying. "You ought to get this looked at properly, but that will have taken the edge off."

Who had put these words in his mouth?

Nathaniel did the only thing his mental state could cope with. He fainted.

*********

Zidane Summers made his way down from the Ravenclaw boys' dormitory, still in a daze. The broom-burning incident during Seeker trials had taken a lot out of him, as if he had ran a full marathon without
stopping.

He was extremely grateful that he wasn't injured, just badly shaken, resulting to him being released from the Hospital Wing after a dose of potion that would make him feel better.

The potion, as it turned out, made him sleep all through dinner.

Having just awakened, with red hair standing in all possible directions, he tried to find his way down to
the Common Room to ask around for sweets to calm his growling stomach.

He saw Sarah and Raphael. "'Evening, guys," he greeted them, yawning, "has anyone got some Chocolate-"

He forgot what he was going to say when he saw the person sprawled on the floor. "Nat?!? What's going on?"

To Raphael is was like some surrealists painting, a movement of stretching and gripping, then an area of twisted features, and then back into the understanding.

He'd struggled, for just a second, when Nathaniel had gripped and guided his broken left hand towards the flame, especially touching the torn muscles on his shoulder, but then -

Authority. Nathaniel radiated authority. And for a moment, Raphael knew that Nathaniel was the mage, and he the apprentice, and he yielded to the flame. However much the grounded rational part of him ranted.

After, it was like a fever had passed, and the events were blurred: a look from Sarah, twisted hands and memory departed beauty, touching flame to flame, fire to fire. Even as his hand plunged into the fire, the memory slipping as his eyes refocused on to the moment once again, all Raphael could remember was looking at Sarah, and seeing in her the incandescence of the pyre.

But then, he was back in the normal world, and Nathaniel was hitting the ground, and what little memory slipped again into the darkness, and Zidane was coming down the steps, and Raphael was very confused and very sore. His hand was a little better, his shoulder worse, but -

his mind sprung into action, trying to ignore the illogic of it all. "Zidane - he's fainted - I think just a bit of a reaction - we've had a bad night - he's a bit shook up - could you get us some water?" Then Raphael did a double take, and his mind caught up a little. 

"You alright?" he asked Zidane, who he had only previously seen falling in a ball of fire to the

ground. He seemed okay. It was remarkable. "Er... there is... sandwich... by a jug of water... up in our common room, on Nathaniel's bedside table thing... if you want to...?" he asked Zidane, before turning his attention back to Nathaniel.

"Should we put his feet over his head?" he asked Sarah, not really an expert at coping with this kind of thing.

It was as if Raphael had seen a ghost, Zidane thought as the other boy did a double take. He grinned sheepishly, hoping to lighten the atmosphere, making feeble gestures at trying to flatten his upright red hair.

"Yeah, I'm fine. I took a potion at the hospital wing, went back up here and went straight to sleep. Guess I missed dinner, huh?" Zidane turned and gave Sarah a wink. "I heard about the team results the moment I woke up. Congratulations, you two. And thanks for the rescue." He blushed slightly, thinking he looked goofy.

After one last attempt to flatten his hair, Zidane looked at Nathaniel more closely. "Sure I could fetch

you the water, but may I suggest you bring him downstairs to the infirmary or something?" He shrugged and then half-grinned again. "It sure was an exciting day, huh? Well, okay, be back in a sec."

Sarah had watched Nathaniel handle the situation fascinated by the way in which he just took charge. She seemed herself to have passed for a few moments into almost a trance and something started to stir in the back of her mind at his strange words - and then slept again.

She had almost cried out when he had taken Raphael's hand and plunged their hands into the heart of the fire - but she did not. Rather she watched fascinated by the flames and by the magic which Nathaniel had wrought. Fire that did not destroy. Fire that healed. How? 

Then it was over and Nathaniel had said something about getting Raphael's hand looked at properly and then had fainted away.

"Put his feet over his head? No, I don't think so Raphael. If he was sitting down and feeling faint we could get him to put his head between his knees but in this sort of situation...."

She went and sat close to Nathaniel and gently stroked his head while Raphael spoke to Zidane, "I think the water is a good idea but not to throw at him or anything. He'll come around in a minute... I hope."

Zidane nodded to his classmates and made his way back upstairs to fetch the water and the other stuff.

Raphael did his best to make Nathaniel comfortable, praying that he'd wake up, hoping, thinking, and waiting for Zidane to come back. For something to show on Nathaniel's face. Anything. Why had he fainted?

But then - Where was he?

Slowly, suddenly unaware of the fact that he was in the common room, Raphael let his stare glance around as if the place was new to him. And his shoulder was painful, both like rough cloth on a graze as well as if it had been wrenched apart. His hand hurt too, a dull ache like he'd had in his leg

All after breaking it when he was eleven, healing but still so aching painful.

And Sarah and he were with Nathaniel in the common room. And Nathaniel had fainted.

Raphael turned to Sarah. "Sarah - what's going on - what happened - we got on the team - but - then the lake - and then - what?" he asked her. He was about to go, trying to remember more, when his hands started snaking around his belt, trying to find something that wasn't there.

His pouch. "Where's my pouch? I had it a second - a minute - I had it just - "

My lonely love......

My lonely love......

What will happen to me...

What will happen to me...

When you are gone..

There was music in his heart, in his head, in his darkest dreams of the black horse and the apple tree knoll.

I'm frightened..

what will God do to me..

what will God do to me..

When I'm all alone...

Child....

I Won't be..

gone...

see I am with you so..

He was standing alone under the tree.  The horse was cropping the grass idly a few paces away from him.

And in your soul..

the calling of you heart..

has brought me home..

Shall I kiss you free...

Shall I give you a taste..

of what I'm dreaming for..

There was a soft wind, a gentle breeze that tugged at his robes, played in his hair, rippled the grass at his feet and caressed the cornfields in the distance.  For the first time there was more in this dream than just the apple tree knoll and the horse.

You are my....

Only love...

You are my...

softest love...

my....

only...

only... love.

And then he stirred, and woke, and left that place of trees and horses and cornfields far behind; and he opened his green eyes and saw in the same glance both Sarah and Raphael. And Nathaniel knew he was safe.

Our Raphael was somewhere else. Now doing something else, just then. In that moment before awoke. Before Nathaniel's soul was stirred. Him searching for a rough pouch lost. Here looking crimson dried blood wood. Away a darkness past locked tight. Away a darkness dark burn bright.

His fire did heal, his flame did soothe. His flame did call, away the brink. Therefore abyss a void did call. Before abyss its call did fail. Entreat the other to come home. Entreat the elder, old man's song. Come back to here the old man will. Come back to here our old man did.

Sarah looked at the boys and said quietly, "You both are shot through with a wild magic."

She then smiled, "Come on Raphael. You need that hand seen to. Bound up and some goo put on it. Nathaniel, will you stay here or come for walk with us?"

Zidane had groggily found his way upstairs to the dormitory. He remembered Raph mentioning something about a sandwich. Good, he could use one if ever there was extra.

But after a rather thorough search of the room, he could not see a single crumb. Sighing, he filled a large goblet with water from a pitcher and went back downstairs.

He was surprised and relieved to see Nathaniel awake. Zidane smiled and handed the water to him. "Here you go, Nat," he said, "looks like you need it."

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

Once the excitement of the first day of term and the Quidditch trials had passed, the school quickly settled. The students both old and new began to settle down as well into the familiar routines.

Of course, there was still concern about some of the events of that night - such things are not forgotten with the dawning of a new day.

Professor Dumbledore had announced the next morning that the Forbidden Forest was to be regarded as 'strictly and utterly out of bounds'. Students caught there would be subject to disciplinary action as well as loss of House Points.

Shinrei Hikari remained in the Hospital Wing under the care of Madame Pomfrey and Professor Snape. Snape's potion kept Shinrei alive. However, she stayed unconscious.

********** 

A day after the incident in the Forest, a very enraged Hades Lagrand reached Hogsmeade by Apparition and then went to Hogwarts where he met his son Nathan and had a thorough talk with him. Although most of the rather loud and hostile conversation was held in French, most people could guess it was about Nathan's participation in Quidditch.

As it turned out later, it also was about the things that happened in the Forest. A Hufflepuff who accidentally overheard a conversation between Dumbledore and Hades Lagrand quoted Hades, "Once more you have proven that this school is not safe for its pupils, and I have no choice but draw the consequences. I'm sure Morticia will like it at Beauxbatons since her twin sister is there - they enjoyed seeing each other so much during the last holidays. Nimue has barely started school, so the transfer will be easy for her. As for Nathan, he is obviously in for trouble. I should never have sent him here, knowing how much freedom the children get here when he really needs strict rules for his own benefit. I have engaged a private tutor who will ensure Nathan will finish his education as well as he can."

As Hades walked away, Dumbledore looked rather sad. Later he called the two older Lagrands to say good bye to them.

The day after, Hades left the school with his three children. The Slytherins had spent most of the night saying good-byes to Morticia and Nathan. Morticia was sobbing intensely, Nimue also sniffled and wiped some tears off her face. Nathan walked with tight lips. He looked very pale and furious and never once looked at his father, nor did he answer when spoken to. 

A Ministry car was waiting for them in Hogsmeade and they left the area of the school. Drake Brixton, assistant teacher for Muggle Studies, looked very distressed at seeing them leaving. He watched until they were no longer visible, then went into the library and spent the next few weeks reading books and writing letters to Nathan unless he had to hold classes.

Nathaniel in the Garden of Good & Evil

At midnight in the Ravenclaw dorm, some night in the week that has passed. 

Raphael thrashed back and forth in the bed, slowly waking Nathaniel, until he fell completely out of it with a sob, on to the floor. And there he rolled, under his bed, and in the silence, Nathaniel could feel his shaking even through the distance between them.

Nathaniel slid out from the covers of his own bed next to Raph's and dropped to the floor.

"Raph?  You awake?"  he asked softly in the velvety darkness.

"Yeah," came the reply, and the voice was shaky: full of tremors. "I was... dreaming." But the words were sticking, they weren't right. A nightmare. That was the word.

Nathaniel didn't say anything for a long moment.  "It's cold, Raph, come on up to surface level."

Raphael didn't move, he couldn't face it for a moment, because it wasn't cold down here: surrounded by wood, closed in, he was safe. But - 

In the end, he rolled out, and grabbed his covers and wrapped himself up, and sat down on the end of his own bed, hugging his legs tight and staring into space.

"I'll get hot chocolate."  Nathaniel scuffed into his slippers and pulled his heavy dressing gown on over the T-shirt and jogging pants he usually slept in.  "Want anything to munch?"

A nod was his reply, although Raphael didn't move much, his posture tight and enclosed, unable to relax.

"Anything in particular you fancy?"

The question seemed to pull Raphael out of his memories of the nightmare a little, pulling him out of the tight ball. "Perhaps," he murmured, "just something bready?"

"I'll see what I can find."  Nathaniel slipped out of the door, half certain that when he got back, Raph would be hiding under the bed again.

While he was gone, even just for the moment, Raphael felt the nightmare start to crowd around him again, stalks of trees looking down on him with malevolent gazes. He remembered running - not being able to stay on the porch - not being able to find somewhere to hide - screams - and the trees, crowding in and grabbing at him, trying to tear him apart.

Starting to shake again, Raphael slipped off the bed and went under, and curled into his blankets.

Fifteen minutes later Nathaniel returned with a tray, which he set on the bedside table, and then bent to peek under Raph's bed. "Hey there." he said softly.

Raphael's eyes were open, but his movements were stiff as he forced himself to get out from under the bed. He didn't like sitting on the beds – so exposed - he sat on his covers and leant against his bed.

Nathaniel sat companionably close next to him and handed him a large mug full of hot chocolate and a bread roll so freshly baked that it was still warm and the butter had melted into it.

"Thanks, old man," muttered Raphael, and slowly started to munch on the hot food, looking into the bed opposite and trying not to look at the shapes of shadows on the roof.

"Want to talk about it?"  Nathaniel offered after a few more minutes had slid by in hot bread and chocolate, sipping at his own drink.

Did he want to talk about it? Raphael never found out. The words were there - coming spilling out - without control.

"Woods. The porch of the house. Trussed up in rope. Running," he muttered, indistinctly.

Nathaniel put his mug back on the tray and gently extracted the mug from Raphael's hands.  They were shaking so much that it was a wonder he hadn't spilled his drink everywhere.

But the shaking boy didn't notice, there was nothing that could calm his hands here, nothing he could reach out and grab, so he slowly hugged into himself. "There was - the sound - there was - a fiddler in the woods."

Nathaniel put his arm around Raphael's shoulders.

Raphael looked up to the other, and Nathaniel could feel the fear in his eyes, fear overwhelming the other. "I can't remember if - "

"You don't have to."  Nathaniel said soothingly.  "You don't have to remember.  Let it slide."

Raphael nodded emptily at the others words, letting his head start to fall, struggling against the quaking that flooded him. But the questions wouldn't go away. "Was he a fiddler... or was he...?" he started, trailing off to nothing but shameful terror.

"Was he what, Raphael?"  Nathaniel cradled the other boy close, holding him as closely as he would Sarah.  Raphael was more than trusted.  There was no harm in letting him close to him.  Everyone else could stay at arms length.

On words he stumbled, failed to say. Only one image stayed with him, and he couldn't look at it, not at all. Trying. Trying to see. The struggle was obvious to Nathaniel. "Was he a - " Raphael started.

But he couldn't look.

Through the forest.

Through the dark.

Figure in the firewind.

Figure in the shards.

Holding -

Holding -

"Holding - " he whispered.

The words, the tune slid into Nathaniel's head.

"Cause I'm a picker

I'm a grinner

I'm a lover

And I'm a sinner

I play my music in the sun

I'm a joker

I'm a smoker

I'm a midnight toker

I sure don't want to hurt no one "  

Nathaniel sang softly, without quite knowing why.  The sliding mellow song that could soothe if Raph let it.

Sitting, entranced. Listening, and calm. Raphael watched the other, and nodded when the music finished, because it was true. He'd been the wanderer in the forest. He was the one who watched as the fae fell from the trees as dusts of light. He was one who saw.

Guitar.

"Why did he play a guitar?" Raphael asked the other, the fear of the question there, softly. The fear of the answer.

"Who played the guitar, Raph?"

Who played the guitar? He knew the answers. They tore him apart.

"There is no beginning," Raphael started, the sound of tune in his breath. "There is no end. There is only change. Progression, backwards, is this where we are heading?" he sung to Nathaniel, the words of the song in rhythm to a guitar far away. "Take back your soul, forget your - forget your - " but then the tune stopped. "I can't remember the last line," Raphael admitted to Nathaniel, his eyes burning as if fevered but his voice without tremor.

Nathaniel stared off into the darkness.  The words came slipping back easily.   Music was part of  Nathaniel's blood by now.

"Progression backwards is this where we are heading - take back your soul forget your emptiness.   There is a thin line between what is good and what is evil; and I will take you down that line but I feel unstable.." he sang just as quietly.

"Emptiness," repeated Raphael tonelessly, and the look was there again, unbending fear. Could Nathaniel see the figure on the hillside in his eyes, Raphael wondered, could he see its face? And the thought was ice in his mind.

"Is that what you're afraid of?"  the question soft in the mostly dark.

Raphael's hands were shaking. No sweat broke on his forehead but the ice-fire of his eyes in the darkness burned a silence into Nathaniel.

Nathaniel just kept his arm around his friend, and waited.

And Raphael looked at him. How could he speak? Words that burned him?

"The guitar," he uttered. But that was too much. "He played the guitar," Raphael offered, but the tension was still there, still playing across his shoulders like stabbing shards of ice. "I..." he started, before trailing off.

But he had to speak, the stare of his elder demanded it. "I played the guitar," he whispered, and the words broke him, falling, hiding his face in Nathaniel's dressing gown, shudders, fear, radiating, warmth of tears, shame of tears.

"Raph, tell me what's eating you up..."  Nathaniel held the boy who had come to be his brother in his heart, and wished that there was something more that he could do.  "Set the truth free, kid."

All there was was the truth, as he could see it, nothing else. He didn't know more, and his vacancy was his pain.

"Words," he uttered into Nathaniel's gown, logic overridden. Nathaniel would know. Nathaniel had to know. The words. He always knew the words.

The words.  The right words.

Nathaniel did not always knew he knew them until they came.   This was once such occasion. Something rough, hard, something Metallica.

"In madness you dwell

Not dead which eternal lie

Stranger aeons death may die

Drain you of your sanity

Face the thing that should not be

Fearless wretch

Insanity

He watches

Lurking beneath the sea

Great old one

Forbidden site

He searches

Hunter of the shadows is rising

Immortal

In madness you dwell"  

Nathaniel sang out his own fears in a voice of tears, of sliding notes of anger and chaos and pain.

The words were their together fear.

And Raphael, for the moment, was calm, the fear gone, looking at Nathaniel with eyes of sadness but no pain. "I'm a stranger, in the eyes of the maker," Raphael sang softly, "I could not see for the fog in my eyes, I could not feel for the fear in my life." He knew what the words meant. "Burning, in the eyes of the Maker. Burning, in the eyes of the Maker.

"One day," he whispered to Nathaniel, "one day, though, you'll be without me. Live. Love. Her. For me. And I'll be peaceful."

But, before Nathaniel could comment, Raphael blinked his eyes, and slipped into sleep, profound, deep, all the shaking of his body gone away. Pure  restful sleep. And Nathaniel was alone.

"We made a three this time."  Nathaniel whispered softly to the sleeping boy, tucking the coverlet up around him as he gently retrieved the arm still around Raphael's shoulders.  "Remember that."

***********

Piotr had spent the past few days avoiding Nathaniel like the plague.  He had successfully managed to be wherever Nathaniel wasn't, disappearing into the shadows whenever the boy caught sight of him. This time, however, he found himself cornered in the library.

"Can you pass me that book...?" Nathaniel pointed to a large dusty tome on vampirism about two inches beside Piotr's ear.  There was already a tottering stack in Nathaniel's arms, containing such titles as 'What's at Stake: Vampirism and what the Ministry doesn't want you to know"  and "First Year Primer: Runes".

"You're being remarkably subtle about this, I see," said Piotr, coolly taking the book down and dumping it in Nathaniel's arms.  "Look, forget about it.  I...wish I'd never said anything in the first place."

"Subtle?  About research?" Nathaniel looked at Piotr as though he'd turned into a bat before his eyes. "I'm a Fourth Year newbie, do you have any idea how easy it is for me to get away with this?"

Piotr shrugged.  It was an expression he was remarkably well built for.  "I have no idea.  I'm a fourth year 'newbie' myself, remember?"

"You're not a fourth year newbie that can't do sparks with his wand though are you?"  A slightly bitter note at the edge of Nathaniel's voice.

Piotr found himself feeling a little sorry for Nathaniel.  "It will come," he said, softly.  "It took me a long time to stop...sparking.  My private tutors...despaired of me until about a year and a half ago.  It will come."

Nathaniel's lips narrowed as though he was biting back on something.  A moment later he managed a shrug, and some of the tension in his shoulders eased.  "What I do sometimes, I can't do now.  Not in a classroom, not with a wand, and certainly not when I'm trying to.  It's like it uses me, instead of me using it."

Piotr smiled vaguely.  "I recognise that feeling.  Stop fighting it, and eventually you'll gel." He glanced around uncomfortably. "I have to go, anyway."

"Yeah, sure.  I've got some stuff arriving by owl tomorrow.  When do you want to start work on this, then?"

Piotr's eyes glowed angrily behind the shades. "Look, Nathaniel...I...appreciate this.  But you don't have to do it.  What if...someone finds out?"

"Finds out?  Finds out what?"  Nathaniel's green eyes showed vague confusion.  "How?  You're a potions expert, I'm not.  I've got some Muggle stuff coming by owl so that we can work together and compare potions to chemistry and shed some light on this for me."

Piotr ducked his head a little unhappily.  "This afternoon...I have a free period between Potions and Defence Against the Dark Arts.  How does your schedule fit in with that?"

Nathaniel slid the stack of books onto a table and patted down his pockets, extracting an already well-worn and marked timetable.  A minute later he nodded.  "Yeah, I can do that."

"OK.  In the dungeon." Piotr managed a thin-lipped smile.  "Thanks."

Nathaniel put the timetable away, shoved his hands into his pockets and just looked at Piotr.  "I'm not pushing in where I'm not wanted, am I?"

Another shrug. "I guess I'm not used to anyone particularly caring.  And...knowing, of course."

"Yeah, I was the same for a long time about my contact juggling."  A quick grin.  "Not that the two are in any way equal, but I...  know what it's like to be different."

Another smile, and Piotr left the library.

Nathaniel sighed, kicked at the table, picked up his books and found a quiet spot to catch up on the reading.

***********

3pm came and saw Piotr slink gratefully down to the dimly lit dungeons.  He took off his shades and pocketed them in his robes.  He opened the door of the barely used classroom he and Nathaniel had agreed to meet in.  He was the first there, which surprised him, but he made himself comfortable, feet up on a desk, and his eyes began to droop.  He was extremely tired, and before five minutes had passed, had fallen into a light doze.

"Sorry, got lost..." Nathaniel excused himself five minutes later as he arrived, the mostly black kitten skulking at his heels.

Piotr didn't respond.

"Hey, you."  Nathaniel grinned, touching him lightly on the arm.

The response was totally unexpected.  Piotr's chair crashed away from beneath him and within milliseconds had his arm around Nathaniel's throat.

"I'm...sorry," he said, embarrassed, letting Nathaniel go.  "You startled me." Stating the obvious.

Nathaniel had a remarkable reaction time.  Not as high as Piotr's, but high enough not to fight back when Piotr grabbed him. "You and me both..." A wry smile.  The kitten found a perch on a bookcase and curled up, looking most disinterested.

"So..."  Piotr was clearly unnerved by his reaction and tried to brush it away.  "What do you need from me?"

"Until tomorrow's owl post, just information.  What's in the potion and how did you get to that mix..."  Nathaniel pulled up a chair and found himself a notepad and a quill.  "...gods, these things are awful to write with, don't you think?  Oh yeah, and garlic.  Talk to me about garlic."

Piotr laughed quietly.  "I have no problem with garlic.  Neither does my father, and he's a fully fledged vampire."

He pulled out his potion and reeled off the list of ingredients.  He took a small vial down from one of the shelves and poured some in.  "Might help if you studied it, I guess.  A lot of it has been guesswork, really."

"Yeah, I'll wait for the microscope tomorrow...  I'll need some samples of blood too, but not for a couple of days."  Nathaniel scritch-scratched with the quill and made blobs all over the paper.  "Anything else vampires are really allergic to?"

"Light sensitive, but not too bad in terms of how I am at the moment.  When my father goes out in daylight, he wears about 20 layers of vampire-level sunblock, and even then he has to limit his time outside." He considered. "Loud noise," he said, softly.  "And strong smells.  Our senses are super-heightened, because at night, our vision goes completely.  We see by the other senses.  It's hard to explain."

"Try me."

"Well...I guess its...I feel my way around by scents.  They become visual to me.  Blood is the driving force, of course.  I can sense it flowing through living things."

Nathaniel scritch-scratched some more and then looked up at Piotr.  "You don't have to tell me this if you don't want to.  But it would really help if I knew how you got infected, or whether you were born like this.'

"I wasn't born like this," he said, a little bitterly.  "My father was a vampire of the Umbra clan.  They have a strange method of succession.  It's the...second child who gets the honours."

Nathaniel leant back and said nothing, letting Piotr tell him as much or as little as he wanted to.

Piotr closed his eyes.  "I was eight years old when the Change was put on me.  I wanted it at the time, my father did nothing but crow on about what a great honour it was...and for the first time in my life...I felt like I could get one over on my brother."

"That's no choice at all."  Nathaniel said softly.

"I got scared at the last minute, but it was too late by then.  I was...bitten."

"Bitten?"

For the first time, Piotr showed real emotion.  "By my father.  He took all but the essential amount of blood out of my system during Initiation."

Nathaniel leant forward and touched Piotr's hand gently.  "You don't have to say any more if you don't want to."

Piotr, however, didn't seem to notice.  "It takes a full year for the effects of the Initiation to take effect.  I became ill to start with. Seriously ill.  When I recovered, my eyes were no longer brown, but as you see them now."

There was a long pause. "Nearly eight years since it happened," he said, softly.  "My blood is now coursing with the blood of those animals I've killed to survive.  Most vampires do not need the full Ritual at sixteen - they have killed humans and completed the change.  But not me.  Not ever me."

Nathaniel looked at his notes, at the traitor quill, and ran his hands through his long black hair.  "I don't understand... what else happens between being drained of blood and wanting to feed."

"I don't know either," said Piotr, finally opening his eyes.

"I don't suppose you could find out?"

"That'd mean speaking to my father, and I don't have any desire whatsoever to do that."

"Isn't there another family member who might know?"

A long pause. "The Almighty Andrei might know something."

"The ..."  Nathaniel blinked.

"My brother.  Andrei."  Piotr smiled, humourlessly.  "Mind you, he hasn't  put in an appearance for eight years. Not since...Initiation."

"Is he a vampire... or not...?"  Nathaniel was still a little confused..

"No.  The Umbra leave the eldest child and wait for more offspring.  If a child is still an only child by the age of twenty-one, then they are bitten. My mother...loved Andrei very much, and suddenly realised she would lose him.  He was twenty years old when I was born."

"I see." Nathaniel said quietly, and suddenly found it important to make sure the nib of his quill wasn't bent.

"I wouldn't even know where he was," said Piotr, a hint of sadness in his voice.

"The owl from the lawyers will deliver the stuff I need tomorrow morning." Nathaniel replied quietly, steering the subject gently away from Piotr's familial ties.  "I don't suppose you ever did Muggle chemistry?"

"Afraid not."

Nathaniel shrugged and hoped Piotr had missed Nathaniel's slip of tongue. He knew in his heart that Piotr was too sharp to do that.  "I don't know how much it'll help.  I'm just more used to a more precise art than dumping it all in a cauldron and hoping for the best."

Piotr smiled. "Best not let Snape hear you say that," he said.  "He's very particular about 'dumping things into a cauldron'."

"Yeah, I know, I found that out the hard way."  Nathaniel grimaced.  "I just can't reconcile it with the precision of chemistry.  Maybe I'm just too new to this stuff."

"I said it before, and I'll say it again.  It'll come." Piotr suddenly went quiet and paled.  "I have to take my potion," he said. "Is it worth getting a blood sample right now and one after I take it?"

"Tomorrow."  Nathaniel shook his head.  "I need to keep it on ice or work with it straight away.  And I'd rather take it with a sterilised needle.... I need you to moderate my Muggleness in this, Piotr, remember ..."  he winked in an effort to lighten the mood a little.

Piotr smiled a thin lipped smile and took out his big potion bottle.  He took a draft, then hesitated before taking a little more.

"The measure is getting difficult to judge," he explained.  "Like I said.  I think my body's fighting back."

"Some sort of antigen... your immune system must be shot to all hell."

Piotr cocked his head on one side.  "You're speaking in tongues to me, I'm afraid."

"Alright... how does magic explain illness?  Like flu, or rabies, or cancer?"

Piotr looked confused.  "I don't know.  Hey, come on, give a guy a brea..." He paused and looked suddenly as though he would be sick.  Then he took another draft of his potion and buried his head on the desk. "I hope this works," he said, into the wood of the desk.

"What happens when the potion doesn't work?"  Nathaniel put down his notepad and quill.

"The thirst gets greater and greater."

"Is it like an addiction?"

"I wouldn't know...but I guess so.  It's like...I have to feed, or I'll lose my mind."

"OK, this is going to sound weird but can you try and wean your hunger onto something else?  Oranges for example..  the world's first vegetarian vampire... "  Nathaniel aimed to make Piotr smile.

Piotr shook his head, which he raised from the desk.  "It doesn't work.  It has to be blood, and it has to be warm.  Sorry to be so graphic," he added, seeing the flicker of distaste on Nathaniel's face.  "Cold blood is almost like poison to us."

"Has to be warm..."  Nathaniel stared at him.  "Do you remember what it was like right after the Initiation...?  Maybe...  "  He pounced on a notebook filled with blobs of ink and his scratchy handwriting.

Piotr shook his head.  "I just remember waking and needing to drink.  My father made sure that I had animal blood right off, then once it was explained to me, I made him angry by refusing.  He said that I had to drink, or die."

He shuddered. "I can deal with killing faceless, nameless creatures like rodents, vermin that nobody really cares about.  I'm part of their food chain in a way.  But my father...got increasingly angry over my refusal to kill human prey.  I think that's why he sent me to school.  Hoping the temptation would be too much."

"So it's feeding from a human that sparks the final change?"  Nathaniel seemed preoccupied as he flipped through his notebook.

"Yes.  Something in the blood that causes a reaction."

"And what... what's the final changes?"

"Complete dependence on blood to exist - loss of normal vision...extended lifespan..."

"Complete dependence?  You mean you don't need to eat , or you can't eat?"

"I don't need to.  I CAN, but it will leave me feeling uncomfortable.  My father has mastered the social grace of eating just enough not to be rude."

"Red blood cells."  Nathaniel slammed the notebook shut triumphantly. "Maybe your blood doesn't naturally recreate red blood cells.  Like sickle cell anaemia. But.. uh ... not."

"Whatever you say, Nathaniel. If that's the case, can it be stopped? Because at the end of the day, if I don't show for Ritual on my sixteenth birthday...they will come for me anyway."

"Maybe we can stimulate your body back into creating it.  Maybe.  I don't know."  He shook his head in irritation.  "What's Ritual?"

"Final change. I don't know exactly what goes on, but I guess it involves my killing a human.  Whether that be on a Hunt or in an organised sacrifice, I don't know.  It is forbidden to speak of it."

"Well, Christ, it's not going to be much point us coming up with a cure if they're going to force it down your throat."  Nathaniel spoke without thinking for once.  "Sorry.  But we've got to find a way to make you ineligible for it."

"Whatever," said Piotr, uncomfortable with Nathaniel's show of rage.  "Look, if this is something that you don't want to do, back out now.  It doesn't matter, I'll not bear any grudges."

"No.  I'm not going to back out."  Nathaniel said with determination.  "I'm not... angry with you, or at you, or anything like that.  We've... all got our own demons." On the bookcase the kitten stirred, and opened one eye a fraction.

"OK." Piotr reached into the pocket of his robe and put his shades back on. "Tomorrow, then?  What time?  Where?"

"I'm going to ask Snape if I can have some dungeon space for catching up on potions vs. chemistry."

"Good luck to that. Just don't mention me anywhere.  Snape despises me completely.  He knows, by the way."

Nathaniel shrugged and started gathering up his bits and pieces.  "So I guess we'll decide at lunch."

"Right.  And...thank you." The words came awkwardly to Piotr's lips.

"Nah, thank you."

"For what?"  Genuine surprise.

Nathaniel shrugged.  "Trusting me.  Giving me something to do to keep my mind off... other stuff."

"Just swear, please, Nathaniel."  Sudden uncertainty.  "You won't let this slip?  I could never kill a human, you have to believe that.  The last thing I need is even less trust."

"I swear."  Nathaniel met Piotr's gaze steadily.  "I haven't told anyone and I won't without your permission.  And I trust you."

"Thank you," he said, again, awkwardly.

Nathaniel looked at the floor for a moment and then looked back up.  "It's probably small potatoes compared to what you've entrusted to me, but my parents kicked me out when this Hogwarts stuff happened.  Called me a freak. Cut me off.  I don't have a home, I don't have a family.  I have a house in

Cornwall that got bequeathed to my father when my aunt died, and I have a lawyer firm in London to handle communication between myself and ... Mr and Mrs Greenleigh."

Piotr didn't answer for a long moment, then reached out unexpectedly and gripped Nathaniel's shoulder in a hug.  "Take some of that strength you gave me, my friend," he said, in a soft voice.  "And keep it for yourself."

"Don't tell anyone.  Not even Raph or Sarah know yet."  It was Nathaniel's turn to look pleadingly at Piotr.

"Your word for mine."  Piotr loosened his grip on Nathaniel's shoulder.  "I swear."

Nathaniel nodded, and stretched out an arm for the kitten to leap onto his shoulder.  The cat peered at Piotr and managed a half-hearted purr.

Piotr smiled, and nodded.  "You too," he said.  Then he sighed.  "Defence Against the Dark Arts.  How much fun is that?"

"Fascinating."  Nathaniel grinned back.  "For me, anyhow."

The two of them left the classroom together, the kitten riding on Nathaniel's shoulder like an emperor.

The Morning of 19 September 

So the students of Hogwarts find themselves in mid-week, Wednesday, 19th September and it is, of course, breakfast.....

Niki had slept the best she had in years. Although she had tossed and turned, resulting in a sharp pain at the nape of her neck, her sleep had been blessedly free of nightmares. There were dreams, of course. She had always been able to remember her dreams, no matter how strange them might be. In the most recent one, giant hands held her over a fire and she watched green ribbons issue from her chest and collect in a large glass jar. It was a curious, tickling sensation, and she woke up giggling to early-morning light pouring in the gap between the curtains of her four-poster bed.

When she had dressed, brushed her teeth, washed her face, and braided her hair with a wave of her wand (tying the plait with a flamboyant silver bow) she picked up her bag and made her way to the Great Hall.

Halfway there, she was waylaid by Peeves, and had to run to keep from being pelted with erasers and bits of chalk. By ducking through corridors and up staircases she had never seen, she managed to elude him, but she was hopelessly lost.

By the time the Gray Lady passed by and directed her to the Great Hall, her cheeks were very flushed and breakfast was well underway. Niki slipped into a seat at the Slytherin table, in the midst of a group of giggling first years, well away from anyone she knew. She wanted a moment to collect herself...

**********

Her stay in the corridor outside was over. Now was the crunch time.

Niamh Donnegal's bags were upstairs, ready for movement to whatever would become her common room. The trip up hadn't been bad, even with the flu that she'd caught and was still recuperating from, and she was meant to go into dinner now, go to dinner and eat with the others after her sorting. Into Ravenclaw, obviously - father always called me a little bookworm, she reminded herself. With not a little touch of bitterness.

Would he have preferred a Gryffindor boy, strong, not disabled, able to carry on family traditions?

She pushed the idea out of her mind. She was destined for Ravenclaw, like it or not. She could feel it. She hated it. Kinda. Or not. It didn't really matter. Not really.

So, coughing delicately into her red handkerchief, Niamh swept slowly and serenely across the hallway, stepping neatly around the pillars and up the stairs. Her father had grudgingly told the teacher who had organised things this morning that she didn't need help around, she was fine. Her shoes didn't make a sound on the steps, and she could feel the smooth regularity of them through her suede soles.

Into the hall. At first, stepping between the tables and around the occasional set of Gryffindor boys who seemed to fall of their chairs with alarming regularity into her path. Stepping over a bag in the walkway.  Ducking as a Hufflepuff accidentally zoomed a piece of fruit towards her head. Stepping adroitly through the tables and towards Professor Dumbledore.

And all the time with her eyes closed.

Mahou Amberstone had spent the next few days alone.  She avoided everyone.  She didn't speak a word unless she was spoken to, and even then it was quick and to the point.  She didn't even look all oogly-eyed at Snape during, or even not during, class.  When someone would try to attempt pleasant conversation, she would just skirt around them and keep walking, her eyes never meeting theirs, her mouth never forming a smile nor a frown.  Just a straight line.

Sitting at breakfast didn't seem to change the half-elf's mood either.  As she sat by herself, she read her potions book, absently eating a slice of white bread.  She felt programmed.. empty.

She glanced up at the new girl and saw that she was in Ravenclaw. Looking back to her book, Mahou twitched her left ear.  She stopped wearing hats, though no one really asked her about the elves.  She

was a bit shocked at that, but didn't let it show.

Mahou had not been sleeping well since the forest incident, and it showed.  She was not her cheery self, her eyes were glassy more often than not, and her frame was more willowy.  She had not been eating, either.

Looking up, Mahou saw a pretty Merlin hawk swoop down and deposit a letter on her plate.  She knew where the Merlin hawk was from.  The elves had written her.

Letting the potions book drop, Mahou tore open the letter.  Inside was a fluid language: Elfin.

"Mahou, dearest friend,

It is I, Uiliam.  I know it has been a long while since I have written, considering I have not written at all, eh?  Well, I just wanted to tell you that it is going great here at the school.  I hope your human school is good, too.  I hope those humans have not gotten you down too far, eh?  It would be hard to bring you back up.

Have you made the Quidditch team?  I wish that your old school could play your new one.  I remember you telling me all about your Quidditch practising.  I do not think you made Seeker, though, did you?  Humans seem to want to keep the good positions to their own kind.  Selfish, I think.

Anyway, please write back.  I have sent StraightFeather with a letter to your Headmaster as well.  I do hope he gets it.  But do not worry about what is on that letter.  It is not for you to know, dear one.

Until.

Uiliam Sparkstone"

Setting the letter down, Mahou did see the merlin hawk drop something off at the Headmaster, just as the new student was walking up to him.  She grimaced and read the letter several more times.  There was a photo included.  

It was of Uiliam.. in all his Elfin glory.  His blonde hair was wavy and fell to the small of his back, his grey eyes shone with love and friendship.  He wore nacy breeches and a white shirt with flared sleeves.  His knee-high boots were tied up and into a bow.  There he was.. leaning against a  willow tree next to a lake.. Mahou's favourite haunt.  Tears slipped down her face as Mahou realised just how much she missed her home.

The letter to the Headmaster plopped gently into his lap, its lavender ink glittering lightly.  The merlin hawk screeched and flew away, beating its wings.

"Headmaster, most esteemed Professor,

I am Uiliam Sparkstone, an Elf that lives in Ireland.  I am requesting a short visitation so that I might see just what is taught at your school.  One Mahou Amberstone was previously left in my care while not at Cerrydwin's, since her parents lived in the town anyway, one Mahou Amberstone spent much time with me and my kind.

I hope that you will allow me to visit.  I am just a curious man wishing to find out about other ways.  I await your letter.

Best Wishes and Regards,

Uiliam Sparkstone"

Dumbledore read the letter through and pondered its contents.

He wondered whether allowing the visit would be a good thing. It might brighten Mahou up some but then again it might make her feel more estranged from her fellow students. Would the elf be disrespectful to the other students? That might make Mahou feel good about herself for a while but in the long run? It was a hard call.

He looked briefly towards the Gryffindor table and Mahou. Then he came to a decision. The hawk had flown away, else Dumbledore would have sent a reply with it. He took a quill and wrote a short note.

"Greetings Uiliam Sparkstone,

We should be happy for you to visit Hogwarts as our guest and for you to meet once more with your friend, Mahou Amberstone. I await your coming with great gladness. I am sure you will enjoy learning more of our ways and that our students will enjoy having the opportunity to meet you.

Yours in Light,

Albus Dumbledore

Headmaster"

He whistled gently for a school owl to attend him to carry the letter and smiled warmly in Mahou's direction.

*******

Anders cracked one eyelid open suspiciously.  There was light filtering in through a small window that he was moderately certain wasn't his own.  He closed the eyelid again.

A few moments later, both eyes sprang open and he realised, with something of a shock, that he was, in fact, laying on the sofa in Albus Dumbledore's study.  He was fully clothed, although someone had kindly seen fit to remove his bike boots.

He sat bolt upright and stared wildly around.  What was he doing here? Then he remembered.

Yesterday evening he had come up to the school to take his regular lesson with Dumbledore.  He had been tired.  Very tired.  His time was so packed these days.  Full days of work followed by full evenings of lessons followed by full nights of studying had left him close to exhausted.  Evidently he'd fallen asleep and Dumbledore had chosen not to wake him.

That meant he would be late for work.

Anders began to panic a little, swinging his legs off the sofa and getting to his feet, pulling his motorbike boots on and running a hand across his stubbled jaw.  He hated being late. It was just as he was about to sprint out of the Headmaster's study when he saw the note addressed to himself.

"Anders,

Trust you slept well.  Please join me for breakfast when you awaken.  I have made some arrangements for you.  Do not worry about Dmitri, I have already spoken with him.  Look forward to seeing you at breakfast.

Albus Dumbledore."

He read the note a few times then ran a hand through his bed-hair, trying to flatten it a little.  He looked scruffy and more than a little rough around the edges, but the panic began to subside a little, and he made his way down to the Great Hall to hear what the Headmaster had to say.

Severus Snape looked up as he entered the room and sneered a little derisively at the sight of the tired-looking, unshaven young man, but there was a fleeting hint of concern in the expression, which Anders took to be a figment of his own overwrought imagination.  He gave the Potions Master a polite nod and headed towards Dumbledore.

Dumbledore smiled at Anders and gestured for him to come and sit by him. "Come and eat lad.... I trust you received my note. I decided to take matters into my own hands so you are now under both your mentors' orders to relax!"

He noted the entrance of the new student. "Ah, Miss Donnegal has arrived.... don't go to far there a few matters we need to discuss."

He watched Niamh's progress admiring her skill in negotiating what must be an unfamiliar space.

As she drew near the staff table he hailed her, "Miss Donnegal. Welcome to Hogwarts."

His voice felt protective. That was what she thought: he is one to protect. Good quality in a headteacher. As long as - She'd had the argument with her father, more then once. She didn't want to go to any place that she was coddled. She's stood up for herself before. She hated the fact that she was always their "little blind girl" who needed to be protected.

So she drew herself up to her full height, and although her eyes were closed, she faced Dumbledore and seemed to be looking him in the eye. "Sir, I believe that I was to be sorted into one of the houses?"

"Yes, indeed." said Dumbledore. "It is normal for those joining us later in the year to be sorted privately rather than in the ceremony we reserve for the First Years at the First Night Feast."

He got up, "So, if you would like to accompany me, we can see to your sorting so that you can be introduced to your Housemates before the first class of the day."

Niamh nodded in his direction, and followed as Dumbledore stepped away, trying to hear his footfalls softly. He had got up - she was sure of that, the noise was unmistakable - but what about the sounds behind her?

When Dumbledore started to move away, she followed silently and attentively. She had to.

Dumbledore led Niamh into the side room, where awaited the stool and Sorting Hat 

"Miss Donnegal, about a half a dozen paces in front of you is a stool. If you would sit upon it, I shall place the Sorting Hat upon your head and your House will be determined."

He waited for the girl to get her bearings.

********

After a couple weeks of hectic schedules and many near accidents, Ali strode quickly into the Great Hall, ready for the morning meal. Unfortunately for Hailey, Ali had not quite forgiven her for the incident in the library, and had spoken very little to her except when forced to. She sat down at the end of the table, hoping that Hailey wouldn't spot her amongst the first years.

Unfortunately for Ali, Hailey sat down next to her not more than two seconds later, holding a book and a plain paper bag.  The book was unusual to begin with, as Hailey rarely studied outside of class, and the sack was even stranger.  "What's up?" she said cheerfully, and began spooning scrambled eggs onto her plate.

Ali nearly groaned, but she didn't want to start rumours amongst the first years about their disagreement. So instead, she silently continued eating her food, hoping Hailey would have the common courtesy to get the hint.

"Well, I found that book you thought was interesting.  It took me a few weeks, but I finally recognised the cover," she said smugly, and passed Ali the item.  She then rummaged around in the sack and came up with two bottles of brand-new ink, a beautiful eagle quill, and a handful of smooth parchment rolls.  "And I know you're kind of mad about that alchemy essay, so I got you some new supplies."  She shrugged.  "I've had them for about a week, but I didn't want to give them to you until I'd found the book."

Ali looked at the supplies with shock. She never had such a nice quill before. Realising how boring it was not talking to Hailey, and how she probably wouldn't have enjoyed Alchemy even if she was able to take it, she gave her friend her first smile in weeks. "I-I-I didn't think you cared that much about my interests," Ali stammered.

"Of course I care!" Hailey exclaimed.  "And I'm really sorry about the essay.  I even talked to McGonagall about it, but she said she couldn't do anything since it's Snape's class.  So I tried to talk to him, too."  A mischievous grin twitched at the corners of her mouth.  "No one can say I'm not persistent."

Ali grinned back, hoping that would encourage her friend to do the same. "Only a true friend would risk like and limb in the face of a tiger...or snake." Ali watched the new girl come in, surprised that her eyes appeared closed! Figuring that she was most likely dreaming, she looked back to Hailey, and added nonchalantly, "So, did you take a look at the book?"

"I didn't even read the title," Hailey admitted sheepishly.  "I was too busy trying to find it."

Ali laughed and placed the book on the table, opening it to the title page. Hailey sneezed at the dust that rose from its yellowed pages. Ali paused, then read aloud, "Magical theatre: A guide to the development of the performance."

"How is that any different from normal theatre?" Hailey asked.  Being the daughter of Muggle parents, she wasn't very knowledgeable of the nuances of wizard culture.

"Oh, right, you've only seen Muggle plays. I've never seen a Muggle play myself, but I have seen a couple of our world. They are very exciting. For example, all our sets our made out of highly detailed illusions. Also, we don't use... um, what is the word for things that are fire-less candles?" She inquired.

"Lights," Hailey prompted. "That's weird, I can't imagine a play without techies.  They do have actors, right?"  She thought she knew the answer to that one, but it never hurt to be thorough.

"Actors? Yes the actors are real. What is a tek-ie?" She asked. She usually was embarrassed to ask questions, but felt comfortable doing so to Hailey.

"They're the people who make sure the play runs smoothly, they're in charge of the lights and sound effects, among other things."  Hailey sneezed again.  "No wonder this book is never read – we don't even have a theatre, let alone a drama department!"

"Oh, those, we have those, but they are not called tek-ies, they are called preserves, short for preservators, It's there job to change sets, and lights, and sounds, and other effects during a show. It's their job to also preserve the sets, lights, etc., and make sure the audience or the actors or something else doesn't screw them up." Ali corrected. "It is too bad that we don't have a drama department, however," she added, and then sighed softly, and picked up a slice of toast.

"Why don't we have one?" Hailey persisted.  "I thought all schools had theatres.  Isn't it an unwritten law or something?"

Ali just shrugged, her mouth full of eggs.

"I think we should start one."  Hailey's blunt statement caused Ali to look up in surprise.  "Well, why not?  The athletes have their Quidditch, and the academics get a theatre.  It's only fair."

"Wait a minute; you can't just start a theatre program." Ali was shocked at the suggestion. "Even if we were to have one, we'd have to plan it out first! You don't want to go running into it like some kind of Gryff...well, maybe you do, but still, it has to be researched. And that will take up time and we've got classes and homework and..." Her whining trailed off as she realised that her refusal was only egging Hailey on; this was going to be lots more work than she bargained for.

"Well, yeah, we'd have to plan it out and everything," Hailey said dismissively.  "And I'm not saying we have to do it right now.  But it's a good idea."  She didn't miss her friend's exasperated sigh. Growing impatient, she crossed her arms in front of her chest defensively.  "Well, what do you suggest we do, wait around for someone else to do it for us?"

Ali responded to Hailey, "No, we don't have to do that. I'm going to read this, and see if the library has any other books on this stuff. I love art!" Ali sighed, thinking that she might enjoy this. She really wanted to be an artist, but her parents weren't at all for it.

"I noticed that," Hailey said.  "Hey, what's our next class?"

"You'd think after a couple weeks, you realise the schedule. It's History of Magic." She said as she quickly finished her breakfast.

Hailey clutched her heart dramatically and said, "I was lost without you."  She then burst into giggles, but sobered up when her elbow hit a glass of grapefruit juice and spilled it all over the table.  "Well, actually, that's kind of true.  I know where I'm going, I just don't know when or why I'm going."

Ali threw her napkin at the spill, and put her new supplies away in her book bag before they were ruined. Then she proceeded to help clean up the mess.

Hailey yelped and rescued her notebook from the expanding puddle, wiping a few drops off the cover with her sleeve.  "Oops.  Sorry about that."  She shouldered her book bag and used the last of the napkins to soak up the remaining liquid.  "Ready?"

"Yes, I think so, let me stick a couple roles in my bag for brain food." Ali replied, as she put the fresh bread in bags. She usually nibbled on them when the professor of History wasn't looking to keep herself awake. Ali put her book bag on her shoulder, and ignored the looks she received from the first years. "Hey, can we go to the library before hand? I want to see if I drew the forest correctly."

Hailey rolled her eyes.  "Yeah, right, because maybe you forgot a pebble in there somewhere."  She held up her hands in defeat.  "Fine, fine...I need to do my history homework anyway."  The two of them made their way down the aisle, with Hailey in the front.  As she rummaged through her bag for parchment for the essay due next period, her fountain pen clattered to the ground unnoticed.

Ali was straggling behind, making sure she was in working order, and shouted to her long-legged friend to wait up. She rushed toward her, when she stepped on the pen, lost her footing, and fell right between a sleepy looking 2nd year and an idle looking fourth year from the Hufflepuff table, food spilling everywhere.

Hailey stopped, turned around, and clamped a hand over her mouth.  "Oh dear."

Ali slowly lifted her hand from the stack of syrup-covered pancakes that it had landed in.  She was so shocked at what had occurred that she couldn't even stammer an apology to the unsuspecting Hufflepuffs that she had tumbled upon.

Hailey picked up her fountain pen and inspected its now-cracked casing closely.  Realisation spread across her face and she looked a little contrite as she reached out a hand to help Ali up.

Ali took Hailey's hand with an egg-filled one of her own as she tried to push herself up with the other syrup-covered one.  People were now beginning to complain loudly, and snickers were coming from the Slytherin table.

Hailey winced as the eggs squished between her fingers and took a step back, trying to gain some leverage to haul Ali to her feet.  As she did so, her foot landed in a puddle of butter, and she waved her arms wildly in an attempt to regain her balance, spraying a full bowl of corn flakes all over herself.

Ali yelped and fell on top of her friend, hand still stuck to the pancakes.  By this time, the Slytherins weren't the only ones laughing.  Ali said timidly, "Maybe it would be a good time for us to leave."

"Understatement of the year," Hailey grumbled as she pushed Ali off of her and got to her feet.  By this time both girls were beet red, and they grabbed their books and quickly made their way out of the Great Hall, heads down.  

**********

Arcadia had been busy sorting out the Cheer Leading Squad. Although on official post of 'Head Cheerleader' existed, As far as Arcadia was concerned it was her And for their sake she hoped no one disagreed!

So far just Herself and Oriana were on the squad, so she needed more people.

She pinned the notice to the board :

"Attention all.

If you wish to be part of the best Cheerleading Squad in the whole world come and speak to Arcadia Fudge and she will interview you. Only pretty girls need apply"

She smiled at a job well done and continued into breakfast, finding a seat at the Slytherin table. (If Oriana and Carina are there, then next to them)

She looked up as Anders entered “Grimalkin's looking a bit 'dishy' today. I wonder if he's still under the spell of that Hawkwood Brat?" She picked up a  slice of bread and started to butter it. Pan sat by her side, looking around.

He had not had another chance to speak to Nathaniel since their discussion in the dungeons, but nobody had run screaming from him.  This, Piotr took as a sign that his newly-found acquaintance - he could not yet bring himself to think of Nathaniel as a friend - had been true to his word and had not mentioned his vampirism to anyone else.

Slouching in his inimitable style into the Great Hall, he sat down at the Slytherin table, fixing Arcadia Fudge with a cool look of indifference and smiling sweetly at Carina.  He took great pleasure out of winding that one up.

He noted that the Quidditch coach was back in school again and wondered idly if this meant his classmates would do nothing but talk about the sport.  Not being the outdoorsy type, Piotr found the constant yammering about Quidditch dull and irritating.

Aidan Smyth had been enjoying his first few weeks of teaching. Many of the students had been fascinated by his array of ancient finds. There had of course been a couple of incidents where a few Slytherin 1st years had tried to steal one of the more interesting objects. They had spent a few days in the infirmary and the object was quickly returned.

In fact Aidan had a new item to add to his collection. Not the one he had set out to find last weekend, but a good find none the less. It was an ancient sword used in ritual ceremonies. Dumbledore had caught him as he returned to school with it, brandishing it at some of the students. The students in question had been terrified and had run away. He had been dragged away to Dumbledore's office looking like a naughty student: his shirt torn and missing one sleeve, cuts across his arms and rips in his trousers. His hat had been particularly dusty, although not damaged, and he had left a trail of dust as he walked through the school. This, of course, had not done anything to get him in the good books with Filch or the house elves.

As he sat at breakfast he was keeping his eyes open for Niki. She had after all brought some runes to his attention that might be related to something he was now investigating. On his last expedition he had encountered a tablet that suggested the location of a valuable hammer. He wanted to know if there was a connection, and if she had found out anymore about those runes. More to the point he wanted to find the source she had been working from!

Niki buttered her toast methodically, starting from the upper left corner and progressing down the left side, then starting up at the top again little bit over. The first-years were occupied with flicking marmalade at each other, and Niki had to lick a fleck off her lips. "Marmalade," she muttered. "If God had meant us to have orange jam, He wouldn't have made strawberries."

Niki looked around, to see if there were any seats out of the way of marmalade fights, and caught Professor Smyth's eye. He seemed to be beckoning her... She picked up her bag and toast, and made her way up.

Marvo walks in with Kat by his side "And so I said to the Firsty "No no It's LevOsar. Not LevioSAR."

Kat just smiled. "Did they get it right after that?" She asked

"I don't know, they said they had to go. Some important meeting or something.. hm.. Seemed to be in a hurry to leave" He shrugged.

Kat giggled a little and tried to hide it. She could imagine how Marvo would have seemed to such young students.

"So, what's our first lesson today"? He asked quickly changing the subject

"History of Magic. Can't you remember?"

"You know the old ghost who goes on and on," she teased

Marvo Smiled "Oh yes. I remember when I need to, but something I forget to"

"Old Ghost? you mean...." Finally the idea he might be going on a bit himself sunk in and he smiled.

Kat fell quiet daydreaming a little. She had spent some of the early mornings over at the Quidditch field putting in the extra hours. She had been trying to work out some of the more tricky manoeuvres, and one in particular was proving harder than she thought. She was trying to work out what she had been doing wrong, and did not realise that Marvo was watching her daydream with interest.

Marvo saw Kat seemed to be in a world of her own for a moment and could guess what it was about.

" Quidditch?" He asked

"Humm?" Kat turned to see what he was saying, brought out of her revere

"I assume your thinking about Quidditch? I saw you practising this morning. Looks good to me. I don't think you have anything to worry about." Marvo took Kat's hand and gives it a squeeze

"I hope so" said Kat

"I know so! Anyway, lets eat I'm starving and there's an apple or two with my name on them" He gave a little sigh as the smell of bacon hit him.

Kat nodded and headed for a table.

**********

Raphael stood on the stairs down from the Ravenclaw Common room, and peered into the hall hesitantly. It wasn't that he was worried about joining the others. Nope, he told himself, he just didn't want to be run into by mad Gryffindor guys running about. Their pace of life just wasn't fun.

His shoulder ached too much to have it run into again.

He'd practised a bit on the broom, after the Monday of the trials, scared about his physical condition. He didn't know what had gone wrong with his shoulder, or how, but he did know that he had to work it back into condition. 

His Keeper practice involved hours a day using broomstick as a gymnasts pole, sometimes flying and improving his speed and manoeuvring in mid air, but mostly just working his muscles back into condition by finding a tree or the broom or any pole swinging around it endlessly, twisting, dropping grabbing with his left hand, all that, until he couldn't do more and lay on the ground a sweaty and bloody mass of pain.

And the work. Spells still didn't do much, although he'd managed to get his wand once or twice to do strange things. In a duelling lesson, when one of the Slytherins had blasted him with an offensive spell for a second time (the first with the other students having to peel him off the Slytherin: he'd forgotten to use his wand and instead tried to punch the other fourth year) he'd done something strange, although he hadn't seen it. Apparently he'd lifted the other student off the ground and threw him against a wall. It won the duelling practice, but then, he thought the teacher didn't like him now.

And his eyes were grey underneath from lack of sleep. Too many hours practising and reading tomes that he'd fallen into a dank sleep many times, sometimes so exhausted he hadn't remembered parts of the night before, although occasionally the study stuck.

Occasionally. Today was History (urgh) Runes (still not great) and Duelling. He tested his shoulder with one hand. It had better stick together today. So, with the coast clear, he wandered down, and joined the other Ravenclaw Fourth Years at his table.

"Hey....Raphael come sit." Sarah patted an empty seat beside her.

She was worried about him though she tended not to show it overtly. He seemed haunted since that night in the woods and he was pushing himself hard in his studies.
An Awakening

Madame Pomfrey had spent long hours monitoring Shinrei over the last two weeks. The poor girl had been very close to death. Luckily though, Professor Snape's potion had helped to improve her condition little by little each day. She hoped that soon Shinrei would wake up from what had been a long sleep. Maybe then it would be possible to find out the reason she had been taking such a dangerous potion in order to stay alive.

This morning as every other, she checked her patient carefully to make sure her breathing and pulse were growing stronger.

"You should soon be back with us, my dear." She said to the sleeping form on the bed.

With that she moved on to the next of her patients. A 2nd year Gryffindor who had been fighting and managed to knock himself unconscious yesterday.

Luis had been staging a secret vigil for the past two weeks. Ever since he heard she was badly hurt, Luis had spent a significant portion of his time lurking by the Hospital Wing. Pacing outside. Waiting for word.

He found it difficult to understand why a girl he barely knew had such a hold over him, but he found himself not really caring to find out why. It didn't matter.

Luis looked inside, hovering by the threshold. Madame Pomfrey was bending over her, a routine examination, he knew. Shinrei still had not awakened since that fateful night.

He gathered his courage and stepped into the hospital wing just as Madame Pomfrey went over to another patient.

Luis cleared his throat to catch her attention. "Good morning, Ma'am," he said, shyly, "I'm just stopping by to give these to her. As usual."

He withdrew his hands from behind his back and produced three red roses. Every morning, he went there breakfast time, just to leave flowers for the sleeping girl. Something he would never do if she was awake.

He placed them on the table beside her bed. Up close, he could see the peaceful set of Shinrei's slumbering face. As usual, he felt his heart stop.

He swallowed and turned away. "Is she any better now, Ma'am?" he asked Madame Pomfrey timidly.

She had been floating in the void for an eternity. It was not really a blank emptiness, no, but a quiet, peaceful place with trees and grass and, in the distance, sloping hills. She could smell wildflowers. But she was alone and terribly cold.

Suddenly, she wasn't alone anymore.

He was there as easily as the breeze swept through her hair. He stood close, not touching, but the way his strange midnight eyes fell on her would suffice for a hundred embraces. Or more.

*You will leave for Kyoto at dawn?* his voiced echoed slightly. Fluent Japanese, but slightly accented. Taiyuan.

She nodded. She did not know why. Gods. She tried to dissect her brain for understanding in that moment, but she could_not_remember_anything. She could not even speak. She wanted to cry, so she looked away from him.

*Shinrei.*

Her name on his lips was the sweetest thing she had ever heard. *Sung-ri...* The tears came easily now. She was crying, was she not? Why? Why would parting from this man hurt her so much? She knew him, Sung-ri, but otherwise--who was he in her life?

*Sung-ri, I am leaving so I could tell him about us. I can't lie to Kanjou anymore. I will fight and die for him, but I cannot lie to him. Never. I owe him that much.* She continued with conviction, but the tears would not stop.

He took her in his arms then, gently, but then he chuckled, a quiet laugh. *Ever so honourable, aren't you, Tenshi Hikari? You, who betrayed your own brother because he served Voldemort, would this time leave Japan's champion for the truth in your heart. So righteous.*

*Do not call me Tenshi Hikari. I am no Angel of Light. I fight for good, but that is all.* She was slightly miffed at his words, struggling to free herself. But he was much stronger. *I am not leaving Kanjou for the truth. I am leaving him for you.*

He stopped chuckling. His face was once again serious, more serious than usual. He rarely smiled, much less laughed, but when he did either, he looked so beautiful. Sung-ri. So many sides to him, yet he was still whole. How she loved him. She did not know why, but she loved him.

*Wo ai ni, Shinrei,* he said at last.

She leaned against him wordlessly, listening to his heartbeat. When she opened her eyes, he was not there anymore.

"Sung-ri!" she shouted, fear clawing at her heart. The tears flowed like an angry waterfall. She tried to run, to move, to look for him, but she seemed to be paralysed.

She struggled and fought against the invisible bonds, using all her power, drawing her strength from her love.

Then the bonds broke.

The girl known to all as Shinrei Hikari bolted upright from the bed in the Hogwarts School Infirmary, awake at last. She was crying, but she could not remember why.

Sung-ri-- Who was-- Someone_was_with_her. Gods. Could it be Sung-ri? He could be no one else--

Who_is_Sung-ri? her mind screamed.

Shinrei flung her arms around him, her body wrenched with sobs. She did not know that the person was Luis Verga.

The ceiling would have caved in and Luis would not have noticed, so great was his shock when Shinrei suddenly sprang from the bed like a crazed zombie.

His surprise tripled when she embraced him so tightly that air was ready to be squeezed out of his lungs. She cried into his chest, clinging to his robes like a child about to be abandoned by her mother.

Luis could not move, his mind still trying to absorb what was happening. He had always banked on his ability to react very fast, physically and mentally, but now both faculties had gone haywire. Overridden by surprise, or maybe the idea that it was Shinrei hugging him.

Slowly, he began to hear what she was saying as she sobbed.

"Sung-ri...." Again and again, she said the name as if it was the only thing keeping her alive.

Who in god's name was Sung-ri? He searched his memory for a student with that name but came up with zilch.

It took all of his willpower and more to pull away from her. Shinrei looked up at him with face and eyes very red and streaked with tears. Her long black hair was loose, wrapped around her body like a cloak. She looked like a little lost child.

Her dark brown eyes widened when she saw his face. "You," she said in a pained, crestfallen voice. "You. You are not Sung-ri. What have you done to him?"

Luis remembered that Madame Pomfrey was still around and tried to catch her attention frantically.

While he tried to do so, Shinrei had collapsed, draped over his arm like a limp black ribbon.

Madame Pomfrey responded quickly to Luis and she could see something had definitely changed in terms of Shinrei's condition.

"Mr. Verga - what on earth! Did she regain consciousness?"

She took Shinrei from Luis and gently laid her back down on the bed and examined her.

Before Luis could respond, and while Madame Pomfrey was still examining her, Shinrei once more stirred on the bed. This time, her movements were very slow but strangely, almost deliberately, graceful.

Slender arms stretched to the side, giving the impression of black wings as her very, very long black hair fanned out as she moved.

Dark eyes fluttered open, but this time there was no surprise, but wariness. A suspicious alertness, like an animal thinking it would soon be cornered.

Black lids blinked. Once, twice, thrice. The small, well-defined, classically Oriental mouth curled into what was unmistakably a smile as she sat up, looking imperiously around, like a queen waking up with  servants at her beck and call.

"Shimatta," she cursed, but with amusement,  "who was the gaijin who did me in?"

She straightened slowly, then looked at both Madame Pomfrey and Luis. "Konnichiwa, Ma'am," she said cheerfully to the nurse. "I'm sure this is the first time I'm in here. Nice place. Comfortable and warm and--"

Her eyes settled on Luis. "Cozy," she finished. She smiled at the Hispanic boy. "You're Luis, right?"

Madame Pomfrey looked mildly surprised by this turn of events. "Mr. Verga, may I ask you to remain with Miss Hikari while I contact Professor Snape?"

With that the School Nurse went to her office to send a summons to the Potions Master who had been working on a potion to revive her.

"Sure," Luis stuttered, "no problem there, Ma'am. I'll stay with her. I'm fine with it. Everyone's still having breakfast so it's fine."

He babbled nervously even until Madame Pomfrey was out of the main area of the Hospital Wing.

His surprise at Shinrei's sudden "reawakening" still had not abated. What's more, she had been smiling at him ever since she opened her eyes.

It was her, but it was not like the Shinrei of two weeks ago. Before, she would not even talk to him in a civil manner. All she ever did was avoid him or duck behind Sinclair and Hupi for protection. But now?

"Yeah," he answered, still staring, "it's Luis." He swallowed. "It's great you're finally awake. Everyone was worried about you. You were out for about two weeks. So. How do you feel? You okay?"

Shinrei smiled, a slow smile. Her eyes had an almost predatory gleam as she listened to his statements, fully aware of and rather enjoying his discomfort.

"If I'm not okay, I would be dead, Luis," she said softly. "You're all very sweet to be so worried. Domo arigatou."

She shifted from her sitting position beneath the covers and pouted. "Kuso," she said irritably, throwing the covers off and frowning at the shapeless flannel hospital gown that she was wearing, "what is this thing? No wonder my skin feels like sandpaper."

She turned to him. "If you would be so kind, can you help me up? I want to stand by the window in the sunlight." She reached out and touched his arm, gripping it cajolingly. "Onegai, Luis? Please?"

It would take a miracle to make Luis refuse. A shiver ran down his spine at her touch. It was the first time she had touched him.

"Okay," he said, flushing mildly, "to the window as you say. You make it hard to refuse when you put it like that."

He grinned at her and guided her off the bed by using an arm to support her by the waist. As Shinrei got to her feet, he noted that her head only came up to his chest.  She was so small. It was only now that he noticed how small she really was.

He walked her to the biggest window he could locate. He used his free arm to open the drapes so that sunlight streamed into the room.

"I bet this feels better," he said, feeling very light-headed as he bent down to look at her. "My mother used to say that the three most powerful healing potions could never be brewed: sunshine, music and love."

When Luis realised what he had just said, he turned away abruptly so she would not see his very, very red face.

"Your mother is a wise woman," Shinrei replied, staring through the window at the sun-bathed world outside. This time, she did not notice his reaction.

Her demeanour seemed distant, though she made no attempt to move away from him. In the past, she would have been already very scared at this sort of physical closeness.

Inside her head, the girl named Shinrei Hikari found it difficult what to make of her own actions. Somehow, she felt like a part of her died, while another part of her she never knew existed was steadily growing. She was afraid but very much tempted to open up to this side.

Banish Kanjou Hasmimoto, Clan Kossawa, the Order of Izanagi and all the other fools who thought they could control her life to the Hells. She could not care any less.

As the moments ticked by, she was also less and less in control of her actions. It was like falling into a dark chasm. A fatal yet delicious rushing sensation.

She felt herself lean against the boy who was supporting her without complaint or question. She knew she had once been afraid of him, but she not really remember why. The idea was now so stupid to her.

*What is so scary about him?* she wondered. *He is perfectly fine. In fact, he is perfect.*

With that in mind, she smiled and shifted in his hold, moving until her full weight seemed to be cradled by his larger frame. She relaxed and closed her eyes.

When she spoke, her voice was soft. "Luis, this feels perfect. Thank you."

Luis felt her move closer to lean against him. Good God. Was he dreaming? Was someone trying to disrupt reality, or had someone snuck an especially strong hallucination potion into his morning pumpkin juice?

He was so stiff that he felt his back aching. When she asked for his help to get up and walk to the window, it sounded real enough. Her actions that followed were the ones that caused him

to question reality and his own sanity.

However, Luis had gone through more than enough to be able to plant his perceptions firm on earth. She was there. He could feel her breathing steadily against him.

"No problem there, chiquita," he answered just as softly. "Anytime. All you gotta do is ask."

Shinrei let out a sigh. His accented voice is like music, she decided, especially when he speaks softly. She wished he would not let her go soon. It felt *so* nice to be held like this.

It occurred to her that she had never been held so close by anyone before.  She had once thought being held like *this* was very wrong, but now she wondered why. It felt wonderful.

Gods. What was happening to her?

She opened her eyes. Curse the past. She could barely remember much of her former behaviour, what her beliefs were. She could not even recall how she dressed, or what she did with her very long hair to keep it out of the way.

But she could remember the solid facts, like her class schedule and how to execute the perfect Itto-ryu Blind Vulture attack. She could even remember the seventeen steps to pruning a kuromatsu bonsai.

Why could she not remember *herself*?

It doesn't matter, she decided. I'm alive. I'm here. Curse_the_past.

She reached up, allowing her fingertips to dance on the silver-green serpent crest pinned on his robes. "Slytherin," she mused. "I am a Gryffindor. Not by Sorting. It was a direct placement. Kanjou wanted it, I think. He knew beforehand I was going to end up in Gryffindor."

Shinrei looked up at the Hispanic boy. "Don't you just hate it when other people control your life, Luis? *I* have been controlled and shaped and dictated to all my life. I lived the way they wanted me to. In everything, I carried the teachings of Kanjou Hashimoto and the valiant Kossawa." A feline smile touched her lips. "But right now I have a feeling things are going to change."

Severus Snape had quietly entered the Hospital Wing and had come to stand a few feet behind Luis and Shinrei.

"What an interesting declaration, Miss Hikari. Unfortunately, while you are a student of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry your life will be controlled despite your predilection for disobedience."

He then regarded Luis Verga with a cool, penetrating look, "Mr. Verga, I believe you have a class?"

Luis looked over his shoulder at the sound of the familiar voice.  Before he actually saw Professor Snape, he knew who it was. No one else could dish out perfectly-worded acid like that.

He reddened at being caught in a situation like this. Caught by /Snape/ he emphasised mentally. Very reluctantly, he let go of Shinrei.

"Yes, sir," he replied, nodding and looking in Snape's direction. "History of Magic with Professor Binns. So I guess I'd better make a run for it."

He started for the door, but something made him stop and turn towards Shinrei. "Be back later, okay?" He smiled broadly, his heart beating wildly at the mere sight of her.

Before anyone could reply or comment on his behaviour towards this particular Gryffindor, Luis was out of the Infirmary.

Shinrei returned Luis's smile and watched him leave. Tall, dark and handsome. He was very graceful when he moved, too. The black Hogwarts robes suited him perfectly. What she adored the most about the boy, though, were his silver eyes and accented voice.

She let out a very contented sigh and turned to Professor Snape, still retaining her good humour and bestowing on the rather surly-looking teacher a sunny smile.

"Konnichi wa, Professor," she said cheerfully. "I'm very flattered that you chose to visit me at this time, sir, I thank you. Without Luis I am going to be in need of a bit of company. Unless, of course, you will allow me to rejoin my classes."

"Do not worry about my aversion to being controlled, Professor," she added in a reassuring tone. "When it comes to Hogwarts, I willingly submit myself to its teachings, body and soul. I hope this will put your mind at ease, sir."

Shinrei gestured to a chair near the window. "Won't you sit, Professor Snape?"

Professor Snape noted Shinrei's languor and his thoughts went briefly to how he'd word his notes on the specific combination of new ingredients that he had added to the Potion administered to her earlier that morning. 

However, he did not move towards the chair and both his expression and voice conveyed that he considered such pleasantries as an inappropriate familiarity on the part of the girl. 

"You appear to be under the misapprehension that I am here on some kind of social visit, Miss Hikari. I am not! "However, since you appear to have recovered from your coma perhaps you are now ready to answer some questions about your potion-making activities in the dungeons and Forbidden Forest."

Back at Breakfast

Nimue entered the Great Hall somewhat quietly. She had stopped by the Hospital Wing briefly to see how Shinrei was doing. It had become part of her daily routine. Sometimes she had seen Luis Verga there or passed him. They didn't speak .... it was something best acknowledged with silence.

The situation with Mahou Amberstone continued to weigh heavy on her heart. She had used the invisibility cloak that Marvo had given her to slip into Hogsmeade on the Sunday afternoon following the evening of the Quidditch trials and had spent some time with Anders.

She had told him at length about the incident in the woods and its aftermath. She declined to mention the slap she had received from Mahou. Some things are best not to be mentioned. However, she spoke of the frosty silence which now lay between them and her concerns.

He had cautioned her to keep an eye on things and offered to speak to Mahou if necessary. Nimue felt this could make matters worse and she expressed her hope that Mahou's involvement in the school team would help smooth things out.

They had fallen to speaking of happier matters. As he was wanted to talk to the teams about practice schedules, he had given her a lift back to school on his bike. She remained discreetly wrapped in the cloak of course.

Since then the situation had neither improved nor gotten worse between she and Mahou. Nimue had a lot of studying to do and it was easy enough to give each other a wide berth.

As she entered the Great Hall and approached the section of the Gryffindor table where her fellow Fourth Years were seated, she noted two things. First, that Anders was seated next to the Headmaster. She had seen him briefly before his lesson with Dumbledore so she wondered if he'd been there all night. He did look rather rumpled.

Second, was that Mahou was pouring over a letter and looking brighter than she had in some time.

"Good Morning." Nimue said to her Housemates in general. The only seat available was opposite Mahou and it would have been impolite not to sit in it. So she did and poured some tea and then helped herself to cereal and fruit. She was obviously curious about the letter Mahou but didn't think it likely the other girl would share.

She was happy that Mahou was being more open about her heritage. Not wearing a hat anymore and showing her ears.

Mahou glanced up at Nimue from her letter, reverting her eyes back to the flowing writing.  Laying it on the table, Mahou gingerly placed the photo on top, touching the face of the elf almost lovingly.

"Tha's Uiliam.. th' boy I ha'e a crush on," she said lightly to Nimue.  Pointing to the letter, she looked at Nimue with her strange eyes.  "He wrote ta me ta tell me tha' there be a surprise.  He wrote a letter ta th' Headmaster.. though I donnae ken wha' about.."

"I.. I be sorry abou'.. er.. th' other night," she said uneasily.  "I was so angry tha'.. tha'.. a human, sorry, bested me in somethin' tha' I've always held dearest ta me.  Tha' th' forest didna accept me.."  

She wiped her eyes suddenly, willing back the tears.  She had been crying about that every night.  "I didna mean ta.. hit ye like tha'.. I cannae control emotions too well."  She folded her hands on top of the table, her pointed ears drooping.  Turning her eyes to the Slytherin table, Mahou saw Piotr and quickly looked away.  She smiled awkwardly at Nimue.

"Dear Mahou." said Nimue, her voice gentle. "I didn't best you not really. That suggests we are in some sort of competition and I don't believe that is so. We are Housemates and we share a love of nature and have some perception of the invisible. What blood runs through our veins is surely part of our heritage but it is not all we are."

She was so relived that the tension between them had been broken.

She smiled and looked at the picture that Mahou was holding. "He is beautiful in a way that only the Elvenkind can be. He almost shines with a light, maybe you are used to it so take it for granted. Will

you see him in the holidays perhaps? Have you told him about your being on the school team?"

Jian Hupi walked into the Great Hall without trying to draw any attention. People still stared at him sometimes. He could not blame them. He looked very,  very different from the rest of them, plus he had caused such a scene during dinner two weeks ago.

He spent the week that immediately followed his "bleeding" incident in the Hospital Wing. He slept very soundly without waking, recovering from the strain and the blood loss. Since the incident did not have a very rational explanation from the very start, he opted not to tell the Mian-Ju-Tao about it. It might merit consequences he did not like.

Upon his recovery, he divided his time between four very important things: his studies, his duties to the

Mian-Ju-Tao, and keeping up his martial arts training.

The fourth-and the most-important thing was praying for her.

Before sunrise every day, when very few people were awake, Jian would pass by the Hospital Wing and check on her. He would then go outside to light incense sticks, when he was still alone on the grounds. He would pray.

This week, he was beginning to suspect that no one was listening to his prayers. But he continued to pray.

After his prayers, he would train like a man possessed. He had doubled the intensity in his regular Mian-Ju-Tao routine. At least, he had an outlet by which to vent out whatever he felt.

What did he feel?  

//Feelings are deceptive things and must be cast aside,// his great-uncle Xian had said repeatedly over the years, //especially if you are Mian-Ju-Tao.//

//Look at your father Hikou and your uncle Sung. They let their feelings rule. Now where are they, boy? Dead. And they died young.//

Jian shook his head slightly to clear it of memories. He reached the Gryffindor table without incident and took a seat among the fourth years.

Nimue and Mahou seemed to talking, but he thought it polite to issue a greeting. "Good morning, Miss Hawkwood, Miss Amberstone."

"Good morning, Jian.” Replied Nimue, “Was that you I saw earlier this morning in the grounds? I was up early but I didn't venture far. I have to admit I really miss the morning walks I used to take last year with my...falcon."

She realised with a pang of guilt of how long it had been since she had even thought of Marcus and how much she missed his company whether in human or falcon form.

"Now I seem to spend all my time with my nose in a book."

Mahou chanced another glance at Piotr, curious about the dark-mooded boy, and looked back at Nimue.  She smiled weakly at Jian and nodded a hello to him, her mood still not quite what it used to be.  "I havena had a chance ta write ta him," she told Nimue softly.  "He was always th' one ta help in e'erything.  He taught me how ta talk wi' trees an' other spirits.  He showed me how ta use Elf Magick.  Elves donnae use wands."  She smiled fully at that, proud that they didn't need such tools.

"I ken tha' heritage isna all we are," she said uncertainly, "but without heritage, we wouldna be.  Our ancestors paved th' road fer us, an' I intend ta keep doin' tha' fer th' generations after me.  I ken tha' I willna live.. as long.. as Uiliam.. but I'll live longer than a full human.  Elves ha'e a longer lifespan.  Th' oldest one be o'er four hundred years old.  O' course, he cannae move around too well, but he can still teach an' talk wi' th' rest o' us."

Standing, Mahou took one last bite of toast before gathering her things.  "I need ta go an' get th' books an' stuff fer th' next class.  History o' Magic?  I do like tha' class."  Mahou smiled and patted Jian on the shoulder, her touch like a warm summer breeze. Elves had that effect.

Mahou made it a point to walk by the Slytherin table to glance at Piotr again, wondering why he's always alone.. and wearing shades.

---

Jian nodded to Mahou as she walked away. He really had nothing to say regarding interpersonal relationships, especially with people his age. As he was most of, if not all, the time, he was carefully, politely silent amidst other people's conversations.

Nimue had mentioned seeing him on the grounds a little while ago. "That was me you saw, yes," he confirmed. "It is my habit to go outside early morning, Miss. I run and I train." And I pray, fruitlessly, he added mentally. "An old Mian-Ju-Tao routine. I have asked Dylan and he said it is all right to run on the school grounds in the mornings."

"You say you have a falcon? I have no familiar, Miss, but Makura has been following me around plenty these days." He shook his head in confusion. "An owl who likes early mornings..." His voice trailed off in disbelief.

"A falcon would be a powerful familiar, yes. Keen senses, wisdom and an immortal spirit," he commented further. It was like hearing himself speak through a thick wall; audible but not that tangible.

"I had a falcon." said Nimue wistfully. "He's remained in London with my father. I have an owl now though we are still getting to know one another."

She noted his mention of Shinrei's owl. "I guess Makura is feeling pretty strange right now. I think he is summing up a lot of our feelings."

She looked at Jian earnestly, "I know that Professor Snape will be doing all he can to bring her back."

Dylan, true to form, slunk into breakfast late.  With a muttered hullo to those assembled at the Gryffindor table, he tucked into his breakfast with a vigour only managed by very hungry fourteen year old boys in the morning.  It was a dead typical morning, absolutely true to form.

Yvette dashed into the Great Hall, pink overcoat hastily thrown across her arm. Her curly hair had been let down, and looked even more wild than usual...almost as though she hadn't bothered to brush it. She dropped into her usual seat, looking around urgently. She hurriedly hung her coat on the back of her chair, and then relaxed completely.

"Good morning." She said with a calm voice. "I thought I'd missed breakfast." With a grin, she set about devouring two and a half plates of food.

Nimue grinned at Yvette's legendary appetite, "You miss breakfast? As if you would. You've cut it fine today though....been out?"

Yvette laughed. "Oh, I suppose so. But I -was- worried for a few moments there."

"Slept in. When I'm cold, I'm tired...I'm not sure why. In France it's always cold, but then again I'm usually indoors!" She finished her second glass of apple juice.

"Natural reaction I think being tired when it's cold. I guess we would all like to hibernate until the spring. Find a nice warm cave to curl up in." this image obviously amused her and Nimue smiled.

Now that matters appeared to be more sorted out between she and Mahou pretty much was all right with the world. Not that everything was very all right with the world anyway but her mind felt clearer.

"If you'll excuse me... I need to check something before class. Happy eating Yvette and to you too Dylan!"

*********

Nathaniel meandered into the Great Hall, looking half asleep still, with the mostly black kitten trailing in his wake as usual.  Somehow he navigated automatically to the Ravenclaw table, to where Raph and Sarah were sitting.

Raphael, having just sat down, blearily looked up at the other. "That good, eh?" he asked, rubbing his own eyes after looking carefully at Nathaniel's. He had a feeling that today would be a "coffee mug stain" ring under the eyes day.

"Better."  Nathaniel grumbled, and slammed his mug down three times on the table before it would give him coffee so black it lurked in the mug, and so full of sugar that he didn't bother stirring it because the spoon would have gotten stuck.

Having failed miserably at his feeble attempts to wake himself up with a few good slaps across his own cheeks, Raphael acknowledged that today would be a porridge day. Every morning he couldn't wake up in time it was always thick creamy splody porridge... and as the bowl arrived on Nathaniel's third strike of the table, Raphael set in with a wooden spoon. The burning sensation down his throat was always a way to get going. "You got that history essay? It didn't like completely confuse you, did it?" asked Raphael, who had had to stay up the night before to get it done.

Nathaniel stared at the plate that was trying to give him kippers. He took the plate off the table and put it on the floor at his feet to save time.

Found a new plate and got his extra-fried fried breakfast on the first try, Stalks by Night content at his feet with the kipper. For a moment he busied himself with the food.

The essay had written itself three times before Nathaniel had managed to grab full control of the quill.  The first three he hadn't dare to read what his traitor hands had penned.

"Confused."  he said truthfully an egg, two sausages and a bit of crunchy bacon later.

"Yeah," nodded Raphael wearily. He hadn't been able to remember if it was goblins or orcs that were the problem. "Hell," he muttered, "I can't remember if orcs or goblins exist or not."

He would have asked Nathaniel's opinion on the possibility of rebellion amongst the non-human races in England, except for the itch behind his left ear that kept him occupied for a second. When he eventually looked up slowly, he asked what Nathaniel was doing after school.

"Scarrrrrr...." Nathaniel was staring at his black pudding.  "Carrrrga.Sca...ga."

Then he looked up, bewilderment in his eyes.  "What? Sorry?"

"What? Huh?" For a moment, Raphael was in one of those spaces of time where nothing makes sense, and yet both he and Nathaniel were trapped, each looking at the other in a mixture of bewilderment and confusion. The moment of time had taken hold of them and they were as playthings to it.

But then it passed.

"Er..." said Raphael, and then started going over the futhark alphabet for Runes later. But then he got stuck on tracing one of them out, and had to turn to Nathaniel. "What does this one sound like again?" asked Raphael, scribbling on a piece of paper he found in a pocket.

Nathaniel made a complicated sound.

Raphael made a disappointed sound in response.

"No, I was just clearing my throat..."  Nathaniel grinned brightly. "...it's a k'sol.  I think."

Raphael repeated the disappointed sound. "I thought it was go'lnz," he told Nathaniel mournfully. His last Runes lesson had ended with Kacrik telling him that he had just issued the Unforgivable Challenge, and that any Viking sorcerer that he met would have to hurt him with extreme prejudice. He'd been trying to ask for the newt eyeballs.

"No, a go'lnz is one of these..."  Nathaniel tried to demonstrate and caught his sleeve on the mug of coffee.  The mug fell over.  The coffee was too goopy to spill.   "Quick dry coffee, great....."

"No, you see," explained Raphael as the coffee failed to go everywhere, "I thought that k'sol looked like this..."

In the dust of the table, Raphael sketched a quick sigil. However, something went wrong and he sparked his fingers, the dust creating a nice mini ripple fireball as it combusted. Raphael's fingers went straight into his mouth. "Tghat hwurgt!" he announced through the obstruction.

"No!"  Nathaniel sighed patiently.  "A thg'hat is pear shaped."

He looked at the debris that had been their breakfast.  The extra calories in his food had been set fire to by the little fireball and was happily blackening.

"It's going to be one of those days.  Again.  And I swear if I get beaten into a small and bloody pulp during duelling again, I'm giving it up."

The incident in last weeks Duelling was still fresh in his mind: Smyth had yesterday made Raphael feel like he was the only student whose wand was not to be touched in Defence Against Dark Arts. "Well, just think," replied Raphael to the other, "you could be actually casting spells once in a while, like me. Then the teachers could properly think you're a nutter."

Nathaniel put his hand into his dark robes and pulled out the dark cherry wand and slammed it onto the table. Where it did nothing.  "I think this is ... faulty."

Raphael picked up the wand curiously, and looked at it for a second. Maybe Nathaniel was right - the wand seemed dead.

Then it leaped out of his fingers and smacked him on the head. "I can see this is going to be a long day," he told the other mournfully.

*********

Once breakfast was over with, Anders took himself outside for an emergency cigarette.  He had...time off.  He wasn't used to that concept.  And now he had it, he had no idea what to do with it.

He sat on the steps of the castle, smoking and considering what to do.

A moment later, Nathaniel - who had decided to try some fresh air as a solution to his general not'with'it'ness - fell over Anders.

The young man got immediately to his feet and helped Nathaniel stand. "Wow...I'm sorry," he said.  "I should really stop blocking the steps.  Are you OK?"

"Argh."  Nathaniel said eloquently, untangling himself.  "My fault, sorry sir, wasn't looking where I was going."

Anders waved his hand almost irritably.  "Forget the sir.  I had enough of that last year.  Anders will do."

"Anders."  Nathaniel corrected himself with a grin.

Anders ran his fingers through his tangle of hair.  "You're the new kid...Nathaniel, wasn't it?  How are you finding Hogwarts so far?"

"Confusing."  Nathaniel took a seat on the steps, his attitude radiating defeat in the making.

"I can relate to 'confusing'," said Anders, nodding.  "I remember my own first days here.  I had the rip pulled out of me mercilessly for not even knowing the difference between a Knut and a Galleon."

"I've got that far."  Nathaniel rubbed his hands over his face.  "I can pull my own weight in potions... because as Professor Snape puts it, there is no silly wand waving in that class.  Duelling I get smacked to the floor every time.  I'm not even sure why I bother attending if I can't get sparks out of my wand, let alone anything offensive.  History of Magic fills me with a nameless dread.  I'm just....  trying to keep up, and failing."

"I gave some extra tuition to Dylan last year," said Anders, not even stopping to consider his already ridiculous workload.  "I'd be glad to help out if you want.  No skin off my nose, I can tell you."

"Just... tell me if this thing works."  Nathaniel produced the black cherry wand and proffered it to Anders.

"Well...not all wands suit all wizards," said Anders, taking the proffered wand and testing its weight experimentally.  He pointed it at a nearby shrub and said "Incendio!"

A flame shot from the end of the wand and the bush was reduced to ashes instantly.  "Seems OK to me," said Anders, carefully.  "Although maybe a bit...untamed."

Nathaniel tucked it away into his robes.  "Untamed... is a good word.  The wand has never worked for me yet.  And the magic itself... uses me, instead of the other way round."

"How do you mean?"  Anders was interested.

"It does what it wants when it wants."  Nathaniel shook his head.  "Like light.  Like pulling things out of thin air.  Like... "  his throat closed up and couldn't say the words.  He chose others instead.  "Like.. writing things down .."

Anders nodded.  "You could be one of the rare few who turns out to be a master of the art," he said, as nonchalantly as though he were saying Nathaniel had black hair.  "You need to learn focus."

"I'm afraid of that."  the words fell free from his lips before he could stop it.  "I think... maybe it would be better just to... go back to being a Muggle again."

"I spent a lot of time as a Muggle.  I considered going back to that life, too...before Dumbledore gave me the Defence Against the Dark Arts job.  I was never outstanding at anything.  Oh - illusions.  I used to enjoy doing those."

Nathaniel nodded thoughtfully.

Anders excused himself a few moments later. 

********

"Typical teacher," Niki muttered around a large mouthful of toast, "wave you over and then walk off...oh, sod Smyth." A deep sigh, and she pushed her way out the door. It was a beautiful morning, crisp and clear, and the trees were just beginning to turn. She stood for a minute, inhaling the smell of wet turf, then sneezed violently.

After wiping her streaming nose with her handkerchief, she looked around and waved at Nathaniel. "Morning! Is it always this cold in Scotland?"

"Good morning...  Niki, isn't it?"  Nathaniel smiled.  "It gets colder.  Not used to the winter?"

Niki shrugged. "I came here last December. It's been almost a year... But before that, I lived in North Africa, and it never gets even this cold there, unless you're up in the mountains. I don't much fancy snow...it melts and makes wet. Last year was the first time I saw it. You're...Nathaniel. Ravenclaw, right?"

Nathaniel nodded his dark head. "Nathaniel Greenleigh, of Ravenclaw infamy indeed.  The other one that looks a lot like me is Raphael Lathander.  North Africa....  which area, if you don't mind me asking?  Morocco?"

Stalks by Night came pelting through the open door behind Niki, and tumbled pell-mell into Nathaniel's lap.  Nathaniel fielded the ballistic kitten easily, and tossed it up onto his shoulder where the mostly black kitten perched like a reigning conqueror.

Niki nodded eagerly. "Morocco. It was...nice. And warm! My father's job moved here, and...well, doesn't matter." When the cat appeared, Niki grinned. "I used to have a cat. He stayed in Greece with my grandmother, though...I need another pet. I love cats, but I don't have any luck with them. I'm thinking of a snake this time."

Having seen Anders exit, Sarah decided that as Team Captain she would take the opportunity to have a word with the coach.

Spotting Nathaniel and Niki she bounced up as Niki was speaking about the idea of having a snake.

"Not the cuddliest creature in the world, snakes. My Basil can be dead boring most of the time. I think he misses the rain forests though. It isn't perfect weather for boa constrictors in Scotland."

She stopped and smiled, "Whoops didn't mean to interrupt. I'm after the Coach...for a word about 'the team. You're Chaser 1 for Team B aren't you Niki?"

Niki nodded. "Yeah, I am. I wanted to be Keeper, but as long as I can get my hands on the Quaffle it's all right by me. And as for snakes--well, I suppose Basil's too big for that, but if you wrap them around your arm they'll be warmer. Or he could camp out by the fire. The cold and damp isn't good for snakes. They like to be warm and dry and near people..." Niki trailed off, smiling nervously.

"When Baz was little he used to curl up on the top of my head." Said Sarah. "He's still pretty cool about draping round my neck and round my arm or on the ole lap when I'm by the fire but he seems to like spending his time in Professor Sprout's sub-tropical greenhouse best of all. Be handy if I knew how to speak snake .. ha ha."

Sarah didn't dwell on the subject. "Well I expect you'll be the natural candidate to promote onto the 'A' team if Coach decides Shinrei is down for the count. I can't see she'll be flying for a while considering she's been in the Hospital Wing for over two weeks now."

Niki had grown more and more uncomfortable with the talk of Basil, and looked relieved, and a little flattered, when the topic of conversation turned. "Thanks! I mean, I'm not sure I did so well in tryouts... Raphael is much better than I am, really, and he's only just started...but thank you. I hope so! Do you know what's wrong with Shinrei? I've been hearing the most ridiculous rumours, and I don't know what to believe. Some of them sound true...but then so did some of the rumours about me last term."

Nathaniel sat listening to the girls chattering quite happily, scratching Stalks by Night behind the ears gently.

"I think the only thing anyone can say for certain is that she's been in some sort of coma since that night in the woods."

Nathaniel himself had confused memories of that night; even though he hadn't know about what had happened to Shinrei until the following day.

"I met her by the lake once... she seemed terribly suspicious and highly strung.  Accused my contact juggling ball of being a pensive or something..." he shrugged a little.  "Nice girl, just a little highly strung, I think."

"A lot of Gryffindor girls are," Niki agreed. "Comes from spending so much time with the Gryffindor boys, I expect...can you imagine the sort of mental damage that might be inflicted by seeing...oh... Marvo in pyjamas?" Her face assumed a dream-like expression. "Though I wouldn't object to being let

in there for one evening. Anyway, I don't think your juggling balls are anything like a Penseive, Nathaniel. That's this sort of basin-y thing that you can put memories in...it doesn't roll around on your hands." She shrugged. "Some people just...like to sound big and important. I guess she's one of them."

Sarah nodded in agreement with Nathaniel. "Kat Black, our Prefect, was with a group of students who found her deep in the woods and she'd had a run in with the same entity that we did earlier with Mahou."

She made sure she included Niki and explained, "I don't know if you'd heard but the new Gryffindor girl - the one with the unusual ears - was also in the woods that night. This woody entity turned her into a tree. It was weird. Anyway, Kat's not one to talk about such things but she was the one who brought Shinrei back from the woods." 

She smiled at Nathaniel's description of Shinrei as 'highly strung'. "I guess that's the whole Ninja thing. Lighting quick reflexes and stuff....ready for anything."

Sarah demonstrated this preparedness for action by taking a mock fighting stance. More of a dance movement than anything properly martial arts and she slipped on a bit of wet grass and landed with a bump.

After breakfast, Jian wandered out to the grounds for a short walk before attending classes. He did not like sitting around. At Mian-Ju-Tao, he could barely remember having ever sat still for a long period of time. It was work, training, more work, and lessons on the hills.

He saw three students talking a short distance away and recognised one of them to be Nicola. And the boy were one of those who had been Sorted along with him. The other girl, the yellow-haired one, did some kind of ridiculous move and fell.

Jian sighed and went over to them. "Good morning," he greeted. "Are you well, Miss?"

Nathaniel was on his feet the second Sarah fell, making a grimace as Stalks by Night utilised every claw at his disposal to stay aloft on his shoulder with the sudden movement.

"You ok?" He stretched a hand down to Sarah, who seemed more surprised than hurt by her fall.

He glanced up, and nodded politely. "Hullo again.  How's things?"

Sarah smiled and took Nathaniel's hand to get back to her feet, "Yeah, just being daft.."

She also smiled at Jian as she brushed the grass off her robe, "No doubt that was the completely wrong way to stand but then I am an *artist*" she emphasised the word a la 'British lovey school of acting, "not a fighter."

Nathaniel smiled warmly at Sarah as he helped her up, glad she wasn't hurt in any way.

"I have to head on in, I need to try and refresh my memory on some stuff before class."  he nodded at everyone, and meandered into the castle, the cat still on his shoulder.

Jian had responded to Nathaniel's question with his own polite nod. He likewise turned to Niki and

acknowledged her. He then watched Nathaniel leave with cat in tow.

He considered the yellow-haired girl's statement for a moment and nodded. "We all have strengths, Miss, I agree," he said at last.

"I do not think we have been introduced in the past." He gave the yellow-haired girl a bow. "My name is Jian Hupi, of Gryffindor House."

Fleeting Friendships

Sarah and Nathaniel left one by one, leaving Raphael to his breakfast, which was large. It needed to be large: it was the only thing that was gonna wake him up before he got into History of Magic, and if he wasn't awake at the beginning of the lesson he just wouldn't make it to the end before being flat out asleep. It was enough of a struggle when he was awake, no matter when he was asleep.

But there was always things he could do to wake himself up - he could go back up to the Ravenclaw tower and do fifty chin ups, or something. He wouldn't be alive for HoM, but he'd be awake. Or maybe he could go for an early morning flight - there wasn't really time, though...

Raphael looked around for the others on the team. Maybe he could organise to go and practice (he couldn't get used to calling it training, not yet) with a few others, Kat maybe, or Jacob, and certainly Sarah if she wasn't busy. Saying that, Raphael thought, where is Jacob? He started to look around.

Jacob was in fact a few seats down and across the table from Raphael. He had just finished conversing with an older boy who had a Prefect badge gleaming on his chest.

Catching the other boy's eye, he inclined his head slightly. Something almost like a smile flit across his face. "Hello, Raphael," He said gravely, "Are you ready for History of Magic?"

Raphael's eyes widened at this, and an exclamation of surprise hit him. "History of Magic! Damn!"

But creaking joints were pushed into hyperdrive as Raphael, motioning for Jacob to follow, asked his shoulders just to give enough to get him to his next lesson.

Jacob paused briefly, surprised at the swearing and not looking as though he was pleased with it. However, the urgency of the situation took his mind away from this as he too realised that they were late.

He grabbed the pile of books that lay in front of him, and stood hastily. He easily caught up with Raphael, as his long legs enabled him to travel swiftly. He said nothing, only checked himself so that he was walking at the same pace as the other Ravenclaw.

**********

Mahou had gone to the common room and had gathered her things as well as her wits.  Wandering the halls at present, the half-elf sported a satchel at her side not unlike those you would read about in a 

fantasy-adventure novel.  It was leather with a flap over the top that clasped shut near the middle of the sack.

Her soft slippers barely made a sound as she wandered the halls of Hogwarts, Blackfoot trailing at her side.  Sometimes, she wished that Blackfoot would really talk to her.. like the spirits of the forests and streams did.  That would happen later.. perhaps at Lughnasadh.

Stopping at a window, Mahou sighed as she leaned against it, resting her chin in her hands.  She wished that she could just go home...

----

Uiliam had already received the letter, having been in Hogsmeade at the time of the initial writing.

Dearest Headmaster Dumbledore,

Uiliam Sparkstone writes again!  I am very thrilled at the thought of visiting the school on such short notice.  But do not be alarmed that I may take Mahou away from her fellow students.  I have no such intention of doing so.

Learning the ways of humans seems so fascinating in such a way that cannot be described.  I have been interesting in learning their ways for a while now, and have just now gotten permission.  It is difficult waiting until you pass the one-hundred mark.

The Elders suggest that I take notes to put in our records.  Would that be alright, as well?  You could review them at the end of my stay if you wish. 

Once again, I thank you.  And since I am in Hogsmeade as of earlier, I shall be there shortly!  I hope you do not mind that I bring a familiar with me?  My hawk does not like to be left alone.  It is the same merlin that will bring this letter.  His name is Greystone.

Until.

Uiliam Sparkstone

Mahou continued to stand, lost in making shapes in the clouds, her eyes far away.. full of dreams..

Zidane Summers walked down the corridor and saw the girl standing by the window. With her unusual ears (he would bet his last stash of Reese's Pieces she had elven heritage) and red hair more or less similar in bright red colour to his, she wasn't one that would be easily overlooked.

She looked sad, wistful. He knew the feeling all too well. It had been with him all through his life.

Through the countless medical facilities, the months of observed isolation, the long lonesome days in the big California house.

"Good morning," he said cheerfully, "Mahou, isn't it? We were both in the Seeker trials. I'm Zidane Summers. I'm the one who, uh, well, toasted my broom."

He held out a hand and waited for her reply.

Mahou had not heard the footsteps; her attention had been on the clouds in the sky. Upon the talking, Mahou flicked her eyes toward Zidane, a small smile coming to her face.

"Aye, I remember ye," she told him, taking his hand.  Her grip resembled a butterfly alighting on a rosebud.  "I be Mahou Amberstone.  I didna make Seeker.. I made Chaser on the A team."  She looked at his hair and her smile widened.  Putting some of her own red hair behind a pointed ear, the Irish girl put her weight on one leg, her hands clasped before her.

"Where ye from, Zidane?" she asked.  "I be from Blackwater, Ireland. Tis in th' southeast."  Tugging on her left ear, the girl half-smiled again.

Zidane coloured slightly at the sweet way she smiled at him. He had never been around girls much throughout his life so it was always an experience trying to deal with them in this school.

"Uh..." What was her question again? Oh. Right. "I'm from the U.S. of A. California. Beaches, volleyball, surfing, the L.A. Lakers, and, well, Hollywood."

"By the way, congratulations on making it to Team A. From what I heard, the line-ups are dead good." He reached into his pockets and pulled out a handful of Muggle chocolate nuggets, each tiny one wrapped in silver foil. Zidane would have preferred his candy chilled, but there were no refrigerators in Hogwarts.

He grinned and held the chocolates out to her. "Want some? They're Muggle chocolates, from home. They always make me feel better."

He wanted to ask if she was feeling okay, but hesitated. He hoped she would just blurt it out or something. Sometimes he did that, though nobody would hear him.

The very thought was darned depressing.

"I gave Reese's Pieces to Professor Flitwick when I got here," he said in an attempt to be more cheerful.

"I'll have you taste them some time, too. They're so peanut-y and crunchy. I'm considering putting them up for auction at Ravenclaw."

Mahou giggled, covering her mouth with a hand.  She liked this boy very much.  He was very nice.. especially for an American.  

Taking one of the chocolates, Mahou unwrapped it and popped it into her mouth.  She smiled and swallowed the candy.  "Tha' was very good, Zidane," she said with a smile.  "There be a sort o' sweet in th' Elfin territory tha' I think ye would like.  It tastes like a honeysuckle, but sweeter.  Sorta like a summer rain."  Mahou picked up her bag and walked over to stand beside Zidane, her demeanour more cheerful now than it had been.

"I believe I may still ha'e some o' th' sweets in th' Gryffindor dorm, but we ha'e class in a few minutes, so I donnae ha'e th' time."  The half-elf smiled again, her innate magick making the room seem brighter, only not really making it so.  "I'm sure tha' Lord Flitwick loved th' chocolate," she assured him, Blackfoot piping in a reply.  

Looking down at the haughty fox, Mahou laughed outright.  "I forgot.. this be Blackfoot.  She's.. a friend.  I cannae call her a familiar b'cause.. she hasna told me she wishes ta be yet."  The small fox sat down and looked proud, her rusty fur gleaming in the sun.  Mahou bent down and scratched her under her chin.

"I miss my home," she said suddenly, watching the light play in the fox's fur.  Her expression became sombre again as she talked, her eyes misting over like so much foggy memories.  "There were animals always ta play with.. deer an' their young.. spirits of th' air an' water.. earth an' fire.  Birds ta sing with."  She let her hand slow in its path in Blackfoot's fur, her tone sounding more and more like a wind on a moor.

"Th' elves were always so kind," she mused, kneeling on the floor before her fox.  "They taught me th' innate magick of their kind, ye see.. they always treated me like I was almost equal wi' them.  I be only half elf, ye see, so I'll nae be as good as them.  I could sing better than most o' the full elfin maidens.  But th' fact that I would live only half o' wha' they do.. it always o'ershadowed me."  

She stood and faced Zidane, tears slipping down her face, though she retained her smile.  "I miss home, Zidane.  Th' streams.. th' forest."  She took a step forward, her hands trembling on her bag as she held it in front of her.  "Nothing here is like at home.  Th' forest hates e'erything.. I cannae go there.. there be nothin' here fer me, Zidane."  She drooped her head, wiping her eyes.  Stepping another two steps forward, Mahou let her forehead rest on Zidane's shoulder as she cried.  

After all this time at Hogwarts.. Mahou Amberstone finally cried about what she wished to most.  She missed her home.. 

Zidane had listened to Mahou talk about her beautiful home. So it was true. She was an elf, or a half-elf. No wonder she looked like that. And no wonder she glowed like a firefly when she smiled.

He liked thinking of her that way. It was something he could relate to.

But he had not expected her tears. The tears came so easily, so sincerely from her. There were no walls, no pretences. Her anguish when she said she missed her home tore through his heart. Zidane Summers never really had a home, and it hurt him to think that something that beautiful was taken away from this girl. It was not fair. Not fair at all.

He was taken aback to see her sobbing against his shoulder. Her tears were warm on his skin as they soaked through his robes. He had no experience dealing with this, but he reacted with certainty.

Zidane's left arm rested on her back, supporting Mahou as she sobbed. It was like a transfer of strength, from him to her. How many times in the past had he wanted to cry like this, and how many times had no one seen him actually do so?

His right hand reached into his pockets for a handkerchief. He came up with one in blue and white stripes, designer and expensive, one of the many his mother had carefully made him take to Hogwarts.

Nothing but the best for her son, even if he was a freak.

He pressed the handkerchief into her hand and said gently, "Here you go."

"If you wanna talk about it...I'm here," he continued with more hesitation. "We may not know each other very well, but for whatever it's worth, you got me."

He smiled down at her hair. "And, besides, we redheads should stick together."

Mahou stepped back, taking the hanky, and wiped her eyes. She giggled.

Looking up, the red-haired half-elf smiled brilliantly at the boy across from her, clutching the hanky in her left hand.  "Thank ye, Zidane," she said.  Walking over to him, she linked her arm with his, swinging him around to face the direction of the classroom.  "Ye mind if I call ye Zid, or e'en Ziddy?"  She giggled and jabbed him in the side.  "I think it be kind of cute."  As she talked, she started walking down the hallway, lugging him along with her.  

All of a sudden, Mahou laughed and let go of his arm, jogging a few yards in front of the (most likely) confused boy.  "Yer so slow, Ziddy!  C'mon!"  She laughed and ran back to him, grabbing his arm with both her hands, the hanky still clutched in her left.

Zidane allowed himself to be tugged down the hallway. It was like being swept away by a giggling whirlwind. The girl was pretty, nice and sweet but just a tiny bit crazy. One minute she was crying, the next she was laughing.

She was like a breath of fresh air. He liked the idea very much.

//Zid? Ziddy?// Both sounded ridiculously funny. The names sounded like they belonged to Teletubbies. He found himself grinning broadly.

"Uh, you can call me whatever you want to," he blurted out as Mahou grabbed his arm with both hands and pulled some more. "Whoah."

After taking several breathless running steps to keep up with her pace, he gathered enough air to say, "If you keep this up, Mahou, you're gonna kill me. Not that I mind. It's a fun way to die. I can see the headlines now: Laughing girl drags boy down Hogwarts corridor to his death."

At that very moment, something happened to Zidane Summers, veteran lab rat and son of West Coast aristocrats, a well-hidden "freak case" for majority of his fourteen years. An invisible switch snapped on, one that made him do something he never remembered himself ever doing.

He laughed.

Mahou laughed at the headline, she laughed at his startled demeanour as she talked.  And she grinned broadly at the sound of him laughing.  She liked Zidane, she decided.  This boy was a nice change from the angst-ridden other folks that ghosted the halls of Hogwarts.  Though, in the back of her mind, she still couldn't help but remember that he was human.  Living with elves her whole life, she had developed a sense of superiority towards humans.  She was part elf, after all.

But strolling in the hallway next to Zidane, Mahou felt a part of her slip away.. the superior feeling nearly vanished, and her haughty way towards humans subsided for a brief moment.  Mahou, for just a split second, embraced her human half.  Mentally shaking her head, Mahou chided herself for thinking such ludicrous thoughts.  Her lineage was something to be proud of.  And be proud she would.

Linking arms with Zidane again, Mahou talked in her Irish accent.

"So, Zid," she began, "wha' did ye do b'fore Hogwarts?  I went to Cerrydwin's School fer Gifted Girls.  It be strange going ta school wi' boys, though.. An' tha's no' a bad thing."  She giggled and winked at Zidane, Blackfoot rolling her eyes.

"If I could, I'd take ye ta meet th' Elves," she told him.  She couldn't believe her ears.. was she actually telling this human that she would introduce him to the elves?  Was she insane?  Yes.  She was.  "Yer name.. Zidane.. wha' does it mean?  Me name, Mahou, means magic in Japanese.  I donnae ken why me parents named me tha'.. it be strange."  

Laughing, she tugged lightly on his arm, the hanky still clutched in her fist.  Looking at her hand, Mahou went to hand it back.  "Here's yer hanky.  Thank ye fer lettin' me use it."  She gave him a special smile.. one that hardly anyone had seen before.  She seemed to glow like the full moon on a cloudless night.. like a troop of faeries flitting on a still pond.. like a happy elf in a place she could only dream of..

Zidane stiffened at first when Mahou linked arms with him. He wasn't used to this kind of contact with other people, much less girls. He had always been treated with a very respectful distance by everybody around him, afraid he might toast them if they so much as got into direct contact with him.

As he listened to her talk, he began to relax, walking down the corridor now at a less "fatal" pace. Her

accent was musical and he thought she was most likely a good singer or something.

Suddenly, he felt very warm all over. "My name's a modern way of writing-or saying-the French 'Jitan," he explained in reply to her question. "My mother once said it means wanderer, traveller or something close to it. It's kind of a weird name to have, especially when you live in California. Boys there have macho sportsmanly names like Michael, Bruce, Mark, etcetera. If I'm not mistaken, even Professor McGonagall, y'know during the Sorting, even asked if the students knew a 'Mister or Miss Summers.'" He grinned at the memory of his grand entrance.

But the thought of schooling before Hogwarts made him more sombre. "I...I have never been to a formal school before this," he admitted, in a much softer voice, as if he was saying a deep-rooted feeling. He did not know that the hand of the arm Mahou was holding had clenched into a tight, pale fist.

"I've had plenty of private tutors, though. Really good ones. Plus there were correspondence courses that I took, specially made for, uh, 'gifted children.' We...I...was, well, moved around a bit."

He swallowed before continuing, trying to stem the tightness in his chest. "There are some things I could do with fire," he said after pausing like a diver ready to plunge into deep water. "Ever since I was three. Everybody thought it was some kind of physical abnormality, like accelerated metabolism, but there was nothing wrong with me. They poked and prodded for ten years, Mahou. It was not...nice."

"That's why they didn't let me go to school like everybody else. They were afraid I was gonna toast everybody first chance I got." He shuddered, even if the morning sun streaming through the windows was warm on his skin. "And then we met Professor Flitwick last summer. He knew right way that I was not abnormal. This is magic he's got, he said, we can teach him to use it well at Hogwarts. At first my parents didn't believe him, but in the end they let me go. The...Muggles could not do anything about me so it was high time they sought other...remedies."

"So here I am," he finished, giving her the best grin he could muster. "Badly bruised by a certain

red-haired Irish honey but thankfully still breathing."

Impulsively, he reached for her hand holding his handkerchief and squeezed it in thanks and reassurance. "By the way, you can keep the hanky. Your memento if ever you succeed in dragging me to death one of these days."

Mahou listened to the boy with silence, her strange ears taking in every word; her heart taking in every feeling his words did not say.  

When he was done, Mahou looked up (i guess) at him, her slanted eyes lime-green and apologetic.  "I be sorry ta make ye remember, Zid," she told him, her tone sombre.  She looked down at the floor as they walked.  "When I went ta Cerrydwin's.. no one there liked me.  They called me a freak an' 'Santa's Little Helper'."  

She spat those words like so much sweet acid.  "They would prod me, pull me ears, poke me, steal me stuff ta see if it had anythin' ta do wi' elves.  They would tear me clothes ta see if Elfin magick had anythin' ta do wi' mendin' clothes.. But th' worst trick they played was.. when they killed my other familiar.  B'fore I got Blackfoot."

She plunged on before she lost her nerve, he own willowy frame shivering a bit.  She stopped walking, hardly able to go on at the memory of her lost friend.  "Me an' th' wolf had exchanged breath," she explained, "thus makin' her me own real familiar.  We saw, sometimes, wha' each other saw.. smelled wha' each other smelled.. an' when she.. when she died.. I felt tha', too."  

Her knees almost buckled, recalling the sudden feeling of intense pain.. and then nothingness.  "I.. I was in th' middle o' class when I suddenly fell to th' floor, screaming in Elfin, holding me head in me hands.  Tears were spilling down me face, I ken it, an' people were still snickerin' an' pointin' at me."  

She gripped his arm with both her hands, and they were shaking like a leaf in a chill autumn wind.. like the one outside.  "They.. they had somehow.. they were tryin' ta play a joke ta make Stormbringer run.  But I kenned her.. she wouldna run.  They knocked o'er a tree wi' some kids higher up in years.  All 

o' them pooled their magic an' felled th' tree.. right on Stormbringer.  Her upper torso an' head were smashed.. I could barely recognise her.  In th' class.. I had stopped movin'."  

She clung to Zidane.  "E'en a bit o' blood dripped from me ears.  Tears were still tricklin' down me face, though.  Th' teacher kenned wha' had happened.  An' tha' was th' last straw.  Da took me out o' the school an' sent me here, where Ma hoped th' kids would be more acceptin', since they didna live around elves so much."  

After finishing the story, Mahou looked up at Zidane again, a strange sort of ghostly smile on her lips.  The smile of one that had died.  "So, ye an' I ha'e somethin' in common, Ziddy," she said, deep sorrow choking her voice.  "We were both ridiculed.. moved around.. but.. unless ye are nae tellin' me.. ye havena died."  She tried to keep her smile as the tears started again.  "Ye.. havena died.."

Mahou suddenly lost it and sunk to her knees, clutching the hanky to her face, sobbing almost violently.  She relived the pain.. the emptiness.. that had happened when Stormbringer had been crushed.  She relived the anguish of losing something so close.. it was a part of you.  Mahou Amberstone died a little more.

If he was most proficient in something, Zidane Summers would boast that he could always stop his tears when he was facing others. Even when he was still a child, he would //never// cry in front of the doctors even if their pokings and proddings hurt worse than hell.

This ability, however, did not make him any less attuned to pain. His anger he kept all bottled up inside. It was all in the past, anyway, he would rationalize. No use bringing it back.

So when Mahou succumbed to the worst possible crying spell he could imagine someone ever succumbing to, he did not draw back in surprise. If he felt one thing, it was a strange kinship with this elven girl.

Somehow, Zidane felt she was crying for him, too. For a child who never learned how it was really like to be a child.  For the boy who was imprisoned within the freaky body.

Had he been alone this time, he would have shed tears, too. Too much darned pain, too much memory. That was the consequence of hiding it all from others-the feelings would just burst forth at the most inopportune times.

But this time, he needed to be strong. Not for himself, but this time for her. For this girl with whom he had so much in common.

He tossed his schoolbag aside and knelt so they were face to face.  Her green eyes shone silvery with tears both shed and unshed.

He smiled. "No, Mahou, we didn't die," he said. "We beat them all. We're both here, now." He took the crying girl into his arms and allowed her to sob into his robes for the second time that day.

"I think this calls for some damage control," he said in a light voice. "What do you say we ditch all our

classes today, sneak into Hogsmeade and drink all the Butterbeer we could? My treat."

Mahou clutched Zidane desperately, recalling the feeling of warmth that her wolf had given her.. recalling the wondrous moments.. but that's all they were.. memories.

As he talked, Mahou slowly stopped crying, sniffling pathetically.  Raising her head from his robes, Mahou looked him right in his eyes, her own still glistening with unshed tears.  "Thank ye, Zid," she told him, great appreciation in her voice.  "I wouldna want anymore points ta be taken from Gryffindor.. an' I wouldna want any ta be taken from Ravenclaw."  

She poked the crest on his robes, with a half-forced smile.  Hugging him tight, Mahou lay her head on his shoulder, her breathing irregular, and her face pale from crying.

"Though.. I ha'e ne'er been ta Hogsmeade," she said wistfully.  "Wha' be there?"

Zidane started to answer Mahou's question but was taken aback by a shrill squawking sound. A large barn owl flew into the window and hovered above them, waving a cream-coloured envelope clutched in its beak in his direction.

He got to his feet and held out his hands. He rarely got mail this way.

"I think this is important," he said to Mahou, apologetically. "Imagine the owl trying to track me..." 

His voice trailed off as he turned the envelope over and saw the large stylised logo. A simple letter 'A,'

in a circle. He opened the letter and began to read it contents:

//Mister Zidane Summers...we have been carefully observant of your past medical records...we are inviting you to join our West Coast contingent, but if you would prefer to be part of the East Coast team we have no objection...we would appreciate a response as early as possible.. In service of Earth.//

"Oh. My. God." he said, his knees buckling. He had heard about them, but he had never expected that they...

"Mahou? Can you excuse me a moment? I need to...go somewhere. Gonna check this letter out."

Zidane squeezed Mahou's shoulder, picked up his schoolbag and ran down the hallway and out of sight.

----fade out----

Zidane Summers was not in his classes all day long. That night in the Ravenclaw dorm, he would say  his goodbyes to his classmates, a strange enthusiasm lighting up his face.

The next day, he travelled to London via the Floo Network, then took the first plane he could catch to

New York City. He was going to serve the Earth.

A Visitor Arrives

Taking it upon himself to get to Hogwarts, Uiliam Sparkstone used his innate magick in racing through his Elfin veins to walk a little more quickly until he could see the outline of Hogwarts, where he let all 

magick subside and walked at a normal pace.

After walking into the building, the elf stopped to survey his surroundings.  Placing hands on his hips, Uiliam smiled vaguely to himself.  ~What a lovely place,~ he thought to himself.  ~Needs more windows.. but I suppose that it is meant to seem stuffy.. It *is* a school, after all.~

Walking into the Great Hall, the man once again stopped, clasping his hands behind his back.  His long, wavy blonde hair moved with each slight stance, with each slight gesture.  His eyes surveyed the 

people in the hall, those almond-shaped eyes searching for one half-elf.. that did not seem to be there.  Shrugging broad shoulders, Uiliam walked deeper into the hall.

A deep green poet's shirt graced his torso, and a black vest shadowed the rich fabric.  His pants were a deep brown, made of the softest leather, and his knee-high boots barely made a creak.  His perfectly-pointed ears twitched at the sounds of forks and spoons, of knives and chatter.  He graced each student with a level gaze, almost in scrutiny.  The man seemed to glow faintly.

"Hm.. it appears my dear little Mahou is not here," he muttered to himself.  He put a slender hand under his chin, rubbing it thoughtfully.  His voice reminded one of proud wolves on the hunt, or a cool wind through a valley.  "But there are so many.. humans.. here.  And some.. not so human."  He smiled to himself as his eyes graced over Piotr with a swoop, then settled on Nimue.  He winked at her and turned them to the teacher's table.  "It seems.. that a few have left." 

Walking toward the table, Uiliam stopped, once more looking at the students.  He noticed a few of them looking at him, and smiled at each one in turn.  Putting some stray golden locks behind a delicate ear, standing in the middle of the Great Hall.

Students were beginning to leave for class and most of the staff had appeared to have left. Nimue had stayed at the Gryffindor table chatting to friends. She had wished a word with Anders to tell him the news about Mahou but he'd gone outside and she didn't want to trail around after him.

However, seeing him come back inside and heading back to the head table, she expected to see Dumbledore who was with a new student, she excused herself and intercepted him.

"Good morning, Mr. Grimalkin. Did the Headmaster keep you studying all night?" she said with a smile, "I'm just off to History of Magic class. Will you be around later? I have some good news to share."

Nimue had just gotten the words out of her mouth when she saw Uiliam Sparkstone. She recognised him from the picture that Mahou had been looking at a while earlier. He winked at her which was slightly disconcerting. 

Anders ran a hand through his hair and grinned shyly at Nimue.  "Not QUITE working all night," he said.  "But I did fall asleep in his study. He and Dmitri have organised a few days off for me."

"Excuse me Anders. That is a friend of Mahou Amberstone's. He is an elf. I'd better tell him where she is." 

Nimue approached the elf with a gracious smile. "Good morning. I am Elizabeth Hawkwood a classmate of Mahou Amberstone's. I am afraid Mahou has left for our first class of the day and Professor Dumbledore is currently with a new student. I am sure he won't be long if you'd care to wait?"

Anders glanced up when the elf entered the room and his dark brow furrowed in a slightly suspicious gesture.  He had no way of knowing yet what had transpired between Nimue and Mahou that morning, and as a consequence was still very aware of the potential danger to his beloved Nimue.

As a consequence, he excused himself for the second time from the head table and strode purposefully over to stand beside her, saying nothing, but just making his presence felt.

Uiliam looked down at Nimue from his 6' height with a dashing smile.  "There is something about you.." he started, then stopped, nodding his head.  "I believe I shall wait.  I did, after all, write to him first.  So should it not be appropriate for me to wait?"  He grinned again.  "Elizabeth Hawkwood, eh?  I am Uiliam Sparkstone."  He nodded to her once, and only once, and that was barely.

Uiliam seemed to have a slight air of 'I’m better than you' about him.  His eyes rarely met anyone's, and when he acknowledged someone, he did so like he would a child.  Well, he WAS over one hundred..

Turning away from Nimue, Uiliam still spoke to her.  "So, before you depart, miss, would you care to tell me a bit about this learning place?  It seems.. rather.. adequate."  He barely nodded in Anders' general direction.

Nimue was glad of Anders presence even though she realised after the fact that he might be concerned for her safety. However, Nimue reasoned that if Mahou had meant Uiliam to make up for her perceived humiliation in the forest, the half-elven girl would not have been so open at breakfast or left the Hall.

She also could tell that Uiliam Sparkstone was slightly curious about her. She expected this would soon pass as long as she did nothing to overly engage his interest.

Nimue's background had afforded her some experience with people who considered themselves 'superior' for reasons of wealth, position or lineage. Her father had counselled her at any early age that with such people (or beings) one should always be polite and respectful without being self-effacing.

She nodded politely, "Of course," , "it is appropriate that you should wait, Uiliam Sparkstone. I am certain the Headmaster will not be long."

She then addressed his question about Hogwarts, "The school was established over a thousand years ago some time before the turn of the millennium in the Common Era. Although a thousand years is a relatively short period of time for your peoples, in these lands it represents an unbroken tradition of education in the magical arts. The school does not discriminate between those born into families of magical lineage and those who are born with the pre-disposition towards magic to non-wizarding folk. Indeed, such people are seen to strengthen the magical community by reminding us that we live side-by-side and share this land with those who do not share our ways."

********

Marvo yawned. He had been up early to finish his report to the Ministry regarding some questions they had about the events in the woods.

He stretched and took a small marble from his pocket and popped it into his mouth. "mmm Nice." he said, mostly to himself. "Not as good as the real thing." He sighed.

Looking around he saw the elf arrive and was considering going over when he saw Nimue approach.

"Go for it Lizzy. Your always better with 'Those sort' of people"

He started to lightly butter some bread. "Elves. Should feel sorry for them really. Not able to cope with humans being better at relating to other than them. I hope Mahou's human side wins out"

He bit into the bead and gave a small yelp!

Calling over a house elf he whispered to it. "Can you get me some low fat spread?"

Andy looked around and spotted Marvo. "Hello," he said. "Beautiful day isn't it?"

He inhaled deeply. The crisp air filled his lungs with life. He sat down next to Marvo. He reached for the bacon, but then thought of Marvo's "condition" so he went for an apple instead.   "How are you, Marvo?" he asked.

"Andy! Hi. I'm fine that. a little” he yawned, “tired, but that will pass"

He smiled as Andy picked up the apple "So how are things with you? I've been doing a little research. Looking into way to solve you.. situation. Not a lot to report so far. a couple of possible spells to help lead me in the right direction. but a lot of research needed before I can perform them"

Marvo looked over the Elf. "Did you see we have a visitor? See the ears twitch? He's probably hearing 

everything we say. They have extremely good hearing you know."

He smiled over to the elf, "Maybe I'll go and introduce myself. Or maybe I won't. Depends if he's 

hear officially or not" He winked at Andy. "never a dull day in the life of a Auror. even in training"

Uiliam glances at Marvo, twitching his ears at the words of the boy.  ~*No need to feel sorry for me, human,*~ he spat bitterly.  He muttered under his breath, and in his own language.. which was more insulting than just saying it aloud.  ~*Feel sorry for your own inadequacy.*~

Turning back to Nimue, Uiliam forced a smile at her politeness.  He knew a trained one when he saw one.  She was just being polite, he thought, to please him, and to make him think she was so well-mannered.  ~Well,~ he thought, ~she is but human.~  Chuckling mentally, Uiliam smiled genuinely for a moment.

"Ah.. a thousand years is but a breath to some elves," he told her wistfully, with a touch of boredom in his musical accent.  He didn't have the full Irish accent like Mahou.  His was intermingled with the 

more prominent, harmonious, elfin accent.  "I suppose some of the students are.. as you say.. Muggle-born?  And some are but half like my dear sweet Mahou?"  He smirked.  "I wonder how this school could still be in existence," he mused, looking around.  

He had obviously not meant that comment to any of the folks present.  "If I had my way, it would be replaced, or at least repaired."  Looking back at Nimue and the others, Uiliam seemed to have the expression like he had just recalled they were still there.

"Ah, yes, do you not have some little.. class you must attend to?  Yes?" he said to them, his blonde brows raised.  He clasped his hands behind his back again, leaning over a bit, as if speaking to a little girl.  "You do not wish to be late, do you?"  He flashed her a smile that would denounce insuperiority to any who would listen.  Standing up straight, Uiliam further ignored the humans before him, looking 

around the Great Hall, a look of disdain on his face.

Of course, the elf had misread Nimue though he clearly was unaware of this.  Nimue's manners were quite genuine and she just had no particular interest in pleasing Uiliam. His lack of interest in her didn't bother her in the slightest, in fact she was pleased by it. She could get on to her classes and if lucky snatch a few minutes with Anders.

"I would never say muggle-born sir but yes, a number of our students who attend comes from a such background and there are those like Mahou who have one parent born into a non-wizarding family."

Nimue thought his remark about Hogwarts was a strange one but declined comment. She had of course met Paula Amberstone briefly when she and Mahou's father Weatherlite had visited the school. Nimue briefly wondered how Paula had fared when meeting with Weatherlite's 'folk' if Uiliam Sparkstone was anything to go by. 

"Indeed, we all have our first classes to attend, Uiliam Sparkstone as this is a school. May I advise Mahou Amberstone of your presence? I am certain she will be delighted to hear of your visit."

As she waited for Uiliam to notice her again, she gave a small reassuring smile to Anders. 

Uiliam sighed audibly and turned toward Nimue, plastering another forced smile on his face at her 'bothering' him again.  "If you would be so.. kind.. yes.  I would like it if you would tell leannan that I 

am here.  Mahou, if you could not have guessed."  He scoffed, laughing a bit.  "I would hardly call Weatherlite Amberstone 'non-wizarding'. Weatherlite is one of the best Elfin magick-users in Ireland.  Mahou is lucky to have such lineage."  

He stared at Nimue, his slanted eyes cool and collected, if not a tad bored.  "Elfin magick is different than your kind," he said, 'your kind' dripping with a certain tone.  "No silly wand-waving or such nonsense." 

Nimue blushed slightly, "I meant no disrespect towards Weatherlite Amberstone, Uiliam Sparkstone. I may have misunderstood Mahou, I had thought her mother had been a muggle born witch."

He waved his wrist in dismissal at the lot of  them.  "Go one to your class, now.  You do not wish to keep your professor waiting."  He fully turned his body to the side, flashing them all a profile view of the athletic elfin body, obviously telling them the conversation was more than over.

The elf had obviously 'dismissed' them and not a moment too soon as far as Nimue was concerned. His disdain for those not of his 'kind' was apparent. She wondered if he was the source of Mahou's prejudice against humans.  

She turned to Anders Grimalkin, "Are you free to walk with us to Professor Binns' class? I am sure Mahou's friend will entertain himself here waiting for Dumbledore."

Anders ripped his icy stare from the elf's back and turned to Nimue. "The pleasure would be mine, I am sure, Miss Hawkwood," he said, putting an arm somewhat protectively around her.  He gave her an encouraging little hug of support, then let go of her, but slipped his hand around hers.

He didn't trust this elf at all.

Anders had struggled all his life to make something of himself and it was always the way with him.  If someone put on 'superiority', his defensive streak came to the fore.  He had a chip on his shoulder roughly the size of the Empire State about superiority.  And it showed in his angry expression, an expression he was clearly fighting to keep under control.

"Let's go," he said, his voice taut and unnatural.

Uiliam was exceedingly glad when Nimue and company left him be.  He didn't feel like dealing with humans right now, anyway.  Not ever, really.  Sighing softly, he looked directly at Marvo.

"Auror, eh?" he asked, clasping his hands behind his back again.  "Yes, I can hear you just fine.  Yes, my ears do twitch when something less-than-pleasing hits them.  And, yes, Lord Headmaster Dumbledore does know that I am here.  Now, if you do not mind.. boy.. will you kindly refrain from talking about me unless you are talking at me."  

His eyes never turned from their calm pools, his voice never rose or changed from his bored tone, and his stance stayed as collected as always.  Uiliam was a prime specimen of elf.. though.. the way he acted towards humans was a little severe.

His beautiful, thin face turned from the gnat known as Marvo and settled to look upon other things.  He grazed over a group of Hufflepuff girls and they began to giggle audibly.  Uiliam made no notion that he had noticed, of course, and just decided to see what else there was to see.  The ceiling was a nice trick, though a bit mundane, so thought the elf standing below it.  He would rather be in a building made out of marble, or just sitting under a tree conversing with the spirit therein.  Tucking some lustrous blonde locks behind one ear, Uiliam waiting for Dumbledore.. with much impatience, though, of course, he let none of that be apparent.

*********

Hailey and Ali had dashed to the Ravenclaw common room, skidding precariously though the hallways in their sodden shoes.

They hurriedly changed into clean robes.  Her voice muffled by her shirt, Ali asked, "Hailey, would you be a dear and tell me the time?"

Hailey was secretly relieved that Ali hadn't pieced together the cause of their recent mishap, and gladly pushed up her sleeve and glanced at her terribly Muggle digital wristwatch.  "We have five minutes till class starts."

Ali wiped the last bit of syrup off her shoes and glanced up at Hailey, who was tying the laces of her running sneakers. While Ali suspected who was responsible for her sticky shoes, since she had just recently made up with the culprit it seemed better to let it lie.  She sighed and said, "I don't think we're going to get to class on time."

"Second understatement of the year."  Hailey rolled her eyes and grabbed her book bag, still speckled with corn flakes.  Ali followed suit, absentmindedly brushing off some scrambled egg as the two of them skidded haphazardly through the corridors.

As Hailey ran pell-mell down the corridors, dodging students, she considered the weight of the bag hanging precariously over her shoulder.  Swinging it in front of her, a quick glance at its contents confirmed her suspicions.  She skidded to a halt and called, "Ali, I think I left my history book in the Great Hall!"

Ali zoomed passed her, then stopped suddenly, and turning to Hailey pointedly. "Are you sure? You are confident it's not back in our dorm?"

"I don't think..."  She paused at the irritated look on Ali's face, and quickly amended, "I'm certain it's in the hall....but you don't have to come, I don't want to make you any more late for class."

"Hmmm....." Ali said, and began to think aloud. "Since the punishment is the same for five minutes late as 20 minutes late, I'm sure you could use the extra help finding it," she concluded as she began to 

head toward the great hall. <we're likely to get into a lot of trouble with Professor Binns, but at least Hailey isn't having to do it alone> she thought to herself.

Hailey sighed with relief.  "Thanks, Ali, I owe you...again."  Trying not to attract attention to themselves (as the hallways were now nearly empty because class had started) they moved as quickly as possible to the Great Hall.  Upon walking through the doors, Hailey was so busy scanning the Ravenclaw table for her missing book that she didn't notice the tall, strikingly handsome man standing at the far end of the room.  Her voice rather muffled because she was on her knees under the table, Hailey asked, "What is it that Professor Binns does to punish tardiness, anyway?"

Ali went over to the Hufflepuff table, noting that there were still several students left in the Great Hall, including an exceptionally tall, Arian-looking fellow. Thinking nothing of it, she began searching for the book where she had taken her spill. "I hear he makes students write dates over and over again, or even spells if they were mentioned in the lecture," Ali responded as the house elves began to clean up. "It's not here at this table."

Hailey groaned and rose to her feet.  "Not over here, either....wait, found it!"  She happily fished it out from beneath the Slytherin table, although it looked a bit worse for the wear.  Stuffing it in her bag, she said, "So, since we're learning about that guy who created an artificial blizzard to stop invaders, we're going to have to repeat the spell for creating snowstorms?  How useful."  

She rolled her eyes and her wand dropped out of her bag, rolling to a stop a few feet away.  As she bent to pick it up, she said absentmindedly, "What's the spell anyway, amplus ningo?"  A single snowflake drifted onto her hand, and she looked up in confusion at the enchanted ceiling.

Ali had begun walking toward her absentminded friend as soon as she found the book. She reached Hailey just as she finished her question, and stared at her, mouth agape as she looked at Hailey's face, 

Hailey's wand, and back at Hailey again. Regaining her composure, she didn't break her horrified stare away from Hailey as she shouted, with surprising fierceness, "Everyone get under something, NOW!!!" 

She grabbed Hailey's arm and pulled her under the table. "Yes, Hailey," she spoke in a low voice, "that is exactly what the spell was, congratulations." Snow began plummeting toward the ground.

********

Marvo winked at Andy and stood up in front of Uiliam giving a deep (and slightly mocking) bow.

" My humble apologies my Lord! Had the headmaster informed us that a member of 'The Gentry' was going to be visiting I'm SURE we would have arrange a much warmer welcome for you"

He straightened up pulling the front of his robes, "But I'm sure if you visit your relatives down in the kitchen, then you would get the reverence you deserve"

It's possible Marvo had more to say, but just then a snowflake landed on his nose and he looked up.

"What?"

Uiliam's expression did not change when he laid eyes upon Marvo for the second time.  He had an intense look of boredom in his steely eyes, and his beautiful face was calm and collected.  "I assure, you, child, that the House Elves," he crossed his arms, "would be rather glad to see me.  I would be sure that I would be a nice change from human orders."  

He noted the evident sarcasm and acid.  "I would hardly expect anything pleasant to come from you, child, and thus I shall stay in my frame of mind.  I do hope that you, among all the humans in this place, are not speaking for them all?  Because if you are.. I would say they need a new one.  You are most insulting to look upon, and even moreso to listen to."

Uiliam looked up at the snow, holding a hand out like a fascinated boy, though his expression just flowered a smile and not the wide-eyed enjoyment.  Snow was one of Uiliam's favourite things, so he 

just stood there, as it piled up around him, quite content with the silencing blanket of chilly freedom.

-

"Well 'Ancient one' Thankfully I do not speak for all" Marvo smile did however waver slightly at the mention of his 'looks'.

"well at least my looks are natural! And not some product of a para-pheromonal glamour. Now if you will excuse me. I have some 'mere-humans' to speak to. I am sure we shall speak later." Marvo did not bother to bow this time. he just turned and walked off.

As the blizzard started to fall harder Kat began ushering the remaining students out of the hall along with the other prefects. Fortunately many had already left for classes.

Ali was huddled in her autumn coat, the melting snow already seeping through her breaches. She heard the muffled shouting of students, and heard them scrambling to leave, so she assumed she and Hailey were going to be stuck there awhile. 

Hailey was in a panic with the realisation that it truly was all her fault and the apparently renewed disgust from her friend. Ali sighed softly, a cloud of steam bellowing from her mouth and crooked nostrils, and interrupted Hailey mid-panic: "Well, I'm very impressed that  you remembered that aspect of the lesson," Ali said, meaning for to be encouraging but sounding sardonic instead, "Do you remember the spell the opposing wizards used to cancel it out?"

"No!" Hailey squeaked.  "He's supposed to cover that today."  She swallowed convulsively and stared at Ali wide-eyed.  "And I didn't do the reading." 

"Neither did I," Ali replied, then took her tan hands out of there pockets and gave Hailey a reassuring hug, "Don't worry, all we have to do is skim through tonight's reading and we can stop the snow from falling. That way we'll only be in half the trouble." She said, feigning confidence that she almost never really felt, and threw Hailey one over her warmest smiles. 

Hailey gulped again and nodded meekly, handing over her battered history book.  Ali flipped it open and started skimming the pages, murmuring to herself.  Looking over her shoulder, Hailey bit her lip nervously and tried not to hyperventilate. 

"Snow storm of 73...evil sorcerer...amplus ningo...aha! Here it is, the counter-spell!" Ali exclaimed, and she began searching her bag for her blood-red wand. 

Hailey sighed with relief and pulled out her own wand, grateful for something to do.  She glanced at the book, then called out, "Pausa nimbus niverus!"  Pausing, she looked at Ali and shrugged, then poked her head out from under the table.  Hailey reappeared a few seconds later, grinning.  "It worked."

Marvo looked around and saw Hailey and Ali under the table. He forced his way through the snow and knelt down beside them. He look straight at them. His right eye glowing a deep red

Turning her head at the sound of crunching snow, Hailey found herself face to face with a glowing red eye.  She yelped and stumbled back, knocking into Ali.

"Hello. Hailey Daniels and Ali Bonavelli isn't it? I have a feeling you may have some explanation for this?" Marvo didn't look angry. It was possible there was a hint of amusement in his voice. But he did look a little scary.

Ali turned her head to view the speaker, and recognised his face instantly. His skin was soft and unwrinkled, which match the calm in his voice. However, after the startled yelp of her protector, she was unable to remain collective herself. "I'm s-s-s-sorry...we d-d-d-didn't mean to...w-w-w-we w-w-w-were late...f-f-f-f-forgot her b-b-b-b..."

"I forgot my book, so we came back to get it, and I accidentally picked up my wand when I was talking about the blizzard spell we're learning about in history, it was an accident, I'm sorry!" Hailey sputtered in a rush, unnerved by his gaze and the fact that he knew their names.  After all, two average Ravenclaws aren't exactly well-known.  They both climbed out from under the table, brushing the snow from their shoulders and staring at their feet.

Marvo looked puzzled for a moment. That was quite a powerful Spell, not one that should have been activated by just saying the words while holding a wand.

His eyes flicked over to the elf. He Smiled. "Oh I see. Well you should be more careful that that Hailey. You should know better by now. Still. No harm done, but I can't guarantee you won't lose any house points for it. Now. Come on. We'll be late for History of Magic"

He helped the two of them out from under the table and ushered them towards the door.

"I assume you know a drying spell?" He said, glancing at their wet robes.

As they walked out he gave one more glance at the Elf. *Curious* He thought. *Something to investigate*

On Route to and in the History of Magic 

"I'm Sarah Taverner, Ravenclaw House." Sarah smiled at Jian's bow.  "You're a friend of Shinrei's aren't you? I mean you're both from the Far East. Well East to us I guess you see things differently being from there and all. So how come you're studying here?"

Jian chose not to let the reference to Shinrei and the "way he saw things" be discussed further. So he would focus on the safest issue, though what he would be saying was only half of the entire truth. 

"I was sent here by my Shaolin Order, the Mian-Ju-Tao, to study the ways of other magical peoples, Miss," he explained. "My great-uncle was a student here, too, fifty years ago."

Niki gave Jian the sort of glance that implied he was definitely included in the list of Gryffindor boys she would not like to see in their pyjamas, and nodded in return. In the past weeks, she had grown increasingly frustrated with several of the new students--and some of the old ones. If there was one thing Niki hated, it was people who acted like they knew more than she did, whether it was true or not, and Jian had quickly joined Marvo in this category.

"The grass is very slippery this morning," she commented. "Doesn't it make you cold, Sarah?"

"There's a definite nip in the air. Plus I am sure that grass did that on purpose!" said Sarah with a wink to Niki. "I guess we should start heading in for another fascinating ninety minutes of Professor Binns. 

Did China have Goblin Rebellions Jian or more exotic history?"

 "I swear, Bathilda Bagshot purposely chose the hardest paper for her book...the Care of Magical Creatures textbook has such lovely pillowy pages, but I suppose when you have Hagrid, it's not a good idea to doze off. Wasted, completely wasted. Shall we stroll back to the castle? Maybe walking in there like Edwardian ladies will give us some extra credit points on an essay..."

"Good idea - I bet ole Binns was alive during Edwardian times and he'd probably think we were the creme-de-la-creme of lady-like behaviour...." giggled Sarah. "We should go in..."

Niki, grinning, hooked her arm through Sarah's. "Shall we continue in, then, fair lady? Do me the honour of this...err...walk?" She began to giggle. "Come on, Jian...we'll be late, and Professor Binns will give you detention. Not us, though. We're far too..." she stopped talking and began to giggle again, "too... too...ladylike!"

Jian, although a little overwhelmed by the girls' discussion, nodded and began to follow them into the castle. He did not understand more than half of what they were saying, but he certainly did not show this.

His face was serious as usual as he spoke while they walked. "In China, we have demons and animal creatures who sought to overthrow human rule. At times, they are much more powerful than even the strongest wizards, so our legends state the dragons and lions became our allies and protectors and were important in preserving our country the way it is now."

Jian shrugged. "Most of our fighting techniques are based on the nature of dragons, lions and other animal-protectors in our legends. We try to be as strong, pure and honourable as them."

As he spoke, he had never felt such great pride in his heritage. But, as usual, Jian humbly kept his head

down as he trailed a half-step behind the two girls.

"Dragons?" Sarah talked as she walked with Jian and Niki. "Now see there's a major difference between East and West. In the East dragons like snakes are considered positive symbols but in the West we still have to contend with a predominant cultural mind-set that perceives snakes as evil and dragons as symbols of chaos and destruction."

She sighed, "Of course, there are enlightened muggles and the wizarding world values dragons but they are still seen as magical creatures and highly dangerous ones. Sentient dragons.. well if they still exist in the West or anywhere would be hard-pressed to survive. Nice to think they helped China out though." 

She shrugged, "I don't know if in our magical history such things as demons ever tried to overthrow human rule. I would expect Binns would probably make it sound tedious if they had. I mean if that Aidan Smyth chap was teaching magical history I guess we'd get some more interesting stuff. All we seem to get is Goblin Rebellions and now they look after the banking for wizarding kind - how bizarre is that."

"Pretty bizarre," Niki agreed. "Still, I suppose Binns bored himself to death...it's the least we can do to stay awake. And DEAR Bathilda Bagshot has made it so much easier with rock-hard books..." She grinned. "But dragons? Sentient dragons? Do they exist? I mean, I know snakes are sentient, even un-magical ones, because Parselmouths can talk to them...they can have interesting conversations, or so I've heard. But is there really that much difference between Europe and Asia in the sort of magic? There really isn't very much different between North Africa and Britain...but maybe there is, because North Africa had so much more exposure to Europe. Sub-Sahara...I actually don't know."

"There are also fighting techniques inspired by snakes, Miss," Jian piped in with more enthusiasm than

before. "Most popular is the serpent. A stillness-and-pounce manoeuvre is taught to all Mian-Ju-Tao. In English, it would be 'The Sleeping Serpent,' yes."

"I am not certain how different magical cultures are between the East and West, but in Asia itself there are plenty of differences."

He turned to Sarah with understanding on her statements about dragons. "We have very great faith in dragons in China, Miss. They bring good luck and protection, and that is why they symbolise our people's best hopes, be they sentient or not."

He reached into his robes and pulled out his wand. He would have preferred using a tessen, an iron fan, but his Uncle said in Hogwarts people used wands.

"This wand was made by Chamka Xi of Hong Kong," he explained. "The core is made from the claw or nail of the mythical Lung-ryu, a dragon of heaven and courage, but some argue he has the form of a higher heavenly creature, or a lion."

Sarah addressed Niki first, "I guess if snakes have interesting things to say even the non-magical ones then it's to be expected that dragons, who are after all magical creatures, might also have interesting things to say. Or some of them maybe." she shrugged, "I guess few people would speak dragon though - I mean there's enough prejudice against Parselmouths and snakes in general even among wizardkind." 

As they walked she turned back to Jian, "I guess that is something we in the West forget, Jian that there are cultural differences within Asia as well. I mean consider the differences between France and the British Isles or Scotland and England. We are aware of them but at a distance the similarities are more evident than the differences."

They were now approaching the History of Magic classroom. 

"That is a very cool core to have in a wand, Jian. Of course, unicorns, dragons and phoenixes are considered mythical as well to muggles. We just know that they aren't really." she said this with a bright smile to both her companions.

"Take a deep breath," Niki cautioned Sarah, "and steel your nerves against sleep...'cause in we go!" With that, she pushed open the door to the classroom, and, her arm still hooked through Sarah's, strolled through. Unfortunately, at the look of surprise on Professor Binns's face, she burst out laughing so hard she had to drop Sarah's arm and cling to a desk for support, oblivious to the strange looks the Hufflepuffs were giving her.

"Sorry...professor...I don't mean any disrespect, honestly..."

Jian was grateful for the distraction Niki's laughter had caused. It made him practically invisible to everyone else in the room, their attention so caught by the Slytherin girl. The three of them went through the door at almost the same time, but he was a few steps behind and was half-hidden by the two girls from Professor Binns' eyes.

True to his fleet-footed kung-fu-artist nature, Jian darted very quickly to his usual seat beside Dylan and settled down.

Sarah didn't think they were late given that quite a few seats were empty. She also wondered whether Professor Binns with being a ghost and all was that concerned with her and Niki's rather flamboyant 

entrance. 

She sat down and opened her book at what appeared to be a less boring section than usual and waited for the class to start. 

**********

Mahou watched in utter confusion as Zidane ran off.  She picked up her bag and walked to HoM.

Stepping into the classroom, Mahou took a seat by herself, her mood dark.. and her expression mimicking it rather well.

"Hey!" said Sarah waved to Mahou and beckoned her over. The elf-girl had looked a lot more jolly earlier and now seemed gloomy again.

Mahou had been fiddling with her quill when Sarah spoke.  Looking up, the half-elf tucked some hair behind her ear and stood, gathering her things and walking over.  Finding a seat beside Sarah, Mahou plunked down, muttering a soft hello.

Nathaniel meandered into class a minute shy of being late, his arms full of books and the mostly black kitten trotting diligently at his heels.  Stalks by Night hardly ever missed a class.

He caught sight of Sarah and Mahou sitting close together, looked around for Niki, and then found a seat near Sarah and Mahou.

Sarah smiled at seeing Nathaniel and Stalks. Professor Binns was still looking for the register and hadn't called them to order yet.

A Hufflepuff had arrived and advised him that there had been a freak blizzard in the Great Hall and that some students were snowed in.

"Hey, Nathaniel I see we beat you here after all. Niki and I made such a grande entrance you'd have laughed. Didn't we Niki?"

Niki nodded, finally able to keep a straight face. "We were very ladylike, until I started to laugh. We were trying to impress Binns with our...ladylikeness? That's not a word, I can tell, but English is confusing. Sorry, Sarah--I think I elbowed you at some point in there."

**********

Nimue spoke quietly to Anders as they walked to the History of Magic class. She explained to him about the conversation that she and Mahou had over breakfast and that the elven girl had apologised to her.

"She's a sweet thing though and I'd hate us not to get on. She needs to get over this whole human vs elf thing though for her own sake. I mean it's like if someone had one muggle parent but hated muggles - they'd be hating themselves and a big part of their heritage."

She then explained the letter that had appeared to have brightened Mahou's spirits.

"She's got a bit of a crush on Uiliam Sparkstone though he's hardly the boy she described him as. I guess with being a full-blooded elf he's probably still an adolescent in their society.."

She smiled, "Anyway, Mahou said he had written to the Headmaster and I guess it was about this visit. I wonder if he'll try to talk her out of being here. I mean if he's that snobbish though obviously it is up to her parents where she goes to school. I just hope he doesn't make her more unhappy. She had problems at her old school in Ireland and it would be nice if she felt not only more welcomed here but happy to be here."

Anders rubbed his nose thoughtfully.  "She seems nice to me, that's for sure," he said.  "I know I've not had much to do with her, but...well, you know.  I have something of an affinity for those who feel different. That's what you get for growing up as the only 'Mudblood' in Slytherin house.  I mean...I know I'm not a full Muggle-born...but I grew up believing I was."

He shuddered involuntarily remembering those days, days of which he never spoke if he could possibly help it.

They came to a halt outside the History of Magic class and Anders ran a hand through his hair, grinning shyly.  "Enjoy the lesson...well, as much as anyone can enjoy one of Professor Binns' lessons, and I'll maybe see you at lunch.  I might just go home though.  I don't know if Dumbledore will want me hanging around like some lost puppy."

Nimue gave him a semi-stern look, "Better that I think than you exhausting yourself on your studies when you are suppose to be resting. Kat I am sure would agree 100%."

She looked at her watch, "I have a free period this afternoon and you can perhaps work with Madame Hooch this morning. With Nathan and Tish gone you'll need to re-look at your teams. Sarah Taverner was saying yesterday that she didn't see anyway that Shinrei would be well enough for training either. Then this afternoon we can work on some time management strategies...."

Having thus organised Anders day to her satisfaction Nimue smiled, gave his hand a quick squeeze and entered the HoM classroom.

Anders grinned broadly at Nimue as she disappeared into class.  For some reason, he found being organised by her great entertainment.  If left to his own devices for too long, his world would simply disappear in a quagmire of chaos.

He mooched off down the corridor and ran a hand over his stubbled chin. He DID have to go home for a brief time, if only to shave, change and feed the kitten, but maybe Nimue was right.  Maybe he should spend his free time up at the castle.  But he needed to clear that with the Headmaster first.

He wandered down the corridors, lost in his own private little world.

Spotting Mahou Nimue went over and sat next to her. "I have a huge surprise for you.." she whispered.

Mahou looked up from her quill as Nimue came in, offering her a half-smile.  "News?  Wha' news?" she asked uncertainly.  She didn't think she could take much more news.. not after the sudden disappearance of Zidane.  

Piotr slouched into the classroom, his shades firmly in place and a look of strain on his pale face.  He glanced furtively around, then slid into a corner where he was most likely to be ignored.  History of Magic was not one of his stronger subjects, therefore he did not enjoy it.

He unpacked his quill and buried his head in his textbook.

Occasionally, he would shiver, almost convulsively.  His hand slid regularly to his pocket as though feeling for his potion, but every time he seemed to hesitate and take his hand away again. Inasmuch he could look more unwell than he did already - he looked terrible.

Sitting up straight, Mahou noticed Piotr come in.  She saw the shades and the horrid condition he seemed to be in.  Throwing him a concerned look, Mahou looked back at Nimue, awaiting her news.

Needless to say.. she hoped it was good.

Nimue also noted Piotr's condition with some sympathy then turned her attention to Mahou and delivering the news.

"Well, you have a visitor. A rather beautiful young elf by the name of Uiliam Sparkstone is waiting to see the Headmaster and then will be seeing you. Isn't that amazing! He seems to want to see you very much. Just not at all interested in anything or anyone else at the school just leannan."

Nimue hoped that the news of Uiliam's visit would cheer Mahou up.

Mahou dropped her quill, causing it to land with a puff on her papers.  Slowly, deliberately, she turned her head to look at Nimue, her eyes wide.  Suddenly, she launched herself over her desk, latching onto the most-likely stunned girl bearing the news, hugging her tightly.

"Uiliam?  Here to see me!" she cried, happier than she'd been in a long time.  She didn't care if Binns heard her.  She was thrilled beyond capacity to hear that Uiliam Sparkstone was here to see her! Her of all people!!  "Ach, Nim," she said, releasing the girl, "thank ye so much!  Ye donnae ken how much this means ta me.  But now, I ken, History o' Magic is gonna take a lot longer than it would ha'e..."  She sighed, still smiling, and sat back in her seat, that grin plastered there with superglue.

*********

Dylan had been caught quite off-guard by the sudden snow-fall.  He had been, after all, more interested in his breakfast and trying to remember into which book he'd stuffed his comic.  However, the snowflakes that swiftly covered the Great Hall brought him back to reality with two realisations--1, it doesn't snow inside and 2, he was going to be late for History of Magic if he didn't hurry.  

Determined, he waded through the snowdrifts that were starting to pile up in the corners, and as soon as he was outside of the hall, he ran like a madman for the History of Magic classroom, still considerably snowy.

Right on the wire, he darted in and made a beeline for his seat in the back, melting snow dripping off of him as he went.

Niki brightened considerably when Dylan entered, then did a double take. "You're wet," she exclaimed, louder than necessary, and then clapped her hands over her mouth. Cringing a little and nodding at Sarah and Nathaniel to indicate she wasn't running away from them, she grabbed her bag and took

a seat beside Dylan. "What happened? Did Peeves catch you?"

Dylan smiled at her, shaking the water and snow out of his longish hair.  "It's snowin' in th' Great Hall," he told her.  "I didn't think th' ceiling would do tha'."  Noticing the puddle on his desk, he tried to wipe up the water with his sleeve.

"Snowing? As is...snow? Cold, wet? White? Flaky? And...in the Great Hall?" Niki looked a little bit shocked. "Err...that's...interesting. Why? And, Dylan...your hair is sopping wet. Do you want something to dry it off with?"

"No, no, it's all right," Dylan said, pushing the wet bangs away from his face.  "I don't know why it's snowin', jus' is.  Cold, wet, white an' e'erythin'."  He was grinning.  Snow, especially odd, unexpected snow made him happy.  Niki coming to sit next to him didn't hurt one bit, either.  Even History of Magic could be bearable given certain circumstances.

Niki shook her head, laughing a little to herself. "Well, I suppose the freak blizzard made you late...you missed Sarah and me coming in and me falling over and laughing my head off like a hyena. It was interesting. Professor Binns looked scandalised! But now we'd better try really, really hard to look interested in the goblin rebellions, hadn't we?" 

She grinned, and pulled out her notes. Instead of starting a new page with the date, title of the lecture, or other important facts, however, she drew a wavery stick-figure poking out of a blackboard, and saying, "Blah, blah, blah." In her sharp, angular handwriting, Niki labelled it "Professor Binns" and flicked it across the desk towards Dylan.

Dylan chuckled softly, and with the stub of his pencil--he hated quills--he added to the drawing, fleshing out the little details in a very comic book fashion, including students dropping dead from boredom.  After appropriately labelling the dead and dying in his own block print, he sent it back to her, and returned to his own doodles.

Raphael and Jacob soon reached the History of Magic room. It certainly wasn't a long walk, not by anyone's standards, a nice walk up a few steps (well, on some days they had a habit of being steps down, which still somehow managed to get them up to the second floor, but who's looking at detail?) and through the corridors until the little door to Professor Binns old (and still occupied) teaching room.

But by the time they'd got there, Raphael had gone a strange mix of ashen grey and bruised purple. The shoulder was playing up again, and the other couldn't cope with all the strain. Raphael made hardly a sound as they walked but by the time he fell into a chair not to far from Sarah and Nathaniel he was blinking spots out of his eyes. All he could do was grunt a hello.

Jacob sat down into the seat behind Raphael. This allowed him to examine the other boy carefully, from the sudden lack of strength to the awkward colour he had turned.

"Are you alright?" He asked in some alarm. He was a good student, true, and had turned an odd shade of red as he whispered the question hoarsely. This was one of his favourite classes, and he -liked- paying attention in it. Still, if the other Ravenclaw was about to keel over and die...

Nathaniel swivelled in his seat a little as people started arriving, talking about the freak snowstorm in the Great Hall.

Snow.

Nathaniel ...  liked snow.  Nathaniel ... remembered snow. He closed his eyes as a rush of part memory slid through his mind.   Snow.

Snow feathers.

Snow feathers blood.

A cascade of snowy feathers, as soft as sin and as white as a shriven soul, onto the pristine snow, followed by a sudden spray of warm blood that stained snow and feathers alike.

Feathers.  Snow.

He jerked his eyes open, and the memory was gone again. He smiled at Niki to show that he didn't take offence at her changing seats to sit with Dylan, and then turned to look around the rest of the classroom.

*******

Uiliam dusted his hands off from the snow, as well as his shoulders. Trudging out of the Great Hall, he decided it would be best to wait out in the hallway for the Headmaster.  After all, there *was* a lot of snow in there.  Not that Uiliam didn't like snow..

He heard Marvo nag on, and he didn't care a whiff of what he said. The opinions of humans didn't matter to him.  They were merely the buzz of an insect's wings.  And Uiliam had more respect for the bug than he did for humans.  At least bugs were useful.

Standing in the hallway, Uiliam looked around again, pursing his lips and clasping his hands behind his back.  His wavy blonde hair moved with each gesture the pretty boy made.  Hanging to his waist, the man made sure to always have it in best condition.  No glamour for his hair.  No way.

~*I wonder if anyone would bother me out here,*~ he mused to himself in Elfin.  Of course, now that he said it, Uiliam knew it would happen.  All he wanted to do was see Mahou for a time.  And then he would leave this gods-forsaken place.

So the elf continued to wait.

Muttering about how unreliable the weather was in here, Alpha went sliding and slipping out of the Great Hall, on her way to the Greenhouse where she had her Herbology lesson. She slipped and swayed...and to her embarrassment, she fell on her behind, her legs up in the air, just in front of the handsome man, who stood in the hallway. She blushed furiously and tried to scramble back upon her feet...but failed. Now she really would be late in Herbology....

Uiliam watched as the students trudged and waded out of the Great Hall, dripping wet and covered in snow.  He could hardly keep a straight face.

When Alpha came tumbling out, Uiliam didn't smile or anything. Rather, he put on his best concerned look, and the majority of that look was quite sincere.

Bending down a bit, Uiliam smiled reassuringly at Alpha, his steely eyes glittering strangely, as Mahou's tended to do.  His wavy blonde hair caressed his cheek as he held out a hand to assist her up.

"You must be a bit more careful, there, miss," he said.  He tended to be kind to those who fell and whatnot.  But he still had his predisposition of humans.  "It is a little wet here on the floor." His smile was like a warm ray of sunshine, and his gaze like a bubbling creek.

Alpha blushed a very deep red when the handsome man helped her up. "Thank you... sir" she managed to whisper. "The soles of my .. shoes, were... a bit slippery..." She managed to take control of her voice. "I did not expect snow indoors." With that last remark, she flashed a shy smile at him. It was obvious to hear now that she was not British. When she looked at him, she was almost hypnotised by his beautiful

eyes. She kept staring at him, while her cat meowed loudly to get her attention.

Uiliam smiled a little more at the blush, allowing his blonde hair to tumble over his shoulder (in front of the shoulder now), cascading down his front.  His hair carried the scent of honeysuckle and a fresh summer breeze.  Slipping a slender, athletic arm under one of  hers, Uiliam steadied the poor clumsy student.

"My name is Uiliam Sparkstone," he told her, his voice musical with the Elfin accent.  "I am of Mahou Amberstone's people.  I do not suppose she has spoken of me."  Smiling gently, he released the girl as she steadied herself.  Tucking some hair behind one of her ears, Uiliam gazed into her eyes.  "I suppose you had better go off to your class now, dearling," he told her with another smile.  "I will try to find you later.  Be sure of that."  With a flick of his wrist, Uiliam created a small, glittering, white rose, half-bloomed.  There were no thorns.  Uiliam tucked it behind her ear.

"Class?" Alpha looked startled. "Oh, my....I'll be late for Herbology!" She glanced at her watch, picked up her bag and then her manners came back. She smiled back at Uiliam, saying: I'm Alpha Rich, 5th year Slytherin, nice to meet you and very nice of you to help me."

She picked up her cat, Miss Eezy, who was still meowing loudly. "I'll have to go now, mister...eh Uiliam" she said. While she went, he could hear her talking to her cat. Sometimes she turned around, as if to make sure that he was still standing there. While she did that, her fingers lingered a bit by the rose behind her ear. She still looked a bit dazed.

The Dancing Queen and Mystery Girl

Isabella Parel Corelli was a big star in the International Junior Latin DanceSport circle since she was twelve. She and her partner Mario, both of Italian heritage and based in London, won over hearts of judges and audiences with their tireless, explosive routine. As the years passed, more trophies lined the shelves of the Corelli home. The clamour for turning pro became louder and louder until the summer of 2001 when they decided to turn pro at last.

Their first gig as pros was scheduled on October the third in Rome, the European Open. Isabella grew up in Vienna with her travel-writer parents and her too-stuck-up-to-be-true brother Antonio. She was very eager to return to the home front and win her first pro title. Everyone who understood Latin dance was betting on the Leone-Corelli tandem, hands down.

On September the third, everyone also heard that their fave tandem was withdrawing from the sport before they even got to debut pro. It was written in the trade papers that the female half of Leone-Corelli decided to attend boarding school.

********

The boarding school was a magic school named Hogwarts. Isabella Corelli, newly sorted into Gryffindor, walked with wariness out of the chamber where she'd just had a spooky tour into a dirty, smelly hat. Professor McGonagall had told her to wait. 

Now what? She was beginning to get ticked off. They drag her out of her dancing for this run-down place? People wore black coat thingies. They had no glamour, style or personality.

Isabella gave word to Ariana Sprigg before the old woman died that she would continue her magic learning. A witch born from Muggle parents, Isabella did not find out she could do hocus-pocus until they moved from Vienna to London when she was 10. In London she met Ariana Sprigg who taught her how to handle the weirdo stuff. With Ariana gone, Hogwarts was the last alternative. She was better off in hogwarts than pro without schooling of any kind, decided her parents.

It was the promise to Ariana that made Isabella quit dancing. Simple as that. She was a witch. She was gonna have to deal with that first.

Isabella looked around her with nose wrinkled. If no one tells me what to do in like a minute, I'm gonna scream, run back to London, find Mario and compete in Rome. Sod on Ariana. I'm not gonna rot in this run-down Camelot, no way. They don't even have a proper floor for dancing anywhere.

A bright pink blur darted past Isabella. It wavered for a moment, and then turned quickly back around, one hand carefully holding a matching pink hat steady on its head. Curly brown hair tumbled out from underneath this, and a friendly grin appeared on its face.

The girl was still rather short and skinny for her age, but her unavoidable presence made up for that.

"You look lost." She said simply, tilting her head. Grey eyes studied the stranger's face, from the wrinkled nose to the wary countenance about her.

"I'm Yvette Monclere." She held out a freckled hand, bare skin an odd colour next to the bright pink. She'd left her mitten in her pocket. "Are you a new student, or just visiting?"

Bright pink. Rushing. Colour. Energy.

Isabella liked those. She liked people with flair and the knack to draw attention. She smiled and extended her graceful dancer's hand to shake the curly-haired girl's hand.

"Hello, Yvette," she said. "My name is Isabella Rosanna Parel Corelli, but friends call me Izzy. I have just transferred in and sorted to Gryffindor. How do you do? I am a bit lost in looking for someone to help me find my way to the dorm."

Yvette's grin grew even wider. "Well then, Izzy, it looks like you've found someone to show you where it is. I'm a Gryffindor, too."

She looked around once, merely to check if there were any other wandering Gryffs about. Nope. "I'm going to be late to HoM, but any excuse is better than suffering through it."

She started walking, then turned slightly to make sure the other girl was keeping up. "You're going to love our room. I've decorated it-" She winked, "very nicely."

In fact, if Isabella asked anyone in Gryffindor, she'd hear about the bright pink wall next to the fourth year's beds that was essentially 'Yvette's.' "In fact, I'm sure you can even come to HoM with me once we get you settled in."

"HoM?" Isabella repeated. "What's that?"

"Anyway, thank god I found you, then," she said with relief, tossing honey-coloured hair over one shoulder and looking around assessingly. People here needed more colour, as in. "I bet the room's just peachy-keen, Yvette, if my instincts  about you are right."

"Colourful. I like colourful. My dresses are always colourful when I dance." Isabella mused. "So, there's probably a lot more pink around there?"

Yvette just laughed. "Quiberon Quafflepunchers." She said with another wicked grin, automatically assuming the other girl wasn't a Muggle.

"So you Dance? Good. We need some volunteers for the Cheer-Leading Squad" The voice came from behind them.

Arcadia Fudge has been 'busy' in one of the classrooms, skipping a class and had noticed the new girl but was beaten to her by Yvette

"I'm Arcadia Fudge. Daughter of the Ministry of Magic, and Head Cheer Leader... And you are?"

Standing beside Arcadia Pantalaimon looked Izzy up and down. Then gave Yvette a 'warning' look

Isabella looked at the blonde and nodded. Now, this girl was different from Yvette. Arcadia seemed to know she was pretty and was flaunting it.

"I'm Isabella Rosanna Parel Corelli," she repeated. "People call me Izz or Izzy, though." She smiled carefully, glancing at the wolf. "Pleased to meet you, Arcadia."

"Yes I dance. I was about to turn pro in Latin Dance Sports, but something came up and I ended up at Hogwarts. I've never been on a cheerleading team before, though."

When the Slytherin appeared, however, the French girl seemed to be trying not to roll her eyes. Sometimes, just sometimes, Arcadia could be too much.

Trying not to break out laughing, Yvette bit her lower lip, hard. "I've heard cheerleading is nothing like dancing." She said innocently.

"Professional Dance? how... Interesting” From the tone it was somewhat obvious Arcadia was not too pleased by this, not being a particularly good dancer herself, she was not happy with people having better skills than her.

"Still. We only allow Pretty girls on the team, You'll do"

Pantalaimon looked back and just after two Hufflepuff girls came around the corner, saw them standing there and quickly changed direction back the way they came.

"And have you been sorted yet Isabella?" she asked.

 *******

Niamh had moved very slowly towards the stool, not a hint of hesitation, stepping with footfalls that were silent through her shoes. And she put on the hat.

It was meant to talk to her, wasn't it?

"I don't need to," whispered the leathery voice in her head.

"Ravenclaw," she whispered back, although, suddenly, she knew that she was not meant for Ravenclaw.

"No," said the hat, "not Ravenclaw. Because of what you've accepted."

"Oh," she said, and that was that.

The hat announced, with little ceremony, that Niamh Donnegal was in "Gryffindor" house. She stood and thanked Dumbledore, and asked for her timetable, and perhaps could someone show her to her next lesson?

Dumbledore smiled at the Sorting Hat's decision. "Well, that is an excellent placing. Gryffindor...yes. Now let's get you to your class. Please if you would come with me."

He guided Niamh gently towards the door. Returning to the Great Hall he was somewhat surprised to see scattered piles of snow though most had now disappeared.

"How unusual.... snow at this time of year. Indoors as well. Still....we are in the highlands. Might need someone to check the roof for leaks perhaps."

Dumbledore called the 6th Year Prefect Jon Sinclair who was there assisting with the situation over to him. "Ah Mr. Sinclair. May I introduce Miss Niamh Donnegal, who is just joining Gryffindor."

He turned to Niamh; "This is Jonathan Sinclair one of our senior prefects for Gryffindor House."

Jonathan said hello to the blind girl in his soft Scottish accent. He was feeling a little subdued of late with his friend Shinrei's long illness.

"Mr. Sinclair, can you escort her to Professor Binns class and make sure she has the password to Gryffindor. Miss Hawkwood can look after both she and Miss Corelli, our other new Gryffindor from there. Make sure they settle in."

Jonathan nodded, "Oh...yes, Headmaster you have a visitor. I think he's not from around here. One of Mahou Amberstone's people I think...if you take my meaning."

Dumbledore didn't look surprised, "Yes that will be Uiliam Sparkstone. I didn't expect him quite so soon but no matter. Perhaps you will deliver a message to Miss Amberstone. I believe she has a free period after History of Magic. If she would like to come to my office, she can have some time with her friend there."

Then leaving Niamh with Jonathan he went off in search of Uiliam.

Jon turned to Niamh, "One of my friends lost his eyesight for a time last year and so I am used to acting as a guide, unless you have a companion, that is?"

"A companion?" asked Niamh, not starting at the question, simply looking ahead expressionless. "Do you mean a familiar, of some kind? I have a hawk. But once I know a place I can usually find my way around."

"Jonathan, was it?" she asked but what she said next... pride wouldn't allow for any different: "All you need to do is talk a little as you walk there. No 'guidance' is necessary." She kept her arms by her side. Hopefully the strange boy wouldn't try and actually steer her.

"Yes, it's Jonathan Sinclair." Jon felt a bit shy, "Yes, I did mean a familiar but if you don't use one that's fine. The only thing is sometimes the staircases and corridors change. I mean they are pretty stable but every now and then they'll catch us out. Anyway, I'll just a chat a wee bit as we walk then."

Jon proceeded to do this. Not overly but when they got to stairs or corners he gave fair warning and while he didn't try to guide Niamh he kept at the sort of distance to ensure if she did lose her footing he'd be at hand.

As they reached the classroom, Jon ushered her in and went and had a word with the ghostly Professor while Niamh found her seat. 

He also spoke to Nimue Hawkwood advising her that Niamh didn't need a guide as such but could Nimue take her to the Gryffindor dormitory between classes so that she could unpack and settle in.

His final task was to have a quick word with Mahou Amberstone.

"Miss Amberstone, Professor Dumbledore has asked me to convey an invitation for you to join him and Uiliam Sparkstone in his office when this class finishes."  

Mahou didn't think she could smile any wider than before.. but she was proved very wrong by Jon's news.  Mahou clasped her hands together with a small yelp of glee.  Jumping out of her seat, she threw her slim arms around Jon for but a moment, then, blushing horridly, she quickly dropped back.

"Oh!  I.. I be.. er.. sorry," she stammered, curtsying to the boy before her.  Her face was redder than the Gryffindor emblem on her robes.  "Th-Thank ye, sir.. I.. really!"  She grinned up at him again, her face full of such happiness, one wouldn't have thought it possible.  "Now I *ken* this class is going ta take longer."  She laughed and curtsied once more, sitting back in her seat.

********

Ali and Hailey walked rapidly toward class. With the pleasant reminder from Marvo, Ali quickly took her wand out of her bag and whispered softly, "Absolvo arefacio." Hailey and Ali articles of clothing became instantly dry, however, they were both chilly from the experience "Note to self," Ali muttered, "learn a dry and warming spell," As she pulled her cloak closer to her body.

Hailey was amazingly silent.  After the excitement had died down, she began to realise two things: that, with a different spell, she could have blow up the Great Hall, and that she managed an incredibly complicated spell...completely by accident.  Both were quite worrisome, and she didn't feel like her usual talkative self as the three of them made their way to history.

With neither of the girls in a very happy mood, the trek to the History class was horrendously quiet, the muffled squeak of shoes and murmuring from the classrooms the only sound accompanying them. Even the gentle smile of the amused Marvo was unable to cheer them up. Crestfallen, they reached the classroom, readily awaiting there seemingly doomed fate.

They slunk to their seats, not meeting the eyes of anyone in the room.  The day definitely wasn't starting on the right foot.

Kat had sat in HoM. It was one of those subjects she could just not get into. She stared out of the window for most of it, worrying about seeker moves, and whether she was right to be seeker for the entire school.

She was most relieved when the bell rang. She looked across at Marvo and the two girls that he had come in with. "So, how are you two settling in then? What have you  got next? Are you doing Runes or have you got a free period?"

Kat, of course knew who the two of them were. As house prefect she could hardly do otherwise, but she had not spared much time to talk to them.

"It's duelling this afternoon too. Should be fun to watch Professor Smyth again. He seems quite adept at avoiding Snape's traps!"

"Umm...we've got a free period."  Hailey's face brightened at the thought of duelling.  She loved the action, opposed to the tedious lectures of most of her other classes.  The two of them blended into the background as more students arrived content just to listen.

History of Magic made Nathaniel's head ache. He was always glad when it was done with. Gathering up his books, he was en route to the door when he overheard Kat discussing duelling.

"Heavens save me, that class is going to kill me."  he commented mildly to Kat in passing, about two seconds before Stalks by Night ran in front of his feet.

Nathaniel tried to stop midstep, and save the pile of books that teetered in his arms. He succeeded .... just.  The kitten leapt up onto Kat's desk and looked at her smugly, purring.

Kat looked up at Nathaniel and nodded. "I know!"

She lowered her voice a little. "I have no idea how he can go on like that year after year after year... and how Jacob ever enjoys it I really don't know!"

"At least Duelling this afternoon should be more fun. I need some fresh air before I start studying in my free period," she exclaimed.

Sarah had also spent most of the HoM class thinking about Quidditch moves and the team. She'd was by Kat's desk and been ready to help catch Nathaniel's books but it wasn't needed.

"Yeah, I'd like to see a real wizard's duel one day or even the sort we do. Pity I'm not allowed. I mean I want to work on setting up the music club and but that will be held after classes so that people doing afternoon options can take part as well."

"Anyone else fancy a walk?" Kat looked round to see if anyone was interested.

"You mean I'm not the only one who gets mercilessly beaten every lesson?" Nathaniel treated Kat to a quick smile.  "A walk sounds good to me.  If you don't mind my company, that is."

Kat gave him a cheeky grin. "I'm good at most things, but HoM... No chance! And I'd love some company." She looked around again to see if anyone else was coming.

"I've got Runes so I'll will take a miss on the walk." said Sarah to Kat with a smile.

"I also want to have a word with the dynamic duo if I can." she meant Hailey and Ali, "I heard a rumour they were talking about a drama club or something earlier and you know much I've decried the lack of real culture around here.."

She'd put on a fair imitation of Professor Sinistra for this last part as she was well known for considering Hogwarts the back of beyond culturally and making her views known.

Marvo Smiled at Kat, “I'll see you later. Things to do. I might pop along to watch the duelling”

He gave Kat a kiss on the cheek (making sure Nathaniel saw) and went to speak to Professor Bins.

Kat nodded, and turned back to Nathaniel. "Guess it looks like just us two," she said to him with a cheeky grin and a wink.

"We'll see you later then, Sarah." She said also waved goodbye to Ali and Hailey as she headed for the door.

When Kat asked them if they wanted to go outside, Ali yearned to leave the stuffiness of the castle. Comfortable with talking to her fellow Ravenclaws, Ali replied to Kat, "We'll catch up with you two in a minute, we need to talk to Binns about our...tardiness." Ali gulped, and turned to Hailey and said softly, "You don't mind if we go outside, do you?"

"Bye..." said Sarah to Kat and Nathaniel. She had been a bit unnerved by Kat's winking at Nathaniel and their going off together but she tried to throw it off.

She didn't want to be the sort of girl that was a limpet mine and she trusted that when Nathaniel wanted to spend time with her, he would. She looked around...she didn't think she should tag along with Dylan an Niki because they were just rebuilding their friendship and Nimue?

"Nimue, you heading for Runes?" Nimue looked at little down in the dumps herself but nodded. "Hey what's wrong? Nothing wrong with you know who?" asked Sarah brightly.

Nimue shook her head, "No all is fine. It's just well ...elves...I couldn't do anything right with that friend of Mahou's this morning. I was polite as anything but he just didn't take to me at all."

Sarah giggled a little, "Well, those sort of men - human or otherwise or so busy loving themselves they only notice people who give them adoration. You're one of the kindest and sweetest natured people I know Nimmers. Come on lets grab some boys to walk with....perk us up huh."

She looked over at Marvo. "No point asking him. He has exactly the same schedule as Kat."

She looked at Piotr, Raphael and Jacob... "Ancient Runes...come on guys I've barely memorised my own timetable .....any of you off to decipher the mystery of the ancients."

Nimue blushed slightly at Sarah's boldness. "I'd better see what Niamh wants to do. If she wants to see Gryffindor now will you make my apologies to Professor Kacirk and explain my I'll be late?”

Sarah nodded that she would indeed do this.

Nimue Hawkwood made her way over to where Niamh Donnegal was seated.

"Niamh Donnegal? I am Nimue Hawkwood the Fourth Year Prefect for Gryffindor House. Welcome to Hogwarts. Jonathan Sinclair suggested you might like to be taken up to Gryffindor so you can settle into the dorm before luncheon."

The other girl responded coolly. "Hello, Nimue. Yes, I'd like to go up to my room, for a little while at least, to get my bearings." She stood and moved towards the doorway of the classroom, stepping neatly around the desks, until she stood at the doorway. Her eyes were closed, and she spoke in the direction of Nimue: "but I'm afraid that we both should go to our next lesson, which I believe is Runes," she said to Nimue. "No need to apologise to the Professor," she added.

She'd been over the other side of the room during the conversation between Nimue and the other girl. As soon as she'd said it to Nimue, Niamh wondered if it was impolite to have heard.

"That's fine. I look forward to Runes very much and would hate to be late. Language isn't a strong skill of mine and I want to improve."

She smiled, being used to Mahou's hearing in the dorm. "You'll have plenty of time to settle in after Runes. There's about half-hour break and then lunch. Unless you are taking Duelling for an option then you'll have a free period in the afternoon. We often study in the library as it's easier in there with regard to reference books."

She suddenly wondered how Niamh read. Being an avid reader she couldn't imagine being without access to books. However, she didn't want to pry - she was sure the girl had some form of arrangements.

"Shall we go then, it's this way..."

********

Raphael had drifted off during HoM into a vague daze. His mind kept slipping, all over the place, the dull ache in his shoulders a mirror of the dull ache of the words that the professor was saying. Raphael was sure that some of it was meant to go in... some meant to go out... but in HoM no one paid attention.

He didn't even notice when it ended and the bell rang. He had leaning on the desk with a shard of paper.

He'd drawn something, during the lesson. That was odd. In black ink – a waterfall. But the water looked like it was made of out...

He smiled at Jacob, and his memory slipped - was Jacob in Runes? Who was in his next lesson?

Sarah!

Raphael promptly attached himself to her, manoeuvring his bag so it was on the table. That way the weight wasn't on his shoulders. "Runes?" he asked Sarah wearily.

"Yep Runes. That shoulder is still bugging you isn't it. I remember Nimue had some herbal thing she told me she used to help out a friend's damaged shoulder last year. Might help huh?"

Jacob swallowed a few times. For some reason, he found that his throat had become unusually dry. Pale green eyes studied a paper left forgotten on Raphael's desk- a picture drawn of a waterfall. He pulled his blonde eyebrows together as he studied it, which caused his glasses to slip. It was...the waterfall didn't have water, instead it had...

Concern was written all over his face as he stood up slowly. He used two fingers to push his glasses farther onto the bridge of his nose. "Sarah?" He said softly, "I have Ancient Runes as well. Raphael... perhaps you should see Madame Pomfrey?"

He made a mental note to speak with the other boy after or during lunch.

Raphael looked at her blankly for a second before his mind caught up. "Hu -yeah, cool. If she wouldn't mind. That'd be brilliant... might help me concentrate."

Had Sarah noticed his problems? He hoped not. His shoulder wasn't that bad. And she didn't deserve to worry about things that were so trivial... he tried to smile, but then staggered a little as his bag cut into his shoulder.

He blinked and tried to correct it. But, keeping his eyes closed for a second, he asked Sarah in a breathless voice - "could we get going?"

**********

Hailey shook her head, and they turned and walked back into the classroom.  Professor Binns, without even asking why they were late, gave them each a one-scroll essay to do on controlling weather (ironically enough).  

As they left, Hailey snapped her fingers and said, "Oh, I just remembered!  Someone told me that Sarah might be interested in starting a drama club."  She grinned.  "Strength in numbers.  We should talk to her at lunch."

Ali was happy, and she patted her book bag where the theatre book lay. "This is wonderful! If enough people respond to our idea that kindly, then maybe we should ask if we can do it." They soon spotted

Kat and Nathaniel and rushed to reach them. "Hi," the girls chorused.

