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PART 1 

Hermione Granger checked the lab for one last time. Finally, she was satisfied that everything was 

cleaned up, tidied away or switched off. It was well known within the Ministry of Magic Research 

and Development Section that Miss Granger had something of a fetish about order and cleanliness, 

in the lab at least - even if her office did tend to resemble the aftermath of a nasty poltergeist attack. 

Most put it down to the fact that her parents were some kind of Muggle scientists - they were a little 

hazy on the specifics, out of general discomfort with the whole concept. 

Despite being only 26 years old, and so one of the youngest witches to be given charge of a lab, her 

focused determination made her a force to be reckoned with. Her lab was her private domain, her 

home from home, and had evolved into to a curious mixture of Muggle and magic - cauldrons 

stacked by microscopes, and jars of lizards eyes stored with bottles of hydrochloric acid. Hermione, 

herself, had never bothered about the odd juxtapositions. She concentrated on achieving effective 

and successful results, by whatever methods seemed most apt for the task, unconcerned that she 

frequently irritated the holders of more conventional viewpoints in the process. 

She had even begun to adopt Muggle clothing at work - pointing out that however attractively 

“swishy” robes were, they had a tendency to knock over bottles, drape into lit fires and generally be 

a nuisance. She preferred things with sleeves, with a white coat over the top. Her eccentricities 

were grudgingly tolerated by her superiors, privately annoyed by the knowledge that she was too 

useful to risk alienating. 

She closed the lab door behind her and walked along the corridor to wait for the lift that would take 

her to the surface of London. It was there when she arrived and the door opened immediately. 

Inside, one wall was completely taken up by a mirror - no doubt designed to create the illusion of 

space. Hermione always found the experience of being in a confined area with a full size reflection 

of herself mildly disturbing. 

This time she took the opportunity to give herself a quick once over. She had matured into a trim 

young woman since leaving Hogwarts - no one would call her beautiful, she thought wryly, but she 

had developed attractive, regular features. She had allowed her hair - always the bane of her life - to 

grow a little longer, and the weight had helped to tame it a little. At present it was firmly pulled 

back and secured in a pony tail. She wore no make up - she refused to dress to impress a collection 

of assorted scientific and magical equipment, which description she extended to her colleagues only 

half-jokingly. She straightened her jacket, adjusted her skirt so the small slit was actually at the 

back, and reassured herself that there were no runs in her tights. 

She smiled at herself momentarily. She might only have been meeting Ron and Harry for supper, 

but that didn’t mean that she didn’t want to look presentable. She was vain enough for that. She 

also had a slightly uncomfortable piece of personal news to break to them. Fussing over her 

appearance distracted her a little from the thought. 



At that moment the lift came to a halt and the door opened into a small, old fashioned anteroom. A 

small woman was sitting behind a counter knitting. Behind her were an assortment of bags, cloaks, 

coats, and, Hermione noted, a rather bedraggled looking owl. 

“Would you be wanting your coat, Miss Granger?” she enquired brightly. 

“Yes please, Mrs. Gumbelside.” 

“It’s quite bright at the moment, but it looks like it might turn nasty later.” The woman handed over 

the coat. “Here you are, my dear.” 

Hermione put it on and opened the door in front of her. She stepped out into the entrance hall of the 

British Library. The discreet door, simply marked “Private”, gave no indication that many floors 

beneath the surface - beneath even the secure rooms housing priceless Muggle artefacts and 

documents, the Ministry of Magic maintained an equally secure facility. Any lost Muggle who 

opened the door by mistake would simply be redirected by Mrs. Gumbelside. Any Muggle or 

wizard who opened the door with evil intent would be met by one of the most powerful Aurors the 

Ministry had ever employed. The resulting confrontation was likely to be short, vicious, and 

extremely disadvantageous to the intruder. It was widely speculated that Mrs. Gumbelside would 

not even need to put her knitting down. 

She walked briskly through the entrance hall, avoiding the milling people, and casting a swift eye 

over the notice boards festooned with posters advertising talks, courses, and exhibitions. There 

were some new ones, she noticed. Exhibitions mostly - 19th Century landscape painters, art and 

culture of West Africa, a newly discovered hoard of Romano-British artefacts… this last caught her 
eye briefly. The poster displayed a glossy photograph of something metal - a sword hilt, she 

thought. It was delicately chased, in the way of Celtic decorative work. On the pommel, the 

craftsman had fashioned something like a monogram - a capital M surrounded by a circle. 

Hermione moved a little closer to see. It was certainly very lovely. The exhibition opened in about 

three weeks at the British Museum. She thought that it might be worth a visit if she had the time. 

Shoving the idea to the back of her mind, she left the building. 

Out on the street it was dark, but the October evening was bright, as Mrs Gumbleside had said, with 

that familiar sharp, smoky, tang of autumn. Hermione turned left outside the Library, and walked 

briskly down the street. A few turns later she came to some steps leading downwards, and a sign 

reading “Wine Bar”. She descended. Inside the lighting was dim - or discreet, as she preferred to 

describe it - and it was crowded with Muggles wearing dark business clothes. She waited for her 

eyesight to adjust to the darker conditions, and then looked round. In one corner, a hand, waving 

frantically, poked out over the sea of heads. She returned the gesture, and threaded her way through 

the crowd. 

“Hi Harry. Hi Ron.” 

Harry stood up as soon as she got close. He had matured over the years into a tallish, lean young 

man, with a serious expression. His hair still resisted all attempts to keep it neatly cut, falling 

forward to hide the scar. He still wore his glasses, despite periodic attempts by Hermione, Ron, and 

occasionally Ginny Weasley, to persuade him to try contact lenses. He had also acquired an air of 



watchfulness, an underlying quiet dangerousness from his years of fieldwork as an Auror. 

Sometimes Hermione felt an odd twinge of envy for Harry, being out there, getting his hands dirty. 

At school she had fantasised about fighting the dark as an Auror. Objective reason and common 

sense told her that her skills lay more in the library than the armoury, but there was some part of 

her that still craved action. At the moment Harry appeared to be relaxed, wearing Muggle jeans and 

a sweater - not a Weasley sweater, Hermione noted. 

Harry was clearing some coats off of a chair. 

“We staked a claim on the chair before anyone else could take it. Honestly. Are Muggle places 

always this crowded?” 

“If you’re talking about a Muggle central London wine bar on a Friday evening - yes, I’m afraid 
so.” Hermione sat down. Ron Weasley was grinning at her from the other side of the table, and 

pouring her a glass of wine. 

“Hi ‘Mione. How’s life at the sophisticated end of the building?” 

In some ways Ron had changed very little since leaving Hogwarts. Slightly shorter and stockier 

than Harry, with his trademark shock of red hair, he still made you instinctively want to check the 

seat before sitting down, just in case of unexpected surprises. What had surprised everyone was the 

fact that he, too, had got a job with the Ministry of Magic. He worked in the Development part of 

the Ministry, adapting items for magical uses. As he gleefully pointed out, it wasn’t that far from 
what he had always done anyway. 

“Life’s fine,” responded Hermione. “How about you? Blown up anything good recently?” 

“Not so’s you’d notice. Incidentally those books that your Dad gave me were great!” 

Hermione’s father has lent Ron his complete collection of James Bond novels. Ron had been 
particularly taken with Q, Bond’s gadget maker, and had been trying to encourage everyone in his 
section to call him that. So far he had been singularly unsuccessful. 

“I’ll let him know. How’s the family?” 

“Fine thanks. Fred and George have been up for a visit” 

“Have they got over the shock of you having a respectable job?” 

“They regard it as a Percy-ian betrayal of everything that the name of Weasley stands for.” 

Hermione chuckled. Ron continued: 

“However, myself and Weasley’s Wizard Wheezes have come to an arrangement about a suitable 
consultancy fee…..” 

Both Harry and Hermione laughed out loud at this. Hermione did not ask after Harry’s family. 
Harry had ceased all contact with them at the earliest possible opportunity. 



“How about you, Harry? Anything happening in your life?” 

Harry just shrugged. 

“Oh you know the sort of thing. Get up, find matching socks, battle forces of evil, return home to 

TV dinner for one. Much the same as usual. How about you ‘Mione.” 

Hermione sighed. This was the moment that she had not been looking forward to. She tried to adopt 

a light tone. 

“Nothing much. Since Peter.. um… left… things have been rather quiet.” 

They reacted as predicted. 

“Peter left? When? Why? How?” 

She quietened them down. 

“Look it’s no big drama. It wasn’t working, that’s all.” 

“Do you want us to find him and turn him into a Flobberworm?” This from Ron. 

“No, no….” 

“Are you all right, Hermione?” This from Harry. 

“Yes I’m fine. To be honest I didn’t actually notice at first.” 

They were speechless at this. 

“He moved his things out - not that there were that many of them there in the first place - and left 

me a note. I’d been working late at the Ministry for a few nights, and wasn’t really paying attention 
to the flat.” Which was a severe understatement. Hermione’s flat was somewhere that existed 
purely to stop her having to sleep in the lab, or out of doors. “I found the note after a couple of 

days, buried under some stuff on the dining table. End of story. If I cared that much, I’d have 
noticed sooner.” 

“Ah well, I expect he wasn’t good enough for you,” said Ron cheerfully, pouring more wine. Harry 

looked hard at her but let the subject pass to other things. 

Supper came and went, and they were enjoying coffee, when Harry said abruptly: 

“Guys, can I pick your brains about something?” 

Ron and Hermione both nodded. 

“Although I don’t promise to be much help,” added Ron. 

Harry looked at the table, twirling his empty wineglass. 



“I’m not entirely certain where to start with this.” He paused. Ron and Hermione waited for him to 

continue. “A couple of weeks ago I went out on an ordinary field mission. A group of former, or at 

least wannabe, Death Eaters, holed up in a cottage in Yorkshire somewhere. Nothing particularly 

unusual about that.” 

Both his companions nodded. Although Voldemort himself had fallen some years ago, the 

networks that he had established had proved much harder to root out. The Death Eaters were still 

operating, on a footing that seemed closer to organised crime than anything else. Someone had 

plainly filled the power vacuum left by the destruction of the Dark Lord. There was no hard 

information as to who, but the form favourite in the eyes of most of the Ministry was Lucius 

Malfoy. 

And the Ministry was no nearer to identifying these “new” Death Eaters, than it had been during 

Voldemort’s time. With the overt threat from the Dark Lord removed, it was even more difficult to 
establish people’s true loyalties. There was almost more Ministry activity now than there had been 
during the war years. 

Meanwhile, Harry was continuing the story. 

“We got there and there was the usual fight to get in.” The others were listening closely. “There 

were four of them. The first three were nasty but no worse than usual. The last one had some kind 

of potion on him. He took a huge swallow of it, and then he came at us. He’d got off a few shots 
before if you know what I mean, but nothing that we couldn’t handle. But once he’d had this potion 
it was if his power had been increased somehow. And he was physically much stronger - breaking 

furniture - that sort of thing.” 

Ron and Hermione were a little confused at this. 

“Sounds like a fairly standard ability enhancing potion,” said Hermione. “There are a number. All 

pretty unethical of course. It’s not usual to enhance both physical and magical strength at once, but 

it’s theoretically possible, and not particularly difficult if you have even a moderate ability to make 

a potion.” 

Harry was staring at the table again. Finally he said quietly: 

“There was more.” He paused again. “He… the one who took the potion… touched…. Seamus.” 

Hermione suddenly went cold. Seamus Finnegan had been one of their cronies at school. Given his 

rather… unpredictable… magical results, they had all been thrilled when he had succeeded in 
becoming an Auror. Whilst Harry, Ron and Hermione were close, Harry and Seamus also had the 

forged bond of shared dangers. “Not hard. Held the side of his face. Stroked it. It was almost… 
affectionate. And Seamus screamed and fell. We went after him.. the Death Eater… to capture him, 
but he wasn’t going to surrender. And, as we couldn’t risk getting close enough for him to do to us 
whatever he did to Seamus, in the end we had to kill him.” 

“Good,” said Ron with satisfaction. 

Hermione was less convinced. Dead was satisfying, but made it difficult to get accurate 

information. 



Harry was now scratching absently at the table top, not really attending to Ron. 

“There’s something else isn’t there?” stated Hermione. 

Harry rubbed the back of his neck. 

“When the… man touched Seamus my scar began to burn.” 

“But doesn’t that only happen in the presence of….” 

Ron could always be relied upon to ask those sorts of questions thought Hermione wryly. Even 

now so long out of school. Harry shrugged, unwilling to go into the matter any further. 

“How is Seamus?” she asked with no very great hope. 

“He’s in St Mungo’s. He’s basically catatonic. It’s only the fact that he screams out every now and 

then that convinces people he’s still alive.” 

Now Ron was silent. 

“Do you know what the potion was?” 

“No. We have no idea.” 

“Did you manage to save any of it?” 

“No. And the Ministry have been going nuts about it. Sending out dire warnings that anyone who 

finds any of it must hand it in immediately on pain of death.” 

They were all chilled by the story. 

Then Hermione remembered that Harry had begun the conversation by asking for help. Cautiously 

she said, “That last aspect of the potion doesn’t sound familiar to me. I don’t think that I can help 
any more without actually having a sample of the potion to work on.” 

“Could you find out what it is if you did have a sample?” 

“I though you said that you didn’t manage to save any of it.” 

“Not officially.” There was a pause. “’Mione….” Harry’s voice was now a plea. “I have to know 

what did this to Seamus. I have to be able to stop it.” 

“If and we’re only talking hypothetically here…. If I had a sample of the potion, I might be able to 

run some tests on it, and maybe I could find something out about it…..” 

“’Mione, you’re a star.” 

“This will have to be completely unofficial, you do realise this.” 



“Absolutely. I’ll get the sample that we don’t have to you as soon as possible.” 

********** 

There was a package waiting for Hermione when she arrived for work the following day. It was 

occupying the only clear area of the desk, in the small cubby hole off the lab that passed for her 

office. She stuck her head out the door. 

“Cyrus, did you see who left this?” 

The young wizard graduate student briefly glanced up from his notebook, where was doing a fairly 

good impression of preparing a lab report. 

“Nope. What is it?” 

“Probably an early Christmas present.” 

“If it says ‘Weasley’ anywhere on it, destroy it unopened.” 

Hermione chuckled. The Weasleys were legendary. Or at least notorious. 

She drew back into the office and shut the door, looking at the parcel. None of the lab’s standard 
wards had been activated, nor had any of her, more specialised, personal ones. It was about 6 

inches high by 4 inches square, covered in plain brown paper. Just about the size of a small potion 

bottle. Written on the outside was H. Granger. Personal. Sitting at her desk she looked at it for a 

long time. 

There was something of a pattern in all of this, she reflected. Harry and Ron coming up with a 

mystery to investigate, and roping her in whether she really wanted to be involved or not. 

Something that was bound to get her into trouble if discovered. Although it was no longer a 

question of losing house points for Gryffindor. 

Taking a deep breath, and with what she considered to be a wholly irrational and unreasonable 

sense of foreboding, she began to open the package. Her initial hunch was quite correct - she 

carefully unwrapped a bottle made of dark green glass, about one third full of some liquid which, 

upon agitation, appeared to have the consistency of cough syrup. The container itself was perfectly 

plain apart from a symbol embossed on the front. It consisted of a capital M inside a circle. The 

proportions of the letter were odd, she thought. The upright strokes were further apart than usual, 

and the V in the middle was shallow. And there was a nagging familiarity that to it that she couldn’t 
quite place. Narrowing her eyes she took a pad of paper out of her desk and began to make a 

careful copy of the symbol. If this wasHarry’s potion then it was hardly something she could carry 
about with her. Tearing the completed copy from the pad she folded it up and put it in her pocket. 

On an impulse she tore off the next four or five blank sheets. There was no trace on the pad that she 

had ever written anything on it. She didn’t quite know what she was getting herself into, but there 
was no point in being careless. 



She replaced the potion into its wrapping, and wondered about where to hide it. The bottle itself 

was unremarkable enough except for the decoration on the front. She looked around her small 

office. One wall was taken up with bookshelves, with the contents stacked at least two rows deep. 

Around the other walls were potion and ingredient cabinets crammed with bottles, jars and other 

containers. 

Hermione began to smile. What was the maxim about hiding something in plain sight? 

A week later she was considerably less cheerful. 

After seven straight late evenings, she had still got no further forward than devising a good hiding 

place. 

She looked at the solution in the beaker which, despite the additions of catalyst and reagent 

together with the application of significant heat, steadfastly refused to react. 

Despite her best efforts the potion had utterly failed to give up any of its secrets. Well, perhaps that 

wasn’t quite true. She had identified several stimulants affecting both adrenaline and cortisol 
production, and also traces of Runespoor eggs to increase mental agility. She had even tentatively 

isolated a significant fungal hallucinogen. All of these were to be expected in a potion which 

enhanced physical strength and magical ability, but she could find nothing which explained an 

apparent ability to provoke catatonia. She suppressed an urge to stamp her foot. All her life the one 

thing that she had always been able to do was solve problems. To find one that would not cooperate 

caused her great frustration. 

She flexed her shoulders to ease the tension. Stamping and shouting, whilst they might be 

extremely therapeutic, were not going to get her any closer to an answer. In fact, she recalled Peter 

shouting at her, during one of their rows, that emotional reaction was beyond her unless it served a 

practical purpose. It was shortly after that that he had left without explanation. She shut her eyes. It 

was all so much simpler in her lab. Usually. 

She was due to meet with Harry and Ron that evening to report back. She sighed. They weren’t 
going to want to hear that she had so far drawn a blank. She checked her watch. It was time to 

finish up if she didn’t want to be late. She carefully replaced the stopper into the plain potion bottle. 
It was now less than a quarter full. She was not being helped by only having a limited quantity of 

substance with which to work. 

Meticulously she disposed of her results (or lack of them) and cleaned the equipment. It was critical 

that she left no traces, for both her own safety, and that of the other lab users. Once satisfied, she 

replaced the little bottle in one of the cupboards in her office, checked the wards, and left. 

In the lift to the surface she resolutely stood with her back to the mirror. She knew she looked tired 

and frustrated, and didn’t need to be reminded of it. As the doors opened Mrs Gumbelside gave her 

an old-fashioned look. 

“Working late again, Miss Granger?” 



Hermione just nodded. She did not have the time, nor to be quite honest, the inclination, for a long 

conversation. 

“You look as if you’re overdoing it, my dear. You need to be careful.” 

Hermione mustered up a smile. 

“Don’t worry, Mrs Gumbelside. It’s only just for a special project. It’ll soon be over, and then I 
promise I’ll sleep for a week.” 

“Just see that you do,” the little woman chided her. 

Grabbing her coat, Hermione left the building, breathing deeply of the fresh air. Or as close to fresh 

as it ever got in central London. Unsurprisingly it was dark. Just recently she had been arriving in 

the dark, and leaving after nightfall. Add that to working underground, and Hermione wondered if 

she would turn that semi-transparent white shade of some cave dwelling creature. She began 

walking briskly in the direction of the wine bar, in the hope that the air and exercise would clear her 

head a little. 

By the time she arrived at the top of the steps leading to the entrance, she was feeling a little better, 

although no closer to any kind of solution. 

Harry and Ron were already there. She sat herself down at the table. She noted that they had 

ordered a large bottle of sparkling mineral water. They were obviously working tonight. She poured 

herself a glass and sipped reflectively. Both of the men were looking hopeful. They obviously 

expected that she would have pulled a rabbit out of a hat for them. No such luck, she thought 

ruefully. This time it was were turn to fiddle with her glass whilst she sought for the proper words. 

May as well get it over and done with. 

“Well…,” she began eventually. “I’ve been studying the… sample.. that you left me.” 

The men sat up. 

“I can tell you that I have identified the agents that give rise to the obvious effects, such as strength 

and enhanced magical ability. This mixture appears to act as some kind of carrier for the active 

ingredient which allows the … removal… transference… whatever it is… of mind to happen. That 
much I am reasonably certain of. The rest is supposition.” 

“Go on,” said Harry. Hermione’s suppositions were usually dead on target. 

“Um… OK. It seems reasonable to assume that the hallucinogenic properties of the potion enhance 

those areas of the brain linked with general psychic powers…” 

“… shame Trelawney never got her hands on any…” muttered Ron, sotto voce. 



Hermione glared. Ron subsided. She continued: 

“This would increase the ability of the drinker to form a mental link with the subject, and thus 

exercise some degree of external control, certainly over the subject’s thoughts.” 

Harry and Ron exchanged glances. When she was thinking something through, Hermione still had a 

tendency to sound like a lab report. 

“That makes sense,” commented Harry. 

“Unfortunately, if you’re asking me how we get from a form of enhanced telepathy to an induced 
coma, or what the active ingredient is, or how we cure it - I don’t have answers for you.” 

It was Harry’s turn to examine the table. 

“St Mungo’s told me that Seamus has now lapsed into complete catatonia”, he said quietly. 

“Harry, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to try. And I don’t have that much more of the original 
sample left.” 

“Don’t worry about it ‘Mione. I know you gave it your best shot.” 

There was silence at the table, each wrapped in their own thoughts. 

“Bet you who would know about it,” said Ron gloomily. 

The other two looked at him. 

“Snape,” he clarified. 

They were dumbstruck. Eventually Hermione found her voice. 

“Ron, you aren’t seriously suggesting that I ask Snape for help are you?” 

Harry was looking thoughtful though. 

“Why not, ‘Mione?” 

“Why not? Why not? How may reasons do you need? I hate him. He hates me. He hates all of us. 

We’d be more likely to get a favour out of Mrs Norris. I’d rather carry on myself.” 

“Yes, I know all that. But he is about the best there is when it comes to potions.” 

“Not to mention the fact that if Harry’s scar hurt it probably means that Death Eaters are involved. 
And if Death Eaters are involved, the chances are that Snape was the one who made it in the first 

place,” pointed out Ron. 

“Why does that not inspire me to leave for Hogwarts immediately?” asked Hermione dryly. 



“Come on, Hermione,” encouraged Harry. “What harm can it do to send him an owl. He can only 

say no.” 

“And he might be so pleased to get a chance to gloat that he actually gives us useful information,” 

added Ron. 

Hermione looked at the two of them and sighed. When all was said and done, they were her friends. 

And it would be worth an hour or so of blistering sarcasm if she got the information necessary to 

find a cure for Seamus. 

“All right,” she said eventually. “But you two owe me for this. Now, help me decide exactly what 

we’re going to say in this message.” 

********** 

The screwed up parchment hit the back of the cold fireplace with considerable force. Severus Snape 

pulled out his wand, pointed it and snapped Incendio! The crumpled ball exploded in flame, burned 

brightly for a few moments, and then, finding nothing in the grate to ignite in turn, faded to ashes. 

He breathed deeply several times, trying to calm the uncharacteristic show of anger. He stood very 

still, his eyes unreadably dark with something that could have been anger or maybe alarm. Finally 

he moved, to throw himself down into one of the two armchairs and stare into space. 

The room was sparsely furnished. The two armchairs were really only a courtesy for his rare 

visitors. They were positioned facing the fire by convention, as the fire itself was almost never lit. 

A large plain table served for both eating, and working on the few occasions that Snape did not 

mark papers in the Potions Room itself. Two large chests contained his scant personal belongings. 

On one side of the fireplace was a narrow bed covered with serviceable grey blankets. The only 

sign of life in the room was the books - racked up on shelves and spread across any available 

surface. That, and a suspicious lump under the bedclothes, which had begun to move shortly after 

Snape had sat down. 

The lump moved closer to the top of the covers, and then a head with a stubby little nose and a pair 

of enormous ears poked itself out. It made a cautious meeping sound. 

The man in the chair looked towards the bed. 

“You can come out now, Sphinx. I’ve stopped throwing things.” 

The nose and ears emerged a little more, to be followed by a rather plump body and a long whippy 

tail. Sphinx was a cat, for want of a better description. She had turned up on Hagrid’s doorstep one 
morning in a cardboard box, tiny and shivering with cold. Even Hagrid, with his flexible attitude to 

living creatures, had been hard pushed to call her attractive. She was wrinkled with a rat-like tail 

and completely bald. She looked like something rather threadbare and neglected. When he had seen 

her Snape had felt a momentary flash of empathy. The kitten seemed to respond to this, for the first 

movement she made was towards his lap. After that it seemed that he had little choice but to adopt 

the creature. She in return utterly adored him - a fact that he regarded with some irony. He was well 

aware that Nature had not seen fit to make him adorable in many eyes. 



Since that time she had grown considerably, both in size and confidence, although still bald and 

wrinkled. She lived almost permanently under the blankets of his bed, and made a rather pleasant, 

if slightly sticky, hot water bottle on cold nights. 

Now she had made her way up onto his lap, and was climbing the front of his robes, to butt 

enquiringly at his face. He pushed her down, stroking her absently. It was rather like stroking warm 

suede. She began to purr loudly. 

Snape sighed. Eight years after he had left Hogwarts that Potter brat was still causing him trouble. 

He had just received, and indeed destroyed, a message regarding the boy’s most recent exploits. 

Not that smoking out a nest of would-be Death Eaters was much to get excited about these days. 

No, what had disturbed him was the account of the fate of the Auror - whatever his name was - who 

was currently in St Mungo’s. Fortunately it appeared from the Ministry reports that no one was any 

the wiser as to the cause. He would need to put aside some time to deal with the situation though, 

before it got out of hand. 

A scrabbling at the window caught his attention. Sphinx jumped off his lap and scuttled back 

beneath the blankets. Going to investigate, Snape discovered a small barn owl waiting outside. It 

was not a bird he recognised, and he rarely got unsolicited correspondence. Letting the creature in, 

he released the message from its leg. It flew down, landed on the floor next to Sphinx’s food and 
water and began to help itself. From the bed Sphinx mewed in protest, but did not actually move to 

interfere. 

Snape unrolled the parchment, looked at the signature and blinked. Shaking his head in disbelief he 

began to read. 

Dear Professor Snape 

I apologise for troubling you directly, but I am writing to request your help with a private project. 

An unknown potion sample has recently come into my possession, and I am attempting to analyse 

and compile a full list of the ingredients. Unfortunately, I am having some difficulty in identifying 

some of the rarer substances. 

I would be grateful for the benefit of your advice and expertise in this matter. 

If you feel able to assist, please send a message back with the owl. 

Yours sincerely 

Hermione Granger. 

Laboratory Manager 

Ministry of Magic 

Of course. He should have known. 



Potter was present at the incident when the Auror was injured. The Ministry has no indication of 

the cause of the injuries. Shortly afterwards Granger acquires an unknown potion, which contains 

elements she can’t identify. 

It was completely and totally inevitable that this would happen. 

Severus Snape sank back into his armchair with the distinctly unpleasant sensation of his past 

catching up with him. 

********** 

Hermione Granger firmly closed the door of her wardrobe, and opened a drawer. Then she shut the 

drawer and opened the wardrobe again. Then she shut the wardrobe, then opened it, and then shut 

it. She went into the bathroom, and brushed her hair again, catching it back in a pony tail secured 

by a clasp. Then she released it, and braided it. Then she let the braid go and restored the pony tail. 

She returned to the bedroom and opened the wardrobe. She gave a sigh of exasperation. 

The owl from Snape had arrived two days ago. The message had been curt. 

Miss Granger, 

Sunday afternoon will be the least inconvenient time to discuss this matter in my classroom. Kindly 

exercise discretion in your arrival. 

Severus Snape. 

It was now Sunday afternoon and she was fussing as if this was some kind of first date. The time 

made sense - the potions room would be deserted. Afternoon tea with Professor Snape attracted less 

live guests than Nearly Headless Nick’s Deathday party. The effort was not for his benefit, 
however. She doubted he would get any further than noticing that she was dressed. 

No - this was one of her little rituals to boost her self-confidence. The more nervous she was about 

a meeting, the more trouble she took with her appearance. Snape had always had the ability to 

disconcert her. Not least because he was one of the few teachers she had ever met who didn’t seem 
to respond to her intelligence. Throughout her school life her brains had earned her the approval of 

her teachers - even at Hogwarts. But that had never been the case with Snape. He had treated her 

with the same disdain he showed for all his students. Her enthusiasm had almost seemed to increase 

his irritation. 

Despite telling herself firmly that she had achieved some professional success and recognition, and 

could face him as an equal, Hermione still felt as if she had been summoned to do detention. 

In the end she settled on trousers, with a sweater and matching cardigan. She briefly considered 

heels, and then opted for flat lace-up shoes and socks. Neat, professional, but not overwhelmingly 

so. 



She was about to go back into the bathroom again, when she stopped. 

I’m sorry I’m late Professor Snape. I was doing my hair. 

No, that really wouldn’t work. 

Picking up her handbag, she checked that she had the small plain bottle, and the drawing of the 

marking on the original flask. She grabbed her cloak from the back of the chair and apparated. 

She reappeared by one of the outer walls of Hogwarts. In the distance was the Forbidden Forest. 

Drawing her wand out from her sleeve she tapped the wall briefly. The wall obligingly rearranged 

itself into an archway, and she slipped inside, giving thanks to generations of Hogwarts students 

who had devoted considerable time and energy to devising concealed entrances and exits. 

This particular one was infrequently used, largely because part of the route lay past the Potions 

Room. However, this time it suited her purpose perfectly. Quietly she made her way to the 

classroom. 

She felt a twinge of nostalgia, mixed with regret that she was unable to seek out Dumbledore or 

McGonagall - or one of her other old teachers. Why couldn’t Harry have met a Death Eater who 
posed him a tricky Arithmancy problem, she wondered glumly. A long chat with Professor Vector 

would have been a much more pleasant prospect. 

The corridor leading to the Potions Room was as forbidding as she remembered it. It was dark and 

cold, and somehow gave the impression of being clammy, although she doubted that it actually was 

- most potions ingredients required a fairly dry environment. The ones that needed high humidity 

were usually kept elsewhere. At Hogwarts, they would be dealt with by Professor Sprout. 

She shivered. How ridiculous. It was only Snape after all. Not Voldemort himself. 

In front of her was a dark, ironbound door. A door familiar from seven years of study. It was 

closed. Hermione raised her hand and, steeling herself, knocked once, firmly. 

“Come in,” responded a familiar voice. 

Pushing the door open, Hermione entered the Potions Classroom for the first time since her 

graduation. 

For a jolting moment she was back in her schooldays. Nothing seemed to have changed. She would 

have bet that the ingredients, equipment, books were all exactly where they used to be. The air still 

held that familiar smell - disinfectants, ingredients and counteragents. The window glass was still 

smeared, and struggling to let in the light. 

“Good afternoon, Miss Granger.” 

Snape. 



The same tall, cadaverous figure shrouded in unrelieved black. The same lank, greasy hair and 

sallow skin. The same silky voice, heavy with tired cynicism, ready at any moment to snap with 

whiplash sarcasm, or sneering derision. The same unbearably still presence, which compelled 

attention no matter where he was in the room. 

She had the bizarre impression that he hadn’t actually moved from behind his desk in the last eight 
years. The piles of papers in front of him looked untouched. Only the slight traces of grey at his 

temples suggested that he had even bothered to age. 

The only incongruous note was the low, soft, single melody line of an unaccompanied instrument. 

It was a oddly serene sound in the stillness of the room. A cello, she thought. 

The unexpectedness of it distracted her mind as she listened, analysed and, finally, identified. 

“I didn’t realise that you liked Bach.” 

His eyebrow quirked. 

“I didn’t realise that you had come to discuss my musical tastes.” 

She felt defensive already. 

“I haven’t,” she said trying to regain some control. “I just wasn’t expecting to hear the Bach Cello 
Suites as well.” 

“Consider it an unexpected bonus then, Miss Granger.” His voice was dismissive, and he gestured 

at his desk. “Now, as you can see, I have papers to mark. I suggest you state your business.” 

Hermione was uncomfortably aware of her rising flush. She had been back in his classroom for less 

than five minutes and already she could feel herself regressing to her first year. Never mind the 

work she had done so far. He had the air of someone about to take five points from Gryffindor 

merely for her being there. She swallowed. 

“As I explained in my message, Professor, I have acquired a sample of a potion, that I am trying to 

analyse.” 

“Ah yes. And you have failed. Is that it?” 

Hermione gritted her teeth. Broadly speaking that was correct, but she didn’t like to hear it stated 

that baldly. 

“I’ve run into one particular problem, yes,” she replied, trying to keep her voice even. 

“I didn’t think that the Ministry of Magic employed people who ran back to school whenever they 
encountered a problem.” 

That nettled her. 



“I didn’t realise that I had come to discuss my chosen career.” 

He steepled his fingers and gazed at her coldly. 

“I would have thought that your career was rather dependent on your ability to carry out precisely 

this kind of task. Unless of course you were appointed simply on the strength of your role as 

Potter’s acolyte.” 

Hermione decided that the only way forward was to take the offensive. Possibly literally. 

“Given how precious your time is, Professor Snape, I can hardly think that you invited me here just 

to criticise my life choices.” 

“I didn’t invite you here at all, girl,” he said sourly. “You approached me, if I recall correctly.” 

“And I assume you want to hear what I have to say otherwise you would have sent a flat no.” 

He looked at the ceiling. 

“Explain,” he said simply. 

Hermione sketched in the background as she had been given it by Harry, and outlined her own 

attempt at analysing the potion. He did not offer her a seat, and she cursed herself for not having 

the presence of mind just to take one. She was damned if she was going to ask his permission, yet 

to sit belatedly would somehow be worse. Standing in front of him, she felt as if she were 

delivering a essay report, but he appeared, to all intents and purposes, to be listening to her intently. 

When she had finished he questioned her closely about her techniques, the methods she had used 

and the approaches she had tried. She was half expecting a grade at the end. 

In the end he ceased his interrogation and closed his eyes, almost as if in pain. Hermione stifled that 

fanciful thought. The desk was more likely to feel pain that Snape. Finally he stirred, and rose. The 

unexpected movement caused her to let out a breath she didn’t know that she had been holding. 
Ignoring her he went to one of the bookcases. He removed a number of books, in what appeared to 

be random order, piling them neatly. Then he reached into the back, and pulled out another small 

book. 

Returning, he placed it on his desk. Hermione could see that it appeared to be bound in very soft 

leather, of a quality she had never seen before. He flicked through the pages until he found what he 

was looking for, and then spread the open book in front of her. 

She studied the page. It was made of a thin, nearly transparent material and very very delicate. On 

it, in some kind of rusty brown ink was a familiar design. A capital M within a circle. 

“Have you ever seen that before?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she replied. “It was stamped on the potion bottle.” 



Curiosity got the better of her, and she reached out tentatively to touch it the page. 

“Don’t!” Snape’s voice was like a whipcrack. She jumped and froze. 

“What is it made of,” she asked nervously. 

He regarded her assessingly. 

“Skin,” he said briefly. 

Hermione felt something spasm inside her and swallowed convulsively. She wasn’t going to ask 
from what creature. 

Snape, however, seemed to twitch in… excitement… apprehension… Hermione couldn’t quite tell. 

“Do you have the potion with you.” 

She hesitated, and then an old Muggle expression came to mind…. In for a penny…. 

“Yes, but….” 

He interrupted her. 

“Give it to me. Now,” he commanded. 

Well, he had asked for it. She retrieved it from her bag and gave it to him. He examined the bottle 

intently. 

“There’s no mark on this bottle, girl.” 

“No, there isn’t,” she agreed. 

“You said there was a design on the bottle.” 

“There is. That isn’t the original bottle.” 

He was silent, and in a moment of small triumph she realised that she had scored a point. 

“It seemed more sensible to put the potion in something less… distinctive,” she continued more 

calmly than she felt. 

“Yes, well,” was all he managed. “Are you sure this is the design?” 

“Yes.” 

“No possibility of a mistake?” 



“No.” She sighed, and reached into her pocket to pull out the folded sheet of notepaper. “I made a 

copy of it.” 

He snatched the paper from her, long fingers hastily unfolding it. Studying it he murmured under 

his breath, “yes… yes… I thought so.” 

Hermione was now beginning to get impatient. 

“You thought what Professor? You obviously know what it is.” 

He looked up as if he had forgotten that she was there. 

“It’s something with which you no longer need concern yourself, Miss Granger. Good afternoon to 
you.” 

“Wait a minute.” She wasn’t going to let him get away with that. “If you aren’t going to tell me 
what it is I need that potion sample back. I have to work on a counter agent.” 

“I told you, this isn’t a matter for you any more.” 

“Yes it damn well is!” Hermione was angry now. “There’s a friend of mine lying in St Mungo’s, 
and there’s something out there that took his mind away. I’m going to find a way of stopping it.” 

He pulled a face. 

“How very Gryffindor…” he made it an insult “… of you Miss Granger. However, I suggest you 
find another windmill at which to tilt.” He turned away, clearly dismissing her. 

Without being consciously aware of it, Hermione had been staring at the design on the pages of the 

book. Suddenly her mind supplied the answer to at least one question that had been nagging at her. 

“I’ve seen that design somewhere else,” she stated. 

“Where?” he demanded, his attention back on her. 

She met his gaze defiantly, and said nothing. 

“I see. You wish to play games, Miss Granger. This, however, is not one of your schoolchild 

escapades. I need to know where else you have seen this design.” 

“Tell me about the potion.” 

They held each other’s gaze, neither of them giving way. 

Eventually Snape said in a measured tone: 

“I have an idea as to what this potion is, but to be certain, I need to know where else you have seen 

this mark.” 



Hermione calculated. 

“I’ll show you.” 

“Tell me.” 

“No. I’ll take you there, or I’ll tell you nothing.” 

She could almost see Snape thinking. She hoped that he was mostly thinking that she had him 

backed into a corner. His mouth quirked, as if he had read her mind. 

“Very well.” 

“We’ll need to apparate.” 

“Then I suggest we make use of the nearby exit.” 

She headed for the door. He pulled his thick black cloak from a peg and wrapped it over his 

trademark black robes. In hostile silence they left Hogwarts. 

Snape and Hermione appeared together into a long darkened gallery. The air was very still and dry, 

and there was an unmistakeable smell of old things overlaid by commercial strength polish. Here 

and there dull red security light glinted off glass fronted cabinets. Hermione looked around quickly, 

to check that the building security hadn’t detected their presence. 

In front of them was a large pair of doors, with a small official-looking sign in front of it that said 

Life in Early Britain - recent Romano-British discoveries. Exhibition under construction. 

“In there,” she hissed and beckoned him to follow. 

Tapping her wand on the door, and murmuring Alohomora, she slipped through the doors, Snape 

behind her. 

The interior of this room was equally dark, but much less orderly. There were boxes strewn around 

the floor, some half open, some covered with cloths. Some cabinets were stacked against the walls, 

others were open, devoid of contents. Hermione looked around, wondering where to start. 

“Well, Miss Granger?” came the voice behind her. 

“It will be in here somewhere.” 

“Where are we - just to satisfy my own curiosity?” 

“The British Museum.” 

“Ah yes. The place where Muggles display the petty trinkets they have purloined from each other 

throughout their tiresome history.” 



Hermione went rigid at the insult, and managed to prevent herself from responding. She suspected 

that he was deliberately needling her, and she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of rising to 
the bait. 

“I’m going to try and find this thing. You can either help me, or stand there and make clever 

remarks. It’s up to you.” 

He didn’t reply, and she made her way to the back of the gallery, where she began to check the 
display cabinets. 

In the end the room was more methodically organised than it looked. She found what she was 

looking for in a cabinet, tucked into a corner and roughly marked Box 47 - weaponry. 

On one of the shelves was the sword pommel from the advertising poster. It was about eight inches 

long all told and on the pommel was the design on the potion bottle. Underneath a neatly printed 

label read: 

Exhibit 813 

Rare monogrammed sword hilt. 

Believed to be unique. 

Provenance Unknown 

Hermione tapped the cabinet once to open it. The doors swung noiselessly open. Extending her 

hand towards the metal object she softly said “Accio.” The hilt came to her hand. The metal had 

obviously been worn smooth by use, but it was otherwise unremarkable to her touch. She balanced 

it experimentally. It had been made for someone with larger hands than hers, she thought. She 

backed away from the cabinet and turned. And nearly collided with Snape who had glided up 

behind her silently. Reflexively she jumped back. His eyes were uncharacteristically bright and he 

was holding the potion bottle in one hand. For an awful moment she thought that he might have 

drunk some of it. 

“Give it to me.” 

Hermione backed off again, and held the metal hilt behind her. 

“Give it to me, girl,” he hissed, advancing. His tone was menacing, but some cool part of 

Hermione noted that his eyes held a note of pleading. 

She shook her head, still trying to back away. Something sharp poked into the small of her back. 

The edge of another cabinet. He had her trapped between the cabinets and the wall of the room. She 

tried to edge sideways, but there were boxes in the way. 

“Look, there’s security in this place. They’re going to notice us soon. I should have thought that 
you would have wanted to get out of here and discuss this somewhere else.” 

“Nice try, Miss Granger.” 



He reached for her, grasping her arm, trying to pull it round to the front. She twisted into the grip, 

jerking her left shoulder forward to pull him off balance, and swinging her handbag at him for good 

measure. The bag bounced off him and fell on the floor. 

Snape was strong - surprisingly so - but Hermione was desperate, and the fact of being physically 

wedged in was at least giving her some leverage. She shoved hard again, and this time he fell 

backwards against a display cabinet. The hand holding the potion bottle smashed against the glass. 

The glass cracked with the force of the blow, and Snape dropped the potion. 

The bottle hit the floor, and shattered, leaving a sticky puddle of liquid and broken glass. 

Snape swore between his teeth and rounded on Hermione. 

“Now look what you’ve done.” 

Hermione was not stopping for a debate. She was pushing past him, when she remembered that her 

bag was on the floor. Pausing, she tried to retrieve it. Her hesitation gave Snape the opportunity to 

grab for her again. 

He hauled her to her feet. 

“Give me that object!” he shouted. 

“Over my dead body!” she shouted back. 

In response he shoved her hard against the wall. 

Hermione felt her breath go, and she staggered. She reached out her hands to stop herself falling, 

and lost her grip on the sword hilt. 

Almost in slow motion she watched it fall, hit the ground, and bounce into the glass and potion 

mixture. 

Snape stared at it transfixed. 

Then as one they dived for it. 

Their hands closed on the artefact at the same time. 

Hermione had the unpleasant sensation of having just touched raw flesh, and she was about to pull 

away when she felt a sharp tug, somewhere around her navel, and was only conscious of a rushing 

sound in her ears. 

********** 

Some while later a figure dressed in shabby Muggle clothes, and wearing a brown warehouseman’s 
coat entered the closed gallery. He tsked to himself as he saw the mess. 



“Bloody ‘ell, what’s been goin’ on in ‘ere then,” came a flat Cockney voice behind him. 

A portly, cheerful looking Muggle had come in behind him. He was also wearing a brown overall. 

Putting his hands on his hips, and shaking his head, he sucked air through his teeth. 

“Well, all I can say is I’m glad I’m not the one as ‘as to tell the Professor that someone’s been 
spilling sticky drinks all over ‘is prize exhibits.” 

The other man did not reply, nor turn his silver blonde head to make eye contact. 

“’Spect you’d better get that cleared up before someone important finds it.” He clapped the silent 

man on the back, and chuckled. Then he peered closely as his colleague. 

“’Ere, do I know you? Are you from the agency?” 

“Yes. Yes I’m from the agency.” The voice was quiet, but polished and cultured. 

“Well, I’m Stan, an’ if you want to know anything, just ask.” 

“Thank you… Stan.” Again the incongruous voice, and avoidance of gaze. 

Stan shook his head again and wandered off. 

Dead posh for a glorified cleaner, he thought. Nicely spoken, good haircut - he could see that right 

off. Bloke who’s used to ‘aving money. Never mind. Expect it’s one of them city types what suffers 
from Stress, and needs a job what’s Less Stressful. 

The other man watched him go. His first instinct had been to kill Stan where he stood, but there 

were more important things to do here. 

He pulled a soft red cloth out of his pocket, and very carefully mopped up the remains of the 

potion, glass and all. Then, when he was certain that he had every last fragment and drop, he 

wrapped the red cloth in a black cloth and deposited the rest in a bag which looked as if it had been 

made out of some type of reptile hide. 

Then he went to examine exhibit case 47. 

He quickly found the label. 

Exhibit 813 

Rare monogrammed sword hilt. 

Believed to be unique. 

Provenance Unknown. 

The space above the label was empty. 

He cursed under his breath. That wretched… female …. had got there first. Now it was doubtless in 
the hands of Potter and his happy band of followers. 



Well, they didn’t have the potion. Not any more. 

And at least he could get out of these filthy clothes 

The agency “cleaner” pulled a long piece of wood and pointed it at himself, muttering under his 

breath. 

The workman’s attire changed to dark red robes, so red that they were almost black. 

With a face set in fury, Draco Malfoy apparated. 

********** 

When the rushing sensation stopped, Hermione found herself unceremoniously dumped into a 

small, but very prickly bush. Disentangling herself, she scrambled to her feet and looked around. 

The scene in front of her did not exactly inspire confidence. She was surrounded by what could best 

be described as bare moorland. Patches of rock were visible through the sparse ground cover. The 

area was ringed with low hills. There was no appreciable tree line, and indeed, she had the strong 

impression that any plant taller than a stunted gorse bush had long ago given up the unequal fight 

for survival. The place exuded an overwhelming sensation of damp desolation. 

It reminded her of parts of Dartmoor, visited with her parents on childhood holidays. She had not 

exactly paid attention. For all her secret desire to be a field agent, Hermione had never been that 

keen on actual fields. She had preferred to spend her time curled up with a good book. 

Now she was plunged into her worst possible scenario. 

“When you've quite finished admiring the beauty of the scenery, you might like to consider the 

practicalities of our situation.” 

Hermione reconsidered her definition of worst possible scenario. Turning she took in the black 

figure silhouetted against the grey backdrop. He was staring at her with a supercilious expression 

on his face. 

“What are you doing here?” she stammered. 

Oh very impressive. That sort of question will really convince him that you are an asset to the 

Ministry. 

His response didn't disappoint. 

“I see the trip deprived of the use of your brain Miss Granger. I should have thought that it was 

perfectly obvious what I am doing here. Your ... behaviour in the museum has resulted in both of us 

being transported to this place.” 

Hermione’s brain had begun to function again. They had both grabbed for the hilt at the same time. 



“The sword hilt is a Portkey?” she said, thinking out loud. 

“Congratulations,” came the icy response. “I'm gratified to see that you haven't lost your grasp of 

the blindingly obvious.” 

Hermione could feel her cheeks begin to burn again. He had always had the capacity to wrongfoot 

her, and she had never been able to stop herself showing it. 

He continued. 

“Now you've caught up, perhaps you would be good enough to indicate where it is so we can both 

get out of here. I have little or no desire for an impromptu camping trip. Delightful as your 

company would no doubt be.” 

The open mockery in his tone nettled Hermione. 

“Curiously enough,” she retorted, “I had other plans for this evening as well.” 

He appeared unmoved - simply waiting for her to find the artefact. She raised both her hands. They 

were empty. She tried to remember what had happened when they had... landed, for want of a better 

phrase. It was all rather a blur she had to admit. She looked down at the ground hoping to see 

something there in front of her. Nothing. She could just feel Snape's eyes watching her. She had 

little hope that he hadn't worked out what she was doing. She didn't even need to turn round to 

know exactly what the expression on his face would be. She continued looking. 

The silence of the place was unearthly. She did not remember the countryside being this quiet - 

birds sang, small animals rustled - even aeroplanes flew overhead. The normal, reassuring, noises 

of everyday life. But here there was nothing. Only a near tangible stillness. She began to wonder 

nervously if was ever going to be able to find the sword hilt. 

Snape’s wordless scrutiny of her was unnerving as well. In some ways she would have preferred a 
sarcastic commentary. She gritted her teeth. In a minute, she thought, she would shout at him, just 

to make some sound. For a wild moment she even wondered if he were still there. He could have 

walked off without saying anything and left her alone. For all his overwhelming unpleasantness, he 

seemed to have some idea of how to get them back. She found the thought of being there without 

him suddenly frightening, and she straightened, turning abruptly. 

He was standing, observing her intently. As she turned, he just raised an eyebrow. 

Hermione bit her lip in annoyance at herself for giving in to irrational fear. The irritation actually 

steadied her somewhat, and her intellect began to function again. She pulled her wand from her 

sleeve. 

“Manifesto”. 

Her voice sounded dull, as if she was speaking in a room muffled by heavy curtains. 



She also suddenly had the sensation of being watched. Out of the corner of her eye she was aware 

that Snape had tensed. 

The thought came to her unbidden: Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore. 

To her relief, she could also see a glow within the scrubby vegetation. 

“It’s there.” 

She bent down and picked it up. As her fingers closed round it something felt different. Just before 

they had been transported it had felt organic. Now it just felt like a lump of metal. She opened her 

mouth to comment on it, and then thought better of it. Hopefully, they would be out of here shortly, 

and there was no point in giving him more opportunities than necessary to needle her. 

It then dawned on her that she had not felt the familiar wrenching tug as they had both touched it. 

In fact she was still very much in the same place. Snape pulled the artefact out of her grasp and 

turned it over in his hands, examining it closely. 

“It is ineffective.” 

Now who was stating the obvious, she thought, but did not say. She waited for him to elaborate on 

this remark. He appeared to be lost in thought though. From sheer habit of mind, Hermione began 

to review the sequence of the events in the museum. She had found the sword hilt. He had tried to 

take it from her. She had resisted. In the scuffle he had dropped the bottle, and she had dropped the 

artefact into the resulting mess. They had both reached for it at the same time…. 

The potion. Maybe…. 

“When we touched the artefact in the museum it had the potion on it. Could there have been 

something in the potion that triggered the Portkey?” 

Snape jumped as if startled by her continued presence. He looked hard at her. 

“Very probably,” was his only response though. 

Well, the rest of the potion was on the floor of the Romano British exhibition. Not a lot of help. 

“I suppose we need to start thinking of another way to get back then”, she said. 

“We need to start looking for shelter,” responded Snape abruptly. “I don’t think that this is going to 
be a particularly welcoming place to spend the night.” 

Spend the night. Oh dear gods. Alone. In the middle of who knows where. With Professor Snape. 

Well, this was no time to have hysterics. She couldn’t imagine a less sympathetic audience for a 
start. 



He had already started walking away, his cloak wrapped round him. Hermione paused, slightly 

non-plussed. He stopped and looked at her. 

“Well? Are you coming, or do you want to spend the night here?” He paused. “Oh, and Miss 

Granger, I would be grateful if you could restrain your urge to cast spells for a while.” 

With no further elaboration he strode away. Unable to formulate a sensible or polite reply, 

Hermione pulled her own cloak around herself and followed him. 

After about an hour stumbling across moorland they came to a small bluff. Set in the face of the 

bluff were a number of small caves. At least one of them looked big enough to accommodate two 

people comfortably. Hermione looked around. This appeared to be the only feature that would 

afford them any sort of shelter. Either Snape was plain lucky or he had some experience with this 

sort of terrain. Odd, she thought. He didn’t look the sort to spend the long vacations hiking the hills 

and mountains of Britain. 

The object of her thoughts was already investigating the cave. 

“It’ll do,” was his laconic summary. “It’s big enough, dry and there’s only one entrance.” 

He surveyed her sourly. “I suggest you look for anything dry that will burn. I’m going to see if I 
can find something edible.” Hermione just looked at him. “Unless, of course, Miss Granger, you 

possess wilderness survival skills of which I am unaware.” 

She shook her head mutely. He turned and disappeared round the corner. 

Once he had had gone, she let out her breath. Between saying nothing, and making stupid remarks, 

it was no wonder that he thought she was an idiot. She resolved to get a grip, and take back some 

control in this situation. If only for the sake of her dignity. 

She was now alone, and she involuntarily shivered. Although there was nothing she could actually 

put her finger on, the sense that she was being watched was increasing. And there was an 

unwholesomeness to the air that almost physically invaded her. Reflexively she wiped her hands on 

her cloak, as if they were coated with something dirty. In order to distract herself she decided to 

explore. 

She had a quick look in the cave As Snape had said, it was dry, and big enough for the two of them 

to stretch out without being too close. A distinct bonus. Returning outside she began to collect all 

the dry and combustible material she could. Distant memories of the loathed camping trips came 

back to her, and she also collected stones to form a circle to contain the fire. Carefully she piled up 

the dry material - larger pieces on kindling, and made a separate pile to keep the fire going once 

started. A largish flat stone caught her attention. She had a sudden flash of her father heating up a 

similar stone and then frying eggs on it. She put it to one side just in case. 

Moving a little further away from the cave entrance, she found a pool of water. Experimentally she 

dipped her fingers in. It was very cold. She wondered if it was drinkable. She felt the analytical part 

of her brain unfreeze for the first time since they had arrived. The stones that she had collected had 

all appeared to be some kind of igneous rock. There was very little vegetation or soil cover here. 



Therefore, if the pool was fed by a spring, rather than being standing water, it should contain little 

sediment, or other detritus. Therefore, it should be safe to drink. QED. 

Or, of course, she could just cast a Purificus charm, and have done with it. Although he had told her 

not to use spells. Part of her rebelled at that arbitrary command. A more reflective side pointed out 

that he seemed more familiar with the area. It might be wise to watch and wait a while. 

Nevertheless, the process of reasoning had helped to restore her sense of inner balance. 

She scooped up a handful of the water, and then paused. Snape wouldn’t be very amused if she 
poisoned herself. On the other had, not amused appeared to be his natural state. And she was very 

thirsty. She sipped the water. It had a slightly mineralised taste, but otherwise appeared to be 

acceptable. 

She was scouting round, looking for something to carry water in when Snape returned with a 

bundle of things. 

He looked faintly surprised when he saw the fire. She wondered, apprehensively, if she had done it 

wrong, misremembered something. But he simply raised an eyebrow. 

“It seems you do possess some wilderness skills after all, Miss Granger.” 

She didn’t rise to the bait, but said mildly: 
“The water in the pool over there seems to be safe to drink.” 

He deposited the bundle on the larger flat stone. There was some sort of root, some kind of fungus, 

and some eggs. The sight of the eggs made her giggle suddenly. 

“Something amusing you, Miss Granger?” 

His tone caused her to swallow the sound immediately. 

“No, sir.” Damn, where had that ‘Sir’ come from? She sought to explain to cover her 

embarrassment. “I… When I was a child my family used to go on camping trips. My father always 
used to fry eggs on a hot stone for me.” 

The abrupt juxtaposition in her mind of her father cooking for her and being stranded here with 

Snape caused her amusement to genuinely die, and a lump to rise in her throat. And how long had it 

been since she had had that sort of connection with her family? She swallowed firmly and briskly 

swept up the roots and the… well, she was going to call them mushrooms, whatever they were. 

“If we’re going to eat these I’d better go and wash them,” she stated, and strode away before he 

could say anything more to unsettle her. 

********** 

Snape watched her go with a distant look in his eyes. 



The sudden glimpse of her childhood had raised a sharp pang of envy that had briefly silenced him. 

He tried to imagine his own father frying eggs on a large piece of rock in the middle of a field. He 

failed. In fact, he wondered if his father would even recognise him. Or, if he was still alive. 

He ruthlessly shut down this train of thought. Dwelling on the past was a sterile and useless 

exercise. Better to concentrate on how they were going to get out of this situation. He rubbed his 

hand over his eyes. The oppressive atmosphere was fraying his already taut nerves. He wondered 

bleakly how exactly he was going to explain himself to the young woman stranded with him. 

He was under no illusions that Hermione Granger was an outstandingly bright and perceptive 

young woman. She had been so as a pupil at Hogwarts. The Ministry would have been unlikely to 

allow her to manage her own laboratory if she had not fulfilled her early promise. At the moment 

she was still slightly disorientated, and struggling against seven years of conditioning to be afraid 

of him. This would inevitably wear off - sometime early tomorrow morning at the latest, he thought 

wryly. Then her formidable brain would engage, and she would demand an explanation. 

And she wasn’t going to like it. 

He wasn’t looking forward to the next few days at all. 

********** 

As it turned out Snape’s misgivings proved to be unfounded. 

The first night that they had been stranded Hermione had lain awake, listening to his soft regular 

breathing, uncomfortably aware of his presence, despite the physical distance between them. At 

school Snape had always been an unknown quantity on a personal level. His acid tongue and sour 

demeanour had discouraged any but essential social interaction. Now she was dependent on him to 

get her out of here, and she frankly didn’t trust him not to abandon her if it was in his interest to do 
so. 

To distract herself from this unpleasant thought, she had methodically reviewed the best course of 

action. There were definitely some unanswered questions here, she had concluded. For one thing, 

he was entirely too competent in dealing with the situation. And she didn’t think that he was a 
former member of the wizarding equivalent of the marines. Not that she hadn’t been very grateful 
for the food and shelter that he had found - that in itself was contributing to her ability to think 

clearly - but he was also clearly a man with a purpose. On the basis of past experience she didn’t 
think that marching up to him and saying “Professor Snape, there’s something you’re not telling 
me. What is it?” would elicit much information. 

That only left her initial instinct to watch and wait - staying close to him and keeping quiet. Apart 

from anything else, at the moment sheer survival dictated it. 

She also registered that he hadn’t simply Apparated himself back to Hogsmeade or wherever. She 
had used a charm to reveal the sword hilt, and he had ordered her not to use magic again. He was 

sticking to that injunction himself, she noted, doing things the despised Muggle way. Even to the 

extent of making a fire by sparking rocks together. Not that that hadn’t been an educational 



experience in itself, but it was odd behaviour for wizard. Not to mention giving rise to interesting 

speculations on why and how he would have acquired the skill in the first place. 

It was now coming to the end of the third day spent in quiet observation, and she was forced to say 

that things between them had not been as bad as she feared. Snape had not been exactly chatty, but 

his remarks, although few and far between, had been largely devoid of the sneering sarcasm she 

had come to expect of him. Away from his students, and fixed on some unknown personal goal, he 

was merely brusque. And their conversations over supper had been almost civil. 

He had remarked that teaching at Hogwarts was little different than it was when she had been there 

- only the names changed. He did observe that life had been somewhat less - stimulating - since she 

and Mr Weasley and Mr Potter had left. She had described her work at the Ministry, and on the 

previous evening he had rather curtly offered a suggestion to assist her work on improving the 

keeping qualities of certain types of healing potion. 

Despite this rather fragile détente, he hadn’t unbent far enough to discuss his plans with her. He 
simply seemed to assume that she would acquiesce in his decisions. Despite that, however, she 

sometimes sensed him watching her intently - almost warily - as if she was a semi-feral creature 

that might unexpectedly turn on him. 

Some secret part of her felt a perverse triumph that there was at least one element in the scenario 

that he did not feel he could control completely. 

She had still not been able to relax much, nevertheless, and had certainly developed no love for 

their surroundings. She still had the distinct feeling that they were being shadowed by something, 

and was trying hard to convince herself that this was mere fancy. The general air of uncleanness 

seemed to oversensitive her skin, and cause her to be almost skittish. She was nervous and 

unhappy, just being there. 

To make matters worse she had not been able to shake off her nagging dread that Snape would 

abruptly abandon her there. He always appeared to know where they were, although there were few 

distinguishing features that she could identify. He could find food and shelter - he had no need for 

her whatsoever, and she was certain that she was slowing him down. She was beginning to wonder 

whether his hostility towards her at school had sprung from a knowledge that she was just not up to 

the required standards. If that were the case, then this expedition would just prove him right. 

Professor Snape had never been one to tolerate dead weight gladly. Not in the classroom, and she 

had no reason to suppose that here would be any different. 

At the moment they appeared to be following a small stream. It was flowing through a shallow 

ditch, snaking its way around boulders of varying sizes. She could see the first hints of darkness 

touching the hills - in the near distance now - they did at least appear to be getting closer to 

something. Assuming, of course, that that was their destination. 

Snape himself had disappeared some while ago, looking for shelter he had told her. She tried to 

suppress the rising fear that he would just not return. 



Hermione now felt a distinct drop in temperature - the nights had been cold, and she was grateful 

that she at least had a cloak - she had nearly put on a Muggle style coat before going to Hogwarts 

for her meeting with Snape. 

Hogwarts. That meeting seemed a lifetime ago now. She felt a longing to be there - even in Snape’s 
cold, unwelcoming dungeon. She wondered if Harry and Ron had noticed she’d gone. Part of her 
wished that they were there with her. She missed Harry’s quiet intuition and Ron’s irreverent 
humour. Of course, they always told her that they valued her contributions as well. Now, she 

wondered if she had just been a way of getting information that was easier and more convenient 

than looking it up for themselves. A lump rose in her throat, and tears pricked her eyes. The feeling 

of being watched intensified. 

Biting her lip and swallowing she tried to divert her thoughts onto a more professional course. She 

hoped that Cyrus was remembering to return everything to it’s proper place in the lab in her 
absence - she wouldn’t be very pleased if she got back and had to completely re-order the place. 

She was dimly aware that she was focussing on triviality to suppress another wave of 

homesickness. 

Sunset in this place was not a thing of warm reds and golds. It was more a creeping shadow, curling 

itself around the landscape, carrying with it a damp, depressing chill. It perfectly matched the 

current tenor of her thoughts. 

Although Snape was competent, and not being actively hostile, he was still unapproachable and 

forbidding. Of all the people to get lost with, she had to be with someone who despised her. She felt 

an overwhelming need for comfort and a friendly face. 

A curt voice intruded into her thoughts: 

“I have located a suitable place. I suggest we make camp.” 

Snape could move as noiselessly as a snake when he chose to, and Hermione was deep in her own 

reflections. She started violently at the sound of his voice, and lost her footing. 

Although she had chosen to wear flat shoes, she had not anticipated terrain any rougher than the 

Hogwarts’ corridors. She stumbled, and tried to regain her balance, but couldn’t get any purchase 
on the ground beneath her. Her right leg twisted painfully and gave way, pitching her into the 

stream. She felt a sharp pain at her temple as her head hit one of the larger stones scattered across 

the stream bed, and lost consciousness. 

The first thing that Hermione was aware of was a stinging pain in her head. Other facts began to 

register slowly, one by one. There was an ache at the top of her right hip, and her ribs hurt for some 

reason. She was wet in places. And she was lying on the ground. 

Memory kicked in and supplied the connecting information. She had fallen into a stream and hit her 

head. In front of Professor Snape. If she could have summoned up the will to groan she would have 

done. This was just what she needed. 



She didn’t appear to be lying in the stream any more, so she could only assume that he had pulled 
her out. She bet that he had just loved doing that. She could imagine his face without even looking. 

She lay still, trying to gather her disjointed thoughts. One thing was obvious. She was going to have 

to move and get up at some point. She could hardly lay here all night, and she did not intend to be 

the subject of any more of Snape’s ridicule than was strictly necessary. 

Cautiously she opened her eyes. Snape was bending over her: 

“Welcome back, Miss Granger,” he said laconically. 

She swallowed - her mouth felt dry and metallic - took a deep breath and tried to push herself up on 

one elbow. To her surprise she felt the slight resistance of his hand on her shoulder. 

“You knocked yourself out for a moment. I doubt that springing to your feet will assist matters.” 

She shut her eyes and swallowed again. She might have been longing for comfort a few moments 

ago, but she had more pride than to turn to Snape for help or support. She also had absolutely no 

desire to voluntarily offer herself up as a target for his derision. 

She pushed against his hand. 

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “It was just a bang on the head.” 

He abruptly withdrew his hand, and sat back on his heels watching her. She struggled to her feet. 

Her right hip protested, but she ignored it. As she straightened she felt a wave of nausea pass over 

her. 

Oh no - you are not going to be sick in front of Snape, Hermione, my girl, she told herself 

vehemently. 

She breathed slowly through her mouth, willing the sickness to go away. When she thought that she 

had it under control she took an experimental step forward. The movement caused her head to 

whirl. Her diaphragm spasmed involuntarily, and she realised in a kind of detached misery that 

there was nothing she could do to prevent what was about to happen. 

She sank onto her knees and threw up violently in front of her. 

As the worst passed she became aware that an arm was circled across the back of her shoulders, 

supporting her, and that her hair was being held away from her face. 

Snape, she thought in slightly bemused wonder. 

She knew that she ought to pull away, but she desperately needed to feel some kind of human 

contact. At that moment she didn’t think that she could bear to lose the warmth of his body against 
her side. Unconsciously she leant into him, shifting her weight. He held her like that until it was 

clear that she was not going to vomit again. 



Without removing his arm from her shoulders, he released her hair. Then she felt something cool 

and wet wiping her face and mouth. Her breathing relaxed a little, and then she felt the side of his 

hand against her lips. 

“You have now managed to dehydrate yourself as well as give yourself concussion. I suggest you 

drink.” His voice was dry, but not unkind. 

“Drink?” mumbled Hermione, feeling slow and stupid. 

“Yes. I’m afraid I neglected to pack the china tea service so you will have to manage with my hand. 

I assure you it is quite clean.” 

He tipped his cupped hand towards her mouth, and she awkwardly bent her head forward. 

His skin was surprisingly soft against her lips, for a man who spent his time dealing with astringent 

substances. His touch was too practical to be a caress, but a stray imagining made her wonder what 

one from those hands would be like. She drank the water, half sipping, half lapping, her tongue 

catching against his skin. As she finished her lips met the palm of his hand in something that was 

almost, but not quite, a kiss. 

It was only the swift tensing of his chest that betrayed his intake of breath, and he removed his hand 

from her face. 

“I suggest we go to the camp now,” he said expressionlessly. 

Hermione began to get to her feet. This time she was more firmly restrained. 

“I think not,” he stated. “I have no desire for a repetition of your recent performance.” 

Obviously any impulse of compassion had been exhausted. 

Then he surprised her again by effortlessly swinging her up into his arms. 

This time her head rested on his shoulder, and she was once again aware of the strength in his wiry 

arms. She shut her eyes, allowing his regular stride to soothe her. He carried her in silence, until 

they stopped. Then he simply said: 

“We’re here.” 

She was aware of him putting her carefully down on the ground, but she felt too dozy to open her 

eyes. She mumbled something as he let her go and his warmth disappeared. Then she felt a 

fumbling at the clasp of her cloak, and something within her fogged brain tried to object. Weakly, 

she reached up to push him away. 

She heard him sigh in exasperation. 

“Girl, your clothes are wet. If you don’t want to add hypothermia to the list of your problems, you 

need to be warm and dry.” 



There was a pause and he added in a gentler tone: 

“I don’t know what sort of a man you think I am, Miss Granger, but I can assure you that you are 
perfectly safe. Molesting injured young women has never been a pastime of mine.” 

Her protest subsided in a faint flush of shame, and she lay still as he removed her cloak, outer 

garments, shoes and socks, leaving her in her underwear. 

He lifted her again, and moved her to one side. Then she felt herself being wrapped in what felt like 

a thick, slightly coarse, wool blanket. 

His own cloak, she thought distantly, as she drifted off to sleep, feeling oddly secure for the first 

time in days. 

********** 

Snape sat cross legged in the cave, head resting in his hands, watching Hermione as she slept. 

It was necessary, he told himself, to keep a check on her after a head injury. It was in his own 

interest as much as hers. They were in enough danger in this place without adding physical injury 

to the list. 

Still, he could still feel a very slight tingle in the palm of his left hand where her lips and tongue 

had briefly touched it. And a memory of the warmth of her body against his as she leant for 

support. 

He closed his eyes, and repeated to himself the exact ingredients for a Deflating Draught. Anything 

to keep this unaccustomed ache at bay. 

He knew what it was, of course. 

It was the effect of the place. 

Under ordinary circumstances the girl would not look at him twice. 

Wouldn’t look at you twice, indeed. Let’s be honest here, Severus, she wouldn’t cross the road to 
piss on you if you were on fire. 

They were alone… and the place played on weaknesses, vulnerabilities. Exploited them. In his case 
it was the fact that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt a warm, human, body against his 
own. It was her misfortune that she was here with him. That was all it was. Unfortunate 

circumstance. 

Even more unfortunate that her instinct to use magic had alerted the presences of this place that 

they were here. And just when they most needed haste, she had injured herself. A nasty dilemma 

for him. 

He uncrossed his legs, and went to check her. 



She seemed to be sleeping naturally, although it was evidently troubled. He laid two fingers against 

her carotid artery, checking the pulse. It was slightly elevated, but nothing to worry about. With his 

other hand he gently smoothed her hair back from her forehead. There was enough light for him to 

see the swelling. Better an unsightly bruise on the forehead than swelling to the brain, he mused. 

She stirred at his touch, and muttered something in her sleep. 

“Don’t worry,” he said in an uncharacteristically soft tone, “it’s all right. Go back to sleep.” 

She quietened, and he let her sleep on. 

Half the school would suffer fatal aneurisms, if they ever thought me capable of speaking like that, 

he thought sardonically. Maybe I should try it - it would significantly reduce my teaching 

workload. 

Settling himself down, he continued his vigil. 

**********  

Hermione’s sleep was anything but peaceful. She was troubled by bizarre dreams - dreams where 

she was given a task to complete, something unidentifiable and unspecified, dreams of failing, 

dreams of family and friends turning away from her…. And somewhere in it there was a voice of 
calm, soothing and reassuring. A familiar voice, one that she couldn’t quite identify. 

Eventually she woke properly, feeling sluggish and heavy. Her head was pounding, and when she 

tried to move, she found that most of her body ached. 

Despite the pain her analytical faculties appeared to have returned. She fingered the cloth covering 

her - it was indeed Snape’s own cloak. It had a slightly odd smell - Hermione thought that she 

could detect traces of various substances, as if it had become impregnated over time with the tools 

of its owner’s trade. Underlying it was a musky, slightly spicy scent. Not quite sandalwood, not 

quite cedar, cypress maybe…. Something unique to the man himself perhaps. 

Hermione clamped down on that line of thought immediately. Or it could be another potion 

ingredient that she couldn’t identify. One act of generosity and her imagination was running away 
with her. It must be the effect of being stranded with him. She had no choice but to get on with him. 

She was uncomfortably aware that she was only dressed in her underwear. 

She went to push herself up, but the pain in her head, and the protests of her bruised body, 

reminded her of what had happened the last time she got up too quickly. 

Gingerly, she levered herself up to a sitting position, and sat very still to find out what would 

happen. She was relieved to find that she didn’t feel at all queasy. She looked around, careful not to 
move too sharply. 

The cave was very similar to all the others in the area - small and dry. There was no sign of Snape. 

She felt a moment’s irrational panic. Then she told herself that he was hardly likely to disappear on 



her after all the trouble he had gone to the previous day. If nothing else he was unlikely to leave 

without his cloak. 

Cautiously she got to her feet and wrapped the cloak round her. She slowly walked out of the cave, 

the cloak trailing on the floor. 

Outside, there was still no sign of her companion, but it was clear from the position of the sun that 

she had slept away the better part of the day. Glancing around she saw her clothes, spread out over 

some boulders. Going over to them she found that they were dry. She gathered them up and 

returned to the cave to dress. 

When she emerged for the second time, Snape had returned, and was busying himself with 

something on the fire. He glanced at her briefly. 

“Good morning, Miss Granger.” 

Hermione gave an involuntary glance in the direction of the sun. 

Snape caught it, and his lips quirked slightly. 

“It is a little later than usual, but I believe that it is still prior to the meridian.” 

Was that a joke? 

Hermione was not certain how to respond, and to cover her confusion she held out the cloak that 

she was carrying: 

“Um - here’s your cloak, Professor.” She paused, unable to decide exactly how to refer to what had 

happened between them the preceding day. “Thank you. I … er… hope you weren’t too cold 
without it.” 

He stood and took it from her, studying her carefully. 

“I am accustomed to the cold, Miss Granger. However, I would be interested to know how you are 

feeling.” 

“I’m fine,” she said automatically. 

He clicked his tongue in irritation. 

“Miss Granger, as I believe I pointed out yesterday, you suffered concussion and dehydration. I 

doubt very much, therefore, that you are ‘fine’. Carrying on in an heroic manner, whilst a 
characteristically Gryffindor action, will only serve to put us at more risk. Please do me the 

courtesy of an honest answer.” 

Hermione was stung by his tone. 



“Well”, she replied acidly, “my head hurts, my leg and ribs ache and I’m tired. On the other hand, I 
don’t feel sick any more and I like to think that I have regained the use of most of my higher brain 

functions.” 

“Good,” was his only response. 

Then he startled her by moving close to her, and putting his fingers under her chin, tipping her face 

towards his. 

“Hmm,” he said consideringly. “The bruise looks dramatic, but I think it will be all right.” 

He tipped her chin a little more. “Look at me,” he commanded. 

Hermione found her gaze locked with his, unable to look away. 

She had never really looked at his eyes before. ‘Don’t make eye contact with Snape’ had been one 
of the unwritten rules of Hogwarts. She had just had an impression of malevolent darkness. Now 

she was seeing those eyes at close quarters. 

They were dark, certainly, but not malevolent. Deep, shadowed, pools, almost unreadable. But 

there was something… an emptiness? No, not emptiness, but isolation. A guarded, defensive, 
distancing of himself from humanity. They were the eyes of a man who had long since ceased to 

expect gentleness from the world - and therefore no longer sought it. But that decision was the 

forced choice of one who saw no alternative, she realised with a choking flash of intuition. 

What had driven him to such a position? How could he stand to be so alone? 

Instinctively responding to the insight she half raised her hand toward him. He seemed to flinch 

away from the movement. 

“Your pupils appear to be focussing properly,” he stated. “I think it will be safe to continue 

tomorrow.” 

He turned on his heel and resumed his work at the fire. 

In the end Hermione slept for most of the afternoon. Still shaken, both by her injuries and by her 

sudden insight into the dour potions master, she had sat staring blankly until Snape had brusquely 

sent her off to lie down - with the injunction to take his cloak for warmth. 

Waking in the early evening, she felt much improved. 

Emerging from the cave again, she found him preparing food. As usual, the raw ingredients looked 

a little odd. He was aware of her approach even though she said nothing. 

“Are you feeling better.” 

She remembered his instruction to her earlier. 



“Yes,” she said truthfully. 

He just looked at her. 

“Yes,” she repeated. “My head still aches, and my leg is stiff, but I feel better than I did this 

morning.” 

Snape returned his attention to the fire. Protecting his hand with the end of his sleeve, he removed a 

hollow stone, that had been half buried within the embers. He decanted the contents into what 

looked like a hollowed out animal horn of some description. He handed the horn to Hermione. 

“Drink this,” he instructed. 

Hermione sniffed at it. It smelt bad. 

Snape sighed. 

“It should relax your muscles and ease the pain in your head. I regret that I have not had the 

opportunity this afternoon to brew up a base of duck consommé to disguise the taste.” 

It struck Hermione that Snape was using sarcasm to deflect attention from what otherwise might 

have been considered a thoughtful act. The infusion he had made had probably taken him a large 

part of the day, when you took into account that he had had to find all the raw materials including 

the containers. On impulse she decided to respond to the action rather than the words. 

“Thank you,” she simply said mildly. “It was kind of you to take the trouble.” 

Snape looked sharply at her, almost as if he thought she were mocking him, and opened his mouth 

to respond. Then he just looked away, and continued cleaning the food. 

Hermione sipped the potion. Effective it might be, but it unquestionably tasted vile. She tried to 

avoid screwing up her face, but fortunately Snape had his back to her. A small devil took 

possession of Hermione at that point. 

“Mind you,” she continued innocently. “If you could manage duck consommé next time, I think it 

would improve it.” 

Snape made a choking sound, and glared at her. He seemed to be struggling for words. 

“Miss Granger,” he said in the end. “I had almost convinced myself that being stranded with you 

was a bearable experience. I may need to reconsider.” 

The words were harsh, but the tone lacked the whiplash bite. In fact, viewed from a certain angle, it 

could nearly be a compliment. She could swear that she caught a hint of amused appreciation in his 

eyes. To stop herself considering the implications of this, she moved towards him and picked up 

one of the roots. 



“Shall I get on with chopping this then?” 

He shook his head disbelievingly. They continued in something like companionable silence. 

Supper was the odd but reasonably appetising affair that Hermione had come to expect. Disgusting 

though it had been, Snape’s brew had taken a lot of the edge off her various aches and pains, and 

the combination of that and the food was making her feel extremely relaxed. In fact, so relaxed that 

she was inclined to wonder about the exact ingredients he had used. 

Now there was a good point, she noted. He had managed to find the right ingredients. How exactly 

had he done that? She looked over at her former teacher. He was sitting, shadowed as usual, 

wrapped in his own thoughts. Maybe this was a good time to get some information…. 

“Professor Snape?” 

He looked over at her. 

“Yes, Miss Granger.” 

She wondered how she was going to phrase this aptly, but the potion seemed to have loosened her 

inhibitions. 

“You know where we are don’t you?” 

He sighed, and looked up at the sky. 

“Don’t you?” she persisted. 

“Yes,” he said eventually. 

Somehow this annoyed Hermione more than the sarcastic asides had. 

“Yes,” she repeated. “Yes. Is that it?” 

“What more do you want?” 

“Quite a lot actually. Firstly, this isn’t Dartmoor is it?” 

“No.” 

“Is it even England?” 

He paused. 

“Not as such.” 

“How can it not be England as such?” 



“It’s a type of England.” 

Hermione was not prepared to go round in these sorts of circles. 

“Professor Snape. Ever since we arrived it’s been quite clear that you are familiar with… wherever 
it is we are. You know where to find food and medicinal plants. You know the terrain. We haven’t 
Apparated back to Hogwarts, so I assume that isn’t possible or is too dangerous. In fact I don’t 
think you’ve used any magic since we arrived. And you appear to be looking for something.” 

Snape was silent, studying the ground intently now. Hermione continued: 

“Please, Professor, do me the courtesy of some honest answers.” She deliberately used his words 

back at him. “Where are we, what are we doing here, and how do we get … back?” 

The silence between them drew out. Hermione was about to say something, when Snape spoke in a 

low voice. 

“It is a long story.” 

“My diary is clear.” 

Snape sighed and poked the ground with his foot. It was a curiously vulnerable gesture thought 

Hermione. 

“Have you heard of Hester Allworthy?” 

Hermione searched her recollection. 

“The name sounds familiar - oh yes, wasn’t she one of the victims of Matthew Hopkins? The one 
the Muggles called the Witchfinder General.” 

“That’s right. As far as it goes. Hester Allworthy lived in the 17th century. She actually was a 

witch, and a very powerful one. She was known for her work delving into the human psyche. 

Except she sought to use the darker human lusts as a direct source of power.” 

Hermione was transfixed. His voice had taken on the hypnotic compelling quality, that she 

remembered from school days, but without the biting edge. It sent a shiver down her spine. 

“As you may or may not know, the deeper one goes into the study of Dark Magic, the closer one 

get to the edge of… what for want of a better term… most would call reality. Sometimes, when the 
right mind - or wrong mind depending on your point of view - is in the right - or wrong - place… 
things… can make contact.” 

“And something made contact with Hester?” Hermione’s mouth was dry. 

“Yes. The exact details are not clear. But what is known is that Hester Allworthy made some sort of 

contact with a form of shadow reality - or a mirror reality if you prefer. A reality in which the 

unrestrained darkest aspects of human nature take on more… tangible … substance.” 



Hermione felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Snape’s voice became even quieter. 

“Not only did she contact it, somehow she managed to enter it. Whilst there she came into 

possession of a very particular substance. One which she managed to take back with her and bind 

into our… reality… in potion form.” 

Hermione thought she was beginning to understand, but was unwilling to interrupt Snape’s 
mesmeric storytelling. 

“She also enchanted a talisman to act as a bridge between our world and the shadow world.” 

“The sword hilt,” breathed Hermione, almost without realising it. Snape nodded. 

“Precisely. However, in 1645 Hester Allworthy was arrested by Matthew Hopkins and tried as a 

witch. She was burnt at the stake and her house destroyed. It was believed that all her work, 

including the potion and the talisman were destroyed with it.” 

Hermione wrinkled her brow. 

“But if Hester was truly a witch, and a powerful one, how did a Muggle manage to capture her?” 

“Matthew Hopkins was not a Muggle. He was one of the most powerful Aurors that the wizarding 

world has ever produced. He adopted the disguise of a Muggle to allow him freedom of movement 

in the times.” 

“But I thought that most of his victims had proven to be harmless Muggles themselves.” 

Snape sighed. 

“Those were ignorant and suspicious times, Miss Granger - and not just within the Muggle world. 

Matthew Hopkins was not responsible for all of the acts attributed to him, but he was a trifle… 
over-zealous… none the less.” 

Hermione digested this information, and then something that Snape had said came back to her. She 

swallowed as the implications began to dawn on her. She shied away from the enormity of them, 

and took refuge in a marginal issue 

“Why the design? It looks like a monogram or a rune of some description.” 

Snape was silent a moment. Then he said in a careful tone. “It is almost certainly a type of rune.” 

Hermione has the sense that there was more to that than he was telling her, but there were other 

things troubling her at that moment. 

“Hester’s work wasn’t destroyed was it?” 

“No. The hilt survived. It found its way into the private collection of some Victorian gentleman. I 

forget the name now.” 



Snape was quiet again. Hermione knew, again, there must be more, and this time she was prepared 

to push for it. Eventually she said: 

“And…?” 

She had to strain to hear Snape’s voice. If she hadn’t known better she could have sworn she heard 
an undercurrent of pain when he began to speak. 

“When…the Dark Lord… rose, he became aware of Hester’s work. One of his goals was to 

reproduce it - so that he could use that source of power. He commanded his followers… the Death 
Eaters… to work on it. The hilt was eventually located and a group of them…” he tailed off, and 

then continued, the pain in his voice being replaced by an unyielding bitter hardness… “a group 

of us went to the house to retrieve it. The family did not survive the visit.” 

The implication was clear, but Hermione could not have moved or spoken if the hillside had fallen 

on her. 

“However, the talisman is useless without the potion. Hester designed the enchantment so that the 

portal could not be opened without both constituents, at least not by humans. I believe the creatures 

of this place carry certain powers within themselves.” He shrugged. “There was hardly the 

opportunity for extensive research. In any event, we…” again that mocking pause… “…I… worked 
to reconstruct the potion from what was known of Hester’s work. I got about as far as you did, Miss 
Granger - for which, by the way, I congratulate you, although you did have a sample of the potion 

to work from. I devised a potion which enhanced the strength and magical abilities of the drinker, 

but failed to open the portal.” Silence. “As you may imagine, the Dark Lord had ways to discourage 

repeated failures.” 

Hermione felt a rising sense of appalled horror. And something else was beginning to bother her 

about this explanation. 

Snape’s voice had become utterly clinical now, as if he was reading out a homework assignment. 

“I visited the site of Hester’s house. A fresh building has been constructed on the ruins, but is 
apparently unable to keep long term occupants. The only part of the building to survive the 

destruction was the original cellar. There I found a small bottle containing some preservative liquid 

and two, shrivelled, berries. They proved to be the substance required for the potion to be 

effective.” 

Hermione could feel herself growing very cold. She pulled her cloak around her defensively. Snape 

did not appear to notice. She found her voice: 

“That’s where we are isn’t it? That shadow reality?” 

“Yes.” Flatly. 

“And you’ve been here before, gathering ingredients to make this potion for your…. Dark Lord…? 

“Yes.” 



Hermione struggled to respond to this. Then she knew what had been bothering her about the story. 

“If the potion is the second part of some special Portkey, why did the Death Eaters at the house in 

Yorkshire drink it? They didn’t have the hilt. And I would have thought it was too valuable to use 
just to make yourself stronger. There are other potions that do that.” 

“Impressive reasoning, once again, Miss Granger. The potion in fact has two properties. Not only 

does it form a bridge between realities, it allows the drinker to connect with another human mind 

and draw off the emotion, as kind of power source. It leaves the victim in a state of deep catatonia.” 

Hermione had begun to shiver. She found her voice. 

“You mean it turns you into a sort of human Dementor.” 

“An emotive description, but broadly accurate.” 

An awful certainty was beginning to creep over Hermione. Her shivering increased. 

“And you’ve actually done this haven’t you? Drawn off the emotions of other people?” 

“Yes.” A statement of cold fact. No excuses. 

Hermione concentrated on her breathing in order to control her ragged feelings. How dare he do 

this to her. Just when she was beginning to trust him - to even like him…. 

“So what you’re saying,” she spat, her tone every bit as icy as his at its worst, “is that you created 

the potion that left Seamus Finnegan a vegetable in St Mungo’s and then stranded me here with 
you. And that you have only now seen fit to tell me this. Were you planning at any stage to share 

this useful titbit of information. Or were you planning to string me along indefinitely?” 

She stood, her rising anger temporarily overcoming her shakes. 

“You must have been having a really good laugh about this.” He moved slightly. She waved him 

down. “No, that’s quite all right - it’s a relief to know that one of us is getting some pleasure out of 

this little exercise.” 

She took another deep breath. 

“Right now, I’ll tell what I want. I want to find this berry - whatever it is - get back to my reality, 

and find a counteragent for this potion. With or without you, I don’t much care. And I’m telling 
you now thatwithout would be my preference. You deserve to rot here. You’re an unscrupulous, 
immoral, callous and vindictive bastard. Just stay away from me” 

She turned on her heel and strode towards the cave. She lay down feeling waves of fury coursing 

through her. As they subsided she began to shake again. This time they developed into 

uncontrollable shudders. Turning on her side she curled up into a ball. Sobs were building up inside 

her. She stuffed her edge of her cloak into her mouth. She was not going to give that bastard the 



satisfaction of knowing that he’d hurt her this deeply. Muffling the sounds with her cloak she let 
the tears come. 

********** 

Severus Snape didn’t move as the young woman stormed away from the camp fire. He sat, staring 
into the middle distance with unfocussed eyes, as night proper fell, and the temperature began to 

drop. 

There would be no question of sharing the cave with her tonight. It had become increasingly 

uncomfortable for him as the days had passed. Only years of fairly rigorous mental discipline had 

allowed him to retain his self-control. It wasn’t that he was, in any objective sense of the word, 
attracted to her, he told himself. It was just this place. He knew that. It was homing in on the weak 

points - and one of his, he was honest enough to admit, was that he was lonely. 

Now he was stranded here with an… all right… attractive young woman, who was blessed with 
intelligence, and who had clearly learnt over the years to temper that with discretion. No wonder 

they were attacking the chink in his armour. His other weak spots he was used to - they were old 

friends. But this - this was a new well for them to tap. He tried not to wonder what might have 

happened if he and Miss Granger had met under other circumstances. 

He had been well aware that their fragile peace would be ruptured as soon as she knew the truth. He 

shouldn’t really have been surprised by the force of her reaction. She had always been passionate, 
especially when friends, or weaker souls - as she saw it - were threatened. He still remembered the 

business with the house-elves. Although he was prepared to forgive much for the consequential 

disruption to the Malfoy household. It was inevitable that she would have grown into a passionate 

woman. 

Dangerous, in this place. 

He sat. 

The fire, left untended, burnt down. Now even that trace of warmth had gone. Discipline made him 

clear the camp as far as possible, but then he hesitated. 

Cautiously he approached the cave entrance. He could hear jerky stifled sounds - the sounds of 

something in pain. Drawing closer, he could see her, curled up under her cloak shivering violently. 

Obeying some unfamiliar impulse of tact he remained where he was, simply observing her. 

Motionless, he listened to the choking sounds diminish. Her body was still wracked with fits of 

shaking, however. Prompted by some feeling that he was not about to acknowledge, even to 

himself…especially not to himself…. he undid the clasp at the neck of his cloak. Moving as silently 
as he knew how, he draped the cloak over her distraught form. For a moment she stiffened and he 

half expected her to throw it off. But then she just seemed to hunch more into herself. He turned 

away, unable to bear the sight of her distress any longer. 

The morning sky was leaden. 



Seated on the rock outside the cave, Severus Snape watched the day dawn. 

The rising sun only succeeded in imbuing the surroundings with an unhealthy pink tinge. Snape’s 
spirits were not lifted in the slightest. He was stiff and thoroughly chilled from a sleepless night. 

Looking round, he took stock. Although, there did not appear to have been any discernable 

alteration in the scenery, subtle cues told him that they were approaching their goal. A change in he 

underlying geology here, the appearance of a different type of plant there. He hoped that his 

memory would prove reliable. He suspected that one mistake would cause Hermione to abandon 

him completely in favour of finding her own way home. 

He was anxious to avoid that. Whilst she knew, roughly, what sort of a place they were in, she had 

little idea of the extent of their danger. The marginal presences that inhabited the place were 

gradually closing in. Attracted by magic, he knew that Hermione’s use of the disclosure charm 
upon their arrival had alerted them to their presence. 

On top of that, he had been forced to use some very low level charms the preceding day in order to 

brew the tisane for Hermione. It had been a gamble. Knowing they were close the where he wanted 

to go, balancing the benefits of a speedy recovery for the girl against the risks of attracting further, 

unwanted, attention, he had judged that they had a better chance of survival with both of them 

healthy and moving quickly. 

The sky lightened a little more. It seemed to be the best they could hope for by way of daylight. He 

was about to move when he was hit in the middle of the shoulder blades by a soft bundle, thrown 

with considerable force. 

She was up. 

“Your cloak,” she spat with unconcealed disdain. 

It was clear that her fury had not abated. 

“Thank you,” he said dryly, picking it up and pulling it around himself. It was still slightly warm 

from where she had slept in it. Some part of him savoured that warmth and he told himself firmly 

that that was because he was chilled to the bone, after a night sitting still. 

She was determinedly packing up the camp. 

“Are you going to do something to help, or are you just going to sit there?” 

Silently, and a little painfully, he stood, and moved to help. 

They broke camp, and began the day’s march in silence. She let him lead - just. She spoke once, 

just after they left. 

“This… item… substance… that we’re looking for. What is it and how do we recognise it?” 



Her tone of voice stung. He took refuge in sarcasm. 

“The general idea, Miss Granger, is that I will recognise it. And I am fully conversant with the 

details.” 

“Not good enough.” 

The cat has claws he thought. Miss Granger, Hogwarts star pupil would never have addressed him 

like that. He realised that his nuit blanche had left him too tired to argue the toss. 

“We are looking for a plant, Miss Granger,” he replied wearily. “A small bush to be precise. Fairly 

unremarkable in most ways. It grows about two feet tall, has small shiny dark green leaves, and red 

berries about the size of a ball bearing. It favours dark, damp shadowy places, often in the lee of 

rocky outcrops, and isolated erratics.” 

“And which part of this unremarkable plant is the useful one?” 

“The berries, but not the red ones. Exceptionally, this bush produces a white berry. It is that berry 

that has the desired properties. The red berries are merely poisonous.” 

He was half expecting some sort of comeback from her, but she was simply silent. 

The morning passed in festering hostility. The terrain was becoming increasingly broken, and often 

their concentration was wholly occupied in simply keeping their footing. The moorland was now 

interrupted with larger boulders, seemingly dumped at random. They were now close enough to the 

hills to see the rafts of bare rock, where landslides had scoured the cliff faces. The air was thick and 

greasy, Snape thought, as if a storm was about to break - except that storms didn’t break in this 
place. 

He kept his gaze ruthlessly focussed on the way in front of him. He avoided even glancing at 

Hermione, merely remaining aware of her tense, angry presence near to him. He also tried to avoid 

the other things. The ones that hovered on the edge of his sight, but which were never directly 

visible. The familiar whispering mocking presences, phantoms of his subconscious given form by 

the malevolence of the place. Alien thoughts insinuating themselves into this mind. He pushed 

them away, concentrating on his breathing…. In…two, three, four… hold… two, three, four….. 
out… two, three, four….. rest…. two, three four. His life narrowed to that sixteen beat sequence, as 

he pressed on forward. 

Eventually another voice intruded into his mantra. This one was familiar, and distinctly audible. 

Hermione. 

He risked a glance at her. She was close behind him, close enough to touch. Her eyes were 

focussed somewhere beyond him, and she was muttering something. He could only hear snatches. 

No.. I know this… please… no… 



So, she, too, battles demons, he thought. 

Adrift in her own personal hell, Hermione had let her attention drift from the path. He foot caught 

on a stone and she stumbled. Without thinking Snape caught her arm to steady her. 

The contact seemed to pull her back from wherever it was she had been. 

She pulled away as if she he had burnt her. 

“Don’t touch me,” she hissed venomously. 

He dropped his hand. She had returned completely to the present now. He could see a soft sheen of 

sweat on her face. 

“How much further,” she asked, with difficulty. 

Snape looked ahead. 

“The last time I was here, there was a patch of bushes at the foot of the cliff.” 

Hermione just nodded. 

They continued on, locked in their separate struggles. 

When they finally reached the cliffs it was almost a shock. One minute they seemed to be as far 

away as ever, the next they had all but walked into them. 

I’d forgotten the joys of this place, thought Snape sourly. 

The whispering insinuations were steadily increasing in intensity. Snape thought that he could 

almost physically hear them moving. This was not over-active imagination on his part, he knew. 

The creatures of this place fed on human passions. Whichever ones were most easily provoked. 

A passionate woman. 

She was angry - and hurt and frightened, the back of his mind suggested. Easy prey. 

And whatever she thought of him, it had become very important to him to get her out of this in one 

piece. 

He did not have enough time to analyse the reason for this, as his thoughts were interrupted by a 

cry from Hermione. 

He spun round to see she had drawn her wand, and was facing back the way they had come. Behind 

them the air shimmered, much like a heat haze, only this haze was taking on a defined form. It was 

loosely human in shape, in that the sketched outlines of a torso, head and limbs could be seen. 

Hermione was shouting something at it. The shimmering air gained definition. There was a 

background murmur, reminding him stupidly of the sea. 



He moved towards her: 

“Try to keep calm, Miss Granger,” he advised, as evenly as he could. 

She did seem to hear him. She pointed her wand and called “Expecto Patronum”. Her patronus 

sprang from the end of her wand, and the hazy being lost cohesion, but the underlying susurration 

remained. 

Snape was torn between admiration for her presence of mind, and alarm for the danger that they 

were in, now that she had used a charm of that potency. 

He was now close enough to grab her arm, and pull her away. She tried to wrench out of his grasp 

but this time he wouldn’t let her. 

“Miss Granger, you have now written ‘We are here’ in letters big enough for the majority of the 
creatures of this place to read. I suggest we concentrate on finding the bushes, and getting out of 

here.” 

With no attempt at gentleness he half dragged her along until she suddenly dug her heels in. 

“Miss Granger,” he began, but she interrupted him. 

“Over there. Is that them?” 

He looked to where she was pointing. Sure enough, tucked under a the low ledge of a small 

outcrop, were two or three of the bushes. He could see the red berries from here. Glancing over his 

shoulder, he could see that the air around them was beginning to shimmer again. This time they 

appeared to be surrounded. Words were becoming discernible in the white noise. 

“Let’s hope there are some white berries there as well,” he muttered. 

This time he didn’t have to drag her after him. If there were no white berries on these bushes, they 
were trapped, he reflected. Backed up against the rock, with these… creatures… closing in. Haste 
was alien to him, and was making him clumsy - that and the need to be aware of where the girl was. 

Fortunately she was now keeping close to him, and she was making a reasonably thorough search 

of the bushes. 

A crackling, slimy, feel to the air made him shift sideways reflexively, and he could now see that 

the shimmering had resolved into a number of forms. He tried to ignore the increasingly audible 

taunts. 

Too late to worry much about this now, he thought resignedly, and drew his wand. He cast a 

Perceptual Parallax Charm, to try to disorientate their sense of where they were. Primarily a visual 

charm, of course, but anything that slowed them would be good at this point. There were now seven 

or eight of the things coming towards them. 

He made a decision. One which relied on his estimation of Hermione’s intrinsic sense of decency. 



He backed towards her, and drew the talisman out of his robes. 

“Take this. Crush the white berries on to it, and visualise where you want to go. I will concentrate 

on holding them off.” 

She looked hostile, but took the hilt. 

Her words came back to him. 

I want to find this berry - whatever it is - get back to my reality… With or without you, I don’t much 
care. And I’m telling you now that without would be my preference. You deserve to rot here. 

Well she would have her chance to make that happen now. 

The forms were pressing closer, almost merging into one another again. The sibilant voices now 

took on familiar tones… Pitiful, defiled, repulsive, treacherous, they hissed. Alone, they 

sniggered. Defeated. 

Sweating now, he cast a Density Charm - Fred Weasley had nicknamed it the Treacle Charm, he 

recalled inconsequentially, due to its property of increasing the density of whatever substance you 

cast it on….. 

The forms gained more definition and seemed to slow. Or was he imagining it? Battered by old 

fears and insecurities, fuelled by unwanted recollection, he struggled to think of the next strategy. 

His knees began to buckle 

Then he felt someone grab his hand, and slam something cold and hard into it. 

Moments later there was a sharp tug at his midriff, and the world began to whirl. 

********** 

Hermione staggered as she landed in the middle of her living room. Her sudden reappearance 

among familiar things was almost as disorientating as the first trip had been. But that was her rug 

on the floor, her books on the shelves… and her cat looking reproachfully at her from his cushion 
on the sofa. 

However, her rug did not normally have a tall man in dirty black robes, crumpled on it. 

Snape. 

And in her hand was a sword hilt decorated with a capital M in a circle. Memory came flooding 

back. 

Still shaken by the whole experience, she stood blankly for a few moments wondering what she 

should do. Then he stirred, and pushed himself to a sitting position. He looked around. 

“Where are we?” he asked. 



“My flat,” she answered. 

“Did you find the berries?” he asked, rather stupidly she thought. 

A combination of anger, fear and exhaustion made her sharp. 

“No,” she snapped. “I clicked my heels together three times and chanted ‘There’s no place like 
home’. Are you going to sit there all day?” 

Harsh, maybe, but she wasn’t in the mood to be charitable. He should think himself grateful that 

she hadn’t left him there. 

Something within him seemed to close up tight at her words, and she felt a slight prick of remorse. 

She was about to add something softer, when he got slowly - painfully, her mind told her - to his 

feet. 

“You are quite correct, Miss Granger. It is entirely inappropriate for me to be here. I will leave 

immediately.” He paused. “May I have the talisman.” 

Of course. She still had the hilt. 

The impulse of compassion died still-born. 

“Absolutely not,” she spat. “Not after what’s just happened.” 

He glared at her. 

“It is too dangerous to leave lying about.” 

“I couldn’t agree more.” 

She drew her wand, and tossed the object in the air. Pointing her wand at it she said “Annihilate” . 

There was a cracking sound as the metal shattered into a number of pieces, which themselves 

exploded into fragments, which then disintegrated into still smaller parts. Eventually, a fine film of 

metallic dust settled over Hermione’s Chinese rug. Snape watched in silence. 

Finally he said: 

“I’m glad to see that you haven’t lost the Gryffindor penchant for the grand gesture.” 

Hermione had had enough. 

“Get out of my home,” she said flatly. 

For a moment Snape looked like he was going to say something else. Then he just pulled his cloak 

around himself and Apparated. 

********** 



An hour later Hermione Granger was relaxing in the bath, revelling in the feeling of being really 

clean. She had scrubbed at herself to the point of pain, and she kept topping up the water to 

scalding point. The only legacy of her experience was the fading bruise on her forehead. When that 

had gone she could pretend that it had never happened. For the third time she ducked her head 

under the bathwater to rinse out shampoo. 

Out in the living room, Crookshanks stirred suddenly, and then arched his back and spat viciously. 

Fluffed up to nearly twice his size, he yowled, and fled the room. 

The air above the dusty rug began to shimmer, and then to coalesce. The shimmer hovered for a 

moment, and then began to solidify. First it was vaguely human, then the body plan became more 

apparent. The air became translucent. It resolved into a tall thin figure. Milky haze transformed into 

opaque black. 

It sniffed the air like a dog. 

Too soon…. it hissed almost subliminally. 

The figure left the flat, passing through the front door as if it wasn’t there. 

Hermione emerged from under the bath water and squeezed the water out of her hair. Wrapping a 

towel around her head, she got out of the bath and pulled on a fluffy bathrobe. Absently noting that 

Crookshanks had disappeared, she wandered into the kitchen in search of a snack. Preferably one 

that was not fungus based. 

********** 

 

END OF PART 1  

  

THE OTHER SIDE OF DARKNESS 

PART 2 

A light drizzle was falling. There was no moon and the artificial street lighting had coloured the 

low cloud cover an oppressive grey-orange. The air was saturated with seeping wetness, which 

insinuated itself into every crevice. 

The alley was littered with human detritus – bulging black plastic sacks, torn here and there to spill 

out cardboard pizza boxes, and decomposing vegetables. Tattered newspapers were plastered along 

the gutters and a stray gust of wind sent an empty vodka bottle rattling over a drain grating. 

Oblivious to penetrating damp, or the acrid stench of urine permeating the air, a tall, slender figure 

picked his way fastidiously through the wreckage of other people's lives. For a moment he was 

silhouetted starkly against the backdrop of the main street, glittering with the fairy lights and gaudy 



displays of a celebration which had long ceased to represent anything other than an excuse for 

excess and debauchery. 

The dark man allowed himself a small smile. The creatures still practised their fatal hypocrisy. He 

twitched his black robes away from a pile of rotting ordure. He sniffed experimentally. He was 

hungry. He had a long journey ahead of him and he was still weak. Once he had returned to the 

source of power he would no longer need to root around in the troughs of human garbage… 

Not far along was a doorway set back into the wall. A delivery entrance for something, now wire-

grilled, chained and bolted against evildoers of the night. In front of the door was a shapeless heap 

of paper, cardboard and cloth. 

The dark man approached. 

"Are you hungry?" 

A voice of soft velvet, promising warmth, safety, and shelter. 

The pile moved, and grew a head covered with a garish knitted hat. 

"Got'ny change," it said, in a hopeless monotone. 

The man crouched down beside the figure and extended a finger to touch the cheek very softly. He 

stroked down the jaw line, and, swiftly as a striking snake he clamped his hand over the mouth, 

muffling the surprised cry 

"We all need to eat," he murmured dreamily. 

********** 

Severus Snape stared moodily into the fireplace, this time containing a fire. It was his one 

concession to the season, and the fact that he wasn't in a mood to freeze at the moment. He shifted 

his position in his armchair, causing a sleepy Sphinx to mrrp in protest. Absently he tickled the 

creature under the chin. She purred rather half heartedly, and settled down to nap again. 

Snape resumed his sullen study of the fire. He had gone to the Hogwarts Christmas lunch much 

against his better judgment. Only the prospect of a house call from Madame Pomfrey enquiring 

after his health had spurred him into attending. That, and a lurking sense of responsibility towards 

Sphinx, who would expect the leftovers. 

So that left him, on Christmas Day afternoon, sitting in his armchair trying to avoid the thoughts 

that had been nagging at him for the last two months. Ever since the incident with that wretched 

potion. 

Snape had a lifetime's experience of suppressing recollections that threatened his equilibrium, but 

this afternoon the combined effects of no students to tyrannise, and several glasses of an excellent 

red wine, had left him dangerously introspective. 



Of course, he was more than aware of how this had started. It was not as if it had been the first time 

that he had gone to that place. He could analyse the whole sequence of events. Her first foolish use 

of the Revealing charm had attracted the attention of the…. inhabitants… of that place. They had 
begun a subtle attack – feeding off their hidden doubts and fears. 

Snape had no illusions about his insecurities. He could identify each one precisely, and, if 

necessary classify them alphabetically or chronologically as required. Appearance, loyalty, self-

worth – he had examined them very closely and ascertained exactly where he stood on the scale of 

each. Pretty close to the bottom. 

What can't be cured, must be endured, as his mother used to say. 

So he endured. More than once, during his trips to that place. 

However, this had been the first time that he had not been there alone. Miss Granger had become 

the unfortunate focus of his deeply repressed yearning for companionship. 

It was, he reflected, really rather pitiful. 

To be so affected by the simple presence of another. A student at that. A former student his mind 

reminded him. 

A child. 

Not so much a child any more. She had grown into a woman. Not beautiful, but attractive 

nonetheless. Her loyalty and passion were still evident. As was her intelligence. But she had 

changed. She had gained something indefinable. The student that he had taught would have 

immediately demanded answers. The woman observed and collected information before attacking. 

The student was never still. The woman had gathered that energy into cutting focus. 

The student would not have tolerated his company. 

The woman obviously did not wish to. Yet she expressed no complaint. Far from self-indulgent 

hysteria, she had actually fought his attempts to treat her injuries. 

She had even teased him. Not something that happened to him very often. 

And she had thanked him. Also an infrequent occurrence. 

He had watched her sleep – observations were a perfectly sensible precaution after a head injury, he 

told himself. She had looked more as he had remembered her then – younger, vulnerable, and 

troubled by the demons of that place. 

He had felt her hostility lessen, and had almost begun to believe that she might find his company – 

not pleasant – but at least bearable. 



And for a moment, when they had made eye contact he had had seen… something he struggled to 
name. Something that had made her almost reach towards him. 

Something that he could never accept. 

Now she hated him again. 

Anger had finally torn from her what fear and pain could not – tears. 

And she had gone to considerable lengths to hide them from him. That action had affected him 

more than any amount of histrionics would have. He had a deep distrust of women who used tears 

to manipulate. At least she could not be accused of that. He pushed down unfamiliar feelings of 

responsibility. 

She had become unpredictable. Not a quality that would normally recommend itself to him. Yet, for 

all her contradictions, he had found her presence surprisingly restful. 

She was, he grudgingly conceded, an impressive young woman. 

Intelligent, complex, desirable. He was drawn towards the memory of the warmth of her body, 

leaning against him for support, her cheek resting on his chest as he carried her, her lips brushing 

the palm of his hand…. 

Snape stood up abruptly, dislodging Sphinx, who meeped in annoyance and scrabbled at his robes 

for purchase. 

Wordlessly he deposited her on the bed. With an impatient gesture he extinguished the fire. Sphinx 

meeped again and shot under the blankets. In a whirl of robes he left his chambers heading for the 

Potions lab. 

Once there he removed all the containers, jars and flask from the shelves at the back of the 

classroom. Needing the distraction of repetitive physical activity, he began, methodically, to clean, 

catalogue and label 

********** 

In her flat, Hermione Granger was also indulging in a fit of seasonal introspection. 

She always regarded Boxing Day – she still used the Muggle term from her childhood – as her real 

Christmas Day. The 25th of December was for her family. That was the day when she put on 

something "feminine" for her mother – Hermi dear, why do you always look so severe? Haven't you 

got a dress you could wear for a change? – and paid her dues for the year. 

She sighed at herself for feeling so sour about it. It wasn't that she didn't love her parents, it was 

just that she and they had… well… drifted apart. Their worlds did not touch and hadn't done so for 
a number of years. She was a witch, working for the Ministry of Magic. They were dentists 

working for the National Health Service. Not that there was anything wrong with that – it was just 



that they didn't understand what she did, and hadn't really since she had gone to Hogwarts. They 

were proud of her – or at least she assumed they were proud of her. They seemed to work from a 

fairly simple proposition – Hermione has achieved something, achievement is good, therefore 

Hermione is good QED. Beyond that they didn't really seek to go. 

The first couple of hours of any visit were tolerable. News was exchanged, and Hermione got the 

digest version of the various family events – generally births and marriages, and the occasional 

death. Her parents then ascertained that she was not a) married b) engaged or c) pregnant. She 

could never quite decide whether the habitual negative to all three caused her mother relief or 

disappointment. 

Her parents would then enquire after her work. She would ask after theirs. Her father might have 

some funny or unusual story to tell about a patient. They would dutifully ask after Harry, and Ron, 

and Crookshanks, and occasionally Professor Dumbledore if they remembered. Hermione would 

frantically try to remember the names of the Practice Manager and the dental nurses. Then the 

conversation would lapse. In the end they would resort to discussing Muggle television (which 

Hermione didn't watch) and Quidditch (which her parents couldn't follow). 

All other embarrassing silences were filled with either Mr or Mrs Granger providing food and/or 

drink. 

Hermione would stay overnight, and then make her excuses to leave first thing on Boxing Day – I 

need to get back to Crookshanks, my neighbour always goes to visit her daughter in Harrogate 

over Christmas, and she's the only one that he'll trust. 

Back in her own flat she would open a bottle of something – strength dependent on how the 

previous day had gone, and cuddle Crookshanks. 

This year's visit had been particularly painful. 

Hermione's cousin Natalie had chosen this year to get married and give birth. The family were all 

delighted. Hermione's mother had produced a selection of photographs of baby Rebecca. Hermione 

managed to sound suitably enthusiastic, although babies had never really excited her. 

After dinner, and a couple of bottles of wine, her mother had confided in her: 

"Of course, they're all asking when you'll provide us with a little one, but I've told them all that 

you're too busy concentrating on your career." She put a comforting arm around Hermione's 

shoulder. "Don't you worry, we don't mind that there isn't anyone in your life at the moment." 

Before she could gather her wits to answer, her mother had disappeared off to the kitchen to see if 

the next batch of mince pies was ready. 

Hermione found herself unable to respond to this. Once more, her mother had managed to reduce 

her to being eleven years old, and unable to make any kind of choice without it first receiving 

maternal validation. That night she had curled up in bed fighting not to cry, in equal parts furious 

with her mother for disempowering her, and with herself for allowing it to happen. 



She buried her hand in Crookshanks' furry stomach. The cat stretched luxuriously and purred. 

"Every year," she muttered to herself. "Every year I swear that I'm not going to let her do that to 

me. That this year I will force her to relate to me as an adult. And every year I end up on Boxing 

Day, sitting in the chair, drinking whisky and trying not to have a migraine." 

Crookshanks nibbled her finger affectionately. 

Hermione took another sip of her drink. She had been feeling unsettled ever since she had got back 

from…. wherever it was she had been stranded with Professor Snape. 

Professor Snape. 

Now there was someone else who could make her feel like an errant eleven year old. 

Although, there had been moments during that trip when she had thought that he had nearly seen 

her as another person, worthy of respect. And then he had told her about Hester Allworthy. 

She swirled the liquid in the glass. 

She was still angry with him about that. Wasn't she. 

Was she? 

She honestly wasn't sure. She thought she was. It had certainly suited her to be angry with him for 

the time immediately after they had got back. It saved her from examining the incident too closely. 

And something had prompted her to keep it to herself. She had simply told Harry and Ron that 

Snape hadn't been able to help. She was confused enough over her feelings surrounding the whole 

thing, without adding the unique Weasley/Potter perspective to it. 

But the angry helplessness evoked by her trip to her parents, recalled her feelings on that night far 

too closely for her liking. 

It's not like he's my mother, she thought, and then snorted at the idea of Snape bending over some 

frightened patient and saying Open wide now, this won't hurt. On reflection, maybe dentistry would 

be right up his street. 

Hermione Granger had many faults, but she was at heart, a fair person, and reasonably honest. 

She realised that she didn't feel as angry at Snape as she was telling herself she did. 

"It was just that he was almost being nice to me," she explained to Crookshanks. 

Mind you, she reflected, it's not like he had much choice in the matter. He was rather stuck with 

me. 

Sympathy? For Professor Snape? She must be losing her mind. What was that thing when captives 

fell in love with their captors – Stockholm Syndrome the Muggles called it. 



Except that I wasn't his captive. And I most certainly did NOT fall in love with him. 

Although, he hadn't had to treat her head injury, or brew the potion to make her feel better. That 

had been quite – kind – really. And kind was not a word you used about Professor Snape. 

He had also brewed up the other potion of course – the one that has put Seamus in St Mungo's. That 

was unforgivable. Even if he had been working for Voldemort when he had done it. 

She sighed and rubbed her forehead. 

Is that it, Hermione? You had just decided that he wasn't as bad as you thought he was, and then he 

told you that he was? He was a Death Eater for pity's sake. What did you think that he was doing? 

Hiding somewhere, making potions in blissful ignorance. You can't rewrite his past just because 

you want to like him. 

Did she want to like him – was that it? She had always had a tendency to see things in black and 

white. Her friends were good, her enemies were bad. And it was a given that Snape was bad – 

unpleasant, petty, vindictive. But also, it seemed, capable of practical compassion, consideration 

and generosity. 

And she could not forget that sudden flash of insight. The hopeless look in his eyes. 

What had driven him to such a position? 

She recalled the thought. 

What was it that had made him join Voldemort in the first place? 

Not that he was likely to tell her, even if she asked. Not after the way she had behaved. 

She shifted underneath a dozing Crookshanks. 

Maybe she owed him an apology. 

And maybe he owed her an explanation. 

About the potion at least. 

Two months on there had been no improvement in Seamus' condition and she was still determined 

to find a counter-agent to the potion. Her best source of information on that topic was still Severus 

Snape. She had been avoiding confronting that fact by research and experimentation of her own, 

but she had achieved nothing. Snape was the person who had recreated Hester's work, and who had 

obtained the ingredients from … that place. He was the person most likely to know if there was an 
antidote. 

She briefly toyed with the idea of sending him a message, and then dismissed it. She needed the 

information and she wasn't about to give him the chance to refuse to see her. It was the Christmas 



holidays. He would have no classes to teach and it was very unlikely that he would have been 

called away. 

She would visit unannounced. 

In a day or two. 

********** 

Blanche leant against the lamppost and rummaged in her bag for another cigarette. 

Her feet were hurting her in the red strappy stiletto heels. The late December night was cold, and 

the wind was nipping at her bare legs. Her short denim skirt, skimpy top, and fake fur jacket 

advertised the goods effectively enough, but provided no protection from the elements. 

It was past one a.m. now, and she wondered if she should call it a night. The pubs had shut a couple 

of hours ago, and whilst there was always a chance of a stray punter, there was also the chance of a 

patrolling police car catching up with her. She was keen to avoid another trip to the local court. 

She could feel the quarter bottle of cheap vodka in her jacket pocket bang against her hip. She 

debated whether or not to have a swig. Deciding against she lit up instead, and took a deep drag. 

Finish this ciggy, and then pack up and go home. She shifted from foot to foot to keep warm and 

ease the discomfort in her toes. 

Then she saw him coming along the street. Tall and dressed in some kind of dark robes. 

Probably a priest of some sort. Blanche had a couple of them as regulars. Apparently there was 

something in the Bible about Jesus and prostitutes. Or at least that's what they told her. Personally 

she didn't give a monkey's how they justified it to themselves as long as they paid her cash. She 

hoped that he wasn't going to want her to be the Virgin Mary or anything like that. 

He was getting closer, and obviously interested. That was odd. Usually they sort of walked past as 

if they were really going somewhere else and then made a furtive diversion in her direction. This 

one was coming straight for her. 

She dropped the cigarette to the floor and stamped it out. Pulling the vodka bottle from her pocket, 

she unscrewed the cap and took a drink. 

As she replaced it, the man moved into the light circle of the street lamp, and she could see his 

features more clearly. Mid-forties she would have said. Ugly bugger. Big hooked nose, lank greasy 

hair. Gaunt features. And cold, cold black eyes, full of cruelty, burning with a feverish light. She 

couldn't see a dog collar so maybe he wasn't a priest – he looked as if he was on something bad, 

whatever he was. 

Blanche had seen enough to know trouble when she saw it, but she was trapped now. She forced a 

fake smile onto her face. 



"Looking for something, love?" 

The man just looked at her. Blanche swallowed nervously and tried again. 

"Look, love, it's late. Tell you what – call it twenty quid cash, cos it's Christmas. D'you need a 

rubber?" 

He reached out a hand to touch her face, and she flinched away. It was not the blow she'd been 

expecting, but a soft caress. 

"Perfect," he murmured. "Just perfect." 

His voice was low and silky. It was also totally lacking warmth. Blanche was beginning to feel 

truly scared. With a swift movement he caught both of her wrists, put them together, and used his 

left hand to pin them above her head against the lamppost. She wanted to twist out of his grasp, but 

somehow she couldn't move. 

With his right hand he held her face close to his. She could see the yellowed teeth, and smell the 

sour breath. 

He murmured one word to her: 

"Crucio." 

As his lips covered hers, she wondered if that was some kind of blessing. 

And then the pain began. 

********** 

New Year's Eve found Severus Snape much the same way that Christmas Day had. Sitting in an 

armchair, with Sphinx burrowed into a pleat of his robes. The creature had been haunting him all 

week, always sitting where she could see him, wide amber eyes fixed on him. Sometimes he could 

swear that he saw worry in those eyes, and then snorted at himself for such gross 

anthropomorphism. 

Several discarded scrolls lay by his chair. Another one lay on his lap. Sphinx had eventually got 

bored with nibbling the ends, and left him to read in peace. The grate was empty this time. He 

hadn't lit a fire since Christmas Day. Neither had he been up to the Great Hall to eat, preferring to 

have the house elves bring him food in his chambers. He had only barely lit enough lamps to read 

by. He was not in a mood for light. 

Dumbledore had visited once – other than that he had been left alone. 

There would probably be some kind of celebration somewhere in the castle at midnight, he thought 

sourly. Dumbledore rarely missed an excuse for a party. He, himself, was planning an early night. 

He still had reading to catch up on, and he wasn't a partygoer at the best of times. 



He settled himself back to the scroll, which had arrived that day by owl post from a correspondent 

in France. 

He was carefully checking his translation of the technical aspects of the information when his 

concentration was shattered by a knock at the door. A startled Sphinx whirred in annoyance and 

shot out from his robes and under the chair. He sighed in exasperation. He thought that he had 

made it more than obvious that he did not wish to be disturbed. 

He waited for Dumbledore to come in. He couldn't imagine who else would call unannounced. The 

door failed to open. He sighed again, and called: 

"Come in." 

He didn't look up. He assumed that whoever it was would state their business and go. He had no 

desire to encourage a longer visit than strictly necessary. 

"Good evening, Professor Snape." 

Her. 

He knew the shock must have registered on his face. It couldn't be, of course. It was simply Poppy 

Pomfrey, and some trick of the acoustic had made it sound like her. He swallowed, and stilled his 

features. He stood and turned to face his visitor. 

It was her. 

Standing there looking slightly uncertain. She was dressed in Muggle casual clothing with her 

cloak over it. Her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail. She wore no make-up. Her face was 

slightly flushed, and bottom of her cloak hung wet and muddy. No doubt both of those were 

attributable to the walk up from Hogsmeade. She was carrying a bottle. 

He was grateful for his reputation at that point, as he could think of nothing to say. 

She shifted her weight restlessly, and held up the bottle. 

"Um, I brought this. I couldn't really turn up unannounced on New Year's Eve and be empty 

handed as well. Um, it's a Bordeaux. I hope you like red wine." She put it down on the top of one of 

the bookshelves. 

He took refuge in sneering. 

"As you so rightly point out, Miss Granger, you are unannounced. I presume this means that you no 

longer judge me worthy of the courtesy of notification of your visits." 

She flushed, this time not through cold and exercise. She bit her lower lip, but didn't move. 



"I assumed that if I sent you notification," she stressed the word, "you would have refused to see 

me." 

Probably. 

"If you are so aware that you would be unwelcome, I wonder that you still came." 

So did she, judging by that look on her face. 

Snape heard the words come out of his mouth. His standard reaction to visitors. It was usually 

enough to make them leave swiftly. Not her though. Hermione Granger was still standing there. 

She took a deep breath. 

"I came for two reasons." Her tone was determined. "I was thinking about what happened in… that 
place." 

Not just her. 

She continued. He noticed that her voice trembled very slightly, and that she was fighting to control 

it. 

"I owe you an apology for what I said that evening." 

He hadn't been expecting that. He couldn't keep the surprise from flickering briefly across his face. 

He wondered what she was hoping to achieve through this tactic, but she was still speaking. 

"… and there's been no change in Seamus's condition. You are the only person who knows all 

about that potion. I want to know more about it." 

Ah – information. 

He nodded slowly. That made sense to him. She was trying to create a bridge between them to 

further her own ends. It was unlikely, otherwise, that she would feel the least remorse for her harsh 

words to him. 

Reflexively he twitched his robes. 

"I thank you for your… apology," he almost stumbled on the word, "but I regret to inform you that 
both it and your gift are in vain." 

He turned away from the sharp look of disappointment on her face. 

"The sample of the potion that was given to you, was almost certainly the last in existence. Even if 

there is more of it, to brew an antidote is likely to require some substance from the… alternate 
reality. And, if you recall, you rather dramatically destroyed the only means of accessing that 

place." 



He walked away from her, more to give himself something to do than anything else. 

"I'm sorry your trip has been wasted. Good evening, Miss Granger." 

He knew his words were harsh, but they were true. And beyond that they had nothing to say to each 

other. He found himself counting seconds until he heard the sound of the door close behind her. 

Except there was no sound of her leaving. 

He turned again to face her. Whatever feelings might have been warring inside her, the 

predominant outwards emotion was anger. 

"Is that it?" she demanded, her voice slightly breathless. "I can't help. Sorry. Goodbye." 

He wanted to end this encounter. He needed no more conflicting emotional demands made on him. 

"What more is there?" he enquired, making his voice deliberately harsh. "I could have stated it 

more prettily, I suppose, but that would not alter the situation." 

She was glaring at him, as fierce as he'd ever seen her. He was reminded again how tenaciously she 

would fight for something that she thought was right. It occurred to him that maybe she had come 

partly out of a genuine sense that she had done him an injustice. He was conscious of the bitter 

irony of that thought. 

Then abruptly she looked away. Her shoulders slumped, and the fight seemed to drain out of her. 

"I suppose it was a long shot." She shrugged. "I just thought that if anyone knew a way through this 

it would be you. I'm sorry to have bothered you." 

She turned and moved towards the door. 

Having decided, not two minutes previously, that he wanted her to leave, Snape found himself 

strangely reluctant for her to actually go. 

"Miss Granger," he said sharply. 

She paused, but didn't turn. In a low voice she said: 

"I understand that you think that it's very Gryffindor of me to want to help Seamus, but I care about 

what happens to my friends. Please don't attack me, just because you don't." 

He flinched at that. Not knowing how to phrase an appropriate response, he temporised: 

"I was merely going to tell you that you had forgotten your wine." 

That made her stiffen again. 

"Keep it. Drink it. Throw it away. Turn it into Veritaserum if you want. I don't care." 



She made another move towards the door. 

He sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. This wasn't going how he had intended it. Even then he 

could just have let her go, but he tried again: 

"Miss Granger, please wait." 

Her hand on the latch stilled. He continued: 

"I understand that you are disappointed, but nevertheless what I have told you is true. Before you 

could recreate the potion, or any antidote, you would first need to recreate the charm cast upon the 

talisman." 

She slowly turned to towards him, eyes dark with suspicion. 

"Do you know how to do that?" 

"No. As you well know, Miss Granger, charms are not my speciality. And in any event it was 

unnecessary. The original talisman was found intact." 

"And there was nothing about it in Hester's writings?" 

"I don't recall anything. But then I was concentrating on the potion." 

She digested this information. She still had not removed her hand from the door latch. 

"Where can I find Hester's work?" 

He sighed at that. He knew that once he had opened the subject she would not leave until she had 

every last piece of information. 

"I don't know." 

He could see her draw breath to protest, and he forestalled her: 

"I truly do not know. I know where it was, when I was last using it. What happened to it after that I 

cannot say." 

"Where was it then?" 

He sighed again. The edgy conversation was making him tense. Hermione had not quite run, but 

she looked as if she were going to. Part of him wanted her to leave him in peace, and another part 

wished that, if they were going to have this conversation, she would come into the room fully. 

He was composing himself to respond when from under his chair came a very audible and 

determined "Meep!" 



Hermione jumped visibly. Almost involuntarily Snape's lips twitched. That wretched thing had a 

twisted sense of timing. 

Sphinx emerged from under his chair, and fixed Hermione with a penetrating gaze. She in turn 

looked as if she was struggling for words. 

"Erm, is that a cat?" she managed eventually. 

Snape felt an odd surge of protectiveness towards Sphinx. True, there were prettier cats about, but 

she had many admirable qualities. 

"This is Sphinx, my familiar," he said a little repressively. "Sphinx, this is Miss Hermione 

Granger." 

Sphinx mewed politely. Hermione choked back a snort. 

"Hello Sphinx," she said a little unsteadily. She studied the cat, and then gave Snape a very hard 

look of her own. "Is it supposed to be bald?" she asked. 

"She always has been, so I imagine she is, yes." He watched Hermione and Sphinx as they sized 

each other up across the room. "Hagrid found her on his doorstep one morning. She attached 

herself to me, and I've been stuck with her ever since." With an unexpected touch of self-mockery 

he added "Maybe she recognised that we had something in common." 

Now where did that come from, Severus? 

Hermione was looking at him intently. She had let her hand drop from the latch. To cover his 

discomfiture he said, with a little more asperity than he had intended: 

"If you are insistent that we discuss this matter, then you may as well come away from the door." 

Still eyeing him warily, she moved back down the few steps into the room, but made no move to 

sit. He wasn't surprised. She had hardly had a warm reception so far. He supposed he should make 

something of an effort. He waved his hand at the empty grate and a fire sprang to life. 

She was still watching him cautiously. He swallowed. 

"Sit down," he said, adding "if you hang your cloak up by the fire the edge will have a chance to 

dry off." 

Not very polished, he mused, but it seemed to work. She was taking her cloak off. The bottle of 

wine she had brought was still on the bookshelf where she had put it. As she was sitting down he 

retrieved it, and placed it on the large table. Picking up his wand he conjured two glasses, and with 

a tap on the side of the bottle, the cork slid smoothly out. 

He poured and then looked back over his shoulder. Hermione was now seated in one of the chairs, 

even if she didn't look precisely relaxed. She was looking around the room. Not really surprising – 



students never saw his personal chambers. He expected that they probably thought that they were 

decorated with instruments of torture or something. He was aware of the speculation about himself 

and his lifestyle. 

He moved away from the table towards Hermione. Silently he handed her a glass. She looked up, 

startled. 

"You were good enough to bring the wine. I thought we might as well drink it." 

He wondered if it were possible to sound more grudging. 

He sat down, conscious of her eyes following him. To give himself time to think, he sipped the 

wine. It was full bodied and smooth – a good choice, he thought idly. There was silence. Now that 

they had agreed to discuss Hester, neither of them seemed in any rush to begin. He was reminded, 

in a curious way, of the silences around the makeshift fires – with both of them anxious to avoid 

conflict, and neither of them entirely certain what to say. He sipped again. 

"Miss Granger," he said eventually, keeping his tone as neutral as he knew how, "you seem to feel 

that you owe me some kind of apology. I can assure you that you do not. Although I think that I 

must thank you for bringing this excellent wine." 

He could feel that she was still watching him. This time he met her gaze, and she looked away, 

chewing her bottom lip again and fiddling with her wine glass. The silence stretched between them 

again. 

Finally he said: 

"Miss Granger, is there something that you wish to ask me?" 

She jumped, obviously startled out of private thoughts. For the first time in his life, he thought, he 

saw her unable to articulate a question. 

"No, yes… well… I mean… why do you ask?" 

He smiled at that – he couldn't help himself, he really hadn't intended to tease her. 

"Because," he replied dryly, "you're chewing your lip, and you always do that just before you ask a 

difficult question." 

"Oh." She looked disconcerted. 

"I urge you to ask whatever it is, before you need to go to the hospital wing." And one of us has to 

explain exactly what it is that you are doing in my rooms on New Year's Eve, he mentally added 

wryly. 

She looked as if she were debating something with herself. Then she asked: 



"Why did you do it?" 

Snape tensed at this unexpected tack, uncertain as to exactly what she was asking, feeling peculiar 

tendrils of apprehension clench his stomach. Please don't let her be asking what I think she 

is. Carefully, he placed his glass by the side of his chair, and replied: 

"I told you, I was commanded by the Dark Lord…." 

She interrupted, hastily, as if she had to get the question out before her courage failed her: 

"No. I mean, why did you join the Death Eaters in the first place?" 

The question hung in the air almost tangibly. 

Why? 

Such a simple question. So simple that no one had ever bothered to ask it. 

Don't panic, Severus. Breathe. Steadily. Deeply. 

Voldemort hadn't cared about his reasons. Only his effectiveness. The other Death Eaters hadn't 

been interested. Not even Dumbledore had actually asked him why? He had listened to his 

outpourings but never requested an explanation. 

Keep breathing. Balance the oxygen/carbon dioxide in your bloodstream. Concentrate on your 

heart rate. 

Without any warning Hermione's question tore open half-healed, long ignored wounds. His vision 

blurred. The apprehension in his gut coalesced into a long forgotten feeling of helpless fear and 

rage. He wanted to shout that it was none of her concern, that she had no right to ask, let alone be 

told, anything, but the words would not form themselves in his mouth. His hands clenched on the 

sides of his chair, his knuckles whitening. 

Control. Stay in control. 

Something of his thoughts must have shown on his face, however, for she suddenly jumped up, 

spilling her wine. 

The sound of her glass hitting the floor brought the world back into focus. 

"Oh… I'm sorry. I didn't intend… I had no right to ask. Forgive me, I'll go. I should never have 

come. It was a stupid idea." 

She was already at the fire, with her hand on her cloak, when he said: 

"Wait." 



Was that really his voice? It sounded to his ears as if it was coming from a long way off, croaky 

and unused. Very deliberately he stood up. 

Hermione had frozen to the spot. 

What on earth was there about his past that was remotely worth hearing? Why would she even 

care? 

Threatened and off-balance in a way that he hadn't been for many years, Snape reacted the only 

way he knew how. 

"What possible interest could you have in my past, Miss Granger?" That was better. That sounded 

more like him. "Is this some kind of bet you have on with Mr Potter and Mr Weasley – and you are 

the one sent to see which of the competing theories is correct?" 

That had hurt her, he could see from her face, hear from her sharply indrawn breath. She was 

shaking her head, as if the thought appalled her. Some region of his brain told him that he should 

stop but the need to strike out was too great. He moved closer to her, cutting her off from the door. 

"Tell me Miss Granger, what was your theory? Unhappy childhood? Failed love affair? Serious 

head injury? Inherited mental instability? I'd be fascinated to know." Striking her with his voice 

now, using every vocal trick he'd ever learned to isolate himself from his feelings. 

She was saying something now, but he couldn't hear her. His voice became lower and more 

menacing. 

"Or do you want the details so you can pity me? So you can finally know exactly how much better 

you all are than me?" 

He watched her rub her sleeve roughly across her face, and one external fact penetrated his terrified 

anger. 

She was crying. 

Again he had reduced her tears, and again she was trying to hide it from him. 

The anger was extinguished in a wave of self-disgust. Attacking the blameless. His favourite 

technique. He turned away from her, and moved so her path to the door was clear. 

But once more, she hadn't gone. Her voice assaulted him from behind: 

"How dare you? How dare you accuse me of that?" 

She was angry, he thought irrelevantly. She was angry with him, not afraid. 

"I'm sorry if I offended you by asking the question, but that doesn't give you the right to talk to me 

like that. There's no bet, no competing theories. Harry and Ron have no idea that I'm here at all. In 



fact they have no idea about anything that happened in October. They just know that you couldn't 

help me. Don't judge me by your own standards." 

Her words pierced him like small knives. He couldn't stop himself flinching. Maybe she saw that, 

because her next words were said in a softer tone. 

"If you want to know, I asked because I was… confused." 

"About what?" 

"You. About someone who was concerned enough to make a potion to treat my concussion, and 

then who could calmly tell me that he had brewed the potion that sent one of my friends into 

catatonia." 

"And so you want the full details of my past to clarify some psychological conundrum for 

yourself?" Sharply spoken, but his heart wasn't in it. He was bone weary, and cursing the 

circumstances that had made him so vulnerable to her – and especially the impulse that had led him 

to invite her to stay. 

"I'd like to understand – yes." Voice still a little unsteady, but with a tinge of defiance. 

He walked back to the chair and dropped gracelessly into it, gazing at the ceiling. 

She was still standing by the fire, watching him. Making no move towards the door. 

Miss Hermione Granger had plainly not lost her refusal to give up when she wanted to know 

something. 

And a voice in the back of his mind said Why not tell her? Why not indeed? The unexpected 

emotional backwash had left him feeling drained, and slightly queasy. 'Sick unto death' about 

covered it, he thought. If he told her, then maybe she would go away and leave him in what passed 

for peace. 

He pushed aside the stray thought whispering to him that he wanted to tell. That he needed to hear 

it spoken out loud. To reduce the past to impersonal narrative. To set parameters. To bring it under 

control. 

And that he wanted her to know. That her opinion mattered to him. 

Somehow, the decision was made, bypassing conscious thought. 

"It's a long story," he said eventually. 

Another one. 

"I'm not in a hurry," she said calmly. 



This time, he noticed, she did not wait to be invited to sit. Carefully avoiding the mess of wine and 

broken glass, she seated herself opposite him, waiting for him to begin. 

This was rapidly turning into the best New Year's Eve ever. 

He found it difficult to know where to begin. At the beginning, one assumed. But where exactly 

was that? 

"In the beginning," he said, with conscious self-mockery, "I was born. On reflection, I think that 

was my first mistake." 

He noticed her shift slightly in the chair, but she didn't move and she didn't say anything. 

"I was my parents' second child. My elder brother, Marcus, was 5 years old when I was born. 

Marcus was the perfect son. He was good looking, popular, gifted at sports – and brilliant, of 

course. Brilliance is something of a family tradition. But do not imagine that I hated him, Miss 

Granger. Far from it. I adored him." 

Marcus Aurelius Snape. Five years older than him. Hazy early memories… a sturdy blonde boy is 
being chased by his father round the garden. The same boy playing catch games with a half-sized 

quaffle. Birthday parties… the house overflowing with children… Marcus' friends. Afternoons with 
his parents' friends. Snatches of conversation… Marcus is grown so big now…when do you think 
he'll join his first Quidditch team… just like his father…. And Severus…oh he's no trouble at all. 

"I was no trouble to my parents. My father was an avid follower of Quidditch. I believe he thought 

that Marcus, even at that age, had the potential to be a professional player one day. He encouraged 

him at every opportunity. Although my tastes did not exactly run to standing outside on a wet 

afternoon cheering Marcus on to victory at some sporting event, I wanted to see him do well. There 

was no question but that he would be going to Hogwarts." 

Older now – standing on Platform 9 ¾ putting Marcus' things on the train. His father is talking to 

someone … yes, we have great hopes for Marcus…house Quidditch team…well, you can only hope 
can't you…Severus… well, he's clever, of course, but so different from Marcus…I expect he'll come 
out of himself one day…still, he's no trouble… 

"With Marcus gone I was alone with my parents. I was still no trouble to them. I could not replicate 

my brother's sporting successes, you understand, but my reports showed the expected levels of 

achievement, and there were no disciplinary problems, so they were content to leave me to my own 

devices. We got regular owls from Marcus, who was, of course, picked for the house team." 

He noticed Hermione draw breath as if to ask a question. He anticipated her. 

"He was a Ravenclaw, Miss Granger. We all were. I was the first Slytherin in the family." 

She subsided, but did not take her gaze from him. 



"All of this was no more, nor less, traumatic, than any other childhood. Had things progressed 

normally, no doubt my parents and I would simply have reached an understanding that neither of us 

understood the other, and reduced our contact to the bare minimum." 

He noticed an odd look flicker across her face at that, but did not pursue the thought. He was too 

immersed in his own memories. 

"Things did not, however, progress normally." He focussed intently on the fire. "During the 

Christmas holidays of Marcus' third year there was an accident." 

It is a crisp bright Christmas – not a white one, but one with lots of sunny, frosty, cheery days. For 

once it is cold enough for the lake at the bottom of the paddock to freeze, causing much amusement 

as the ducks slither unsteadily about in a flurry of anxious flapping. Marcus has invited his 

Quidditch friends from Hogwarts to stay for the New Year. The house is full of running, shouting, 

teenage boys. Marcus, with all the sophistication of 13 years old, has little time for his 8 year old 

brother and shadow. His friends, accordingly, regard the boy as fair game. Marcus makes no effort 

to stop the sly punches, pinches, shoves and kicks aimed at his brother. His father is heard to 

comment that 'a bit of rough and tumble will do the lad good'. He spends much of the holidays 

avoiding their casual cruelty. 

The morning of that day Marcus and his friends have been more bored than usual, and are amusing 

themselves by tormenting the younger boy. Just after lunch he finally manages to escape with a 

book to the boathouse by the paddock lake. Although boathouse is rather an exaggeration – it is a 

tumbledown shed used for storing a dilapidated rowboat and various tools. Severus curls up in his 

cloak and hopes for an uninterrupted afternoon. 

Then he hears the voices. The older boys. Marcus is talking about a den in the old boatshed. He is 

found by Marcus' crony – Daniel is it, the exact details are vague. Daniel, or whoever it was, 

snatches the book. He tosses it to his friends. It is thrown back. Severus tries to get it back. 

Demands it back. Fights against the laughter of the boys. 

And then someone takes it out of the boathouse and skims it across the frozen surface of the lake. 

The book, black and heavy, rests in the middle of the ice. Ducks quack indignantly, disturbed by the 

commotion. 

If you want it, go and get it. 

He is walking on to the ice, with his brother's friends jeering. And then the first crack. The 

sickening, slow motion, feeling of falling. The shock of ice cold water hitting his body, soaking his 

clothes making them stiff and heavy. Struggling. Wet cloak and cold legs pulled down by invisible 

hands in the depths. Rising panic. Twisting. An eerie sensation of translucent darkness - the 

underside of the ice, backlit by weak winter sunlight. Echoing, distorted voices. And the sound of 

ducks. 

Then black. 



"I woke up three days later. I am told that Marcus dived in to fetch me out. He disentangled me 

from the pond weed, and pulled me to safety. We both suffered hypothermia. I survived. He did 

not. No one has ever come up with a satisfactory explanation for this." 

Hermione was as still as if she had been petrified. He moved in his chair, a low mrrp telling him 

that Sphinx had climbed on to his lap, whilst he had been speaking. He reached down to pick up his 

wine glass, and took a sip to moisten his throat. 

"The family never recovered from the death of my brother. Marcus was my father's 'perfect' child - 

everything that he had ever wanted in a son – a "man's" man if you will. I … tried to take his place. 
I excelled at school. But, as I said, brilliance was the standard in my family. I may as well have 

sought his notice for possessing the ability to breathe. It could not measure up to a place on the 

house Quidditch team. I believe I have seen my father on no more than five occasions since my 

brother's death. It is entirely possible that he has died." 

He took another sip of wine. 

"As for my mother… at first I believed that Marcus' death had brought us closer together." 

He broke off. 

His mother. Beautiful, blonde, delicate Amarina De Vreiss Snape. Mourning the death of her 

favourite son. Observed by her other son, sitting in corners, on stairs, behind curtains, wrapped in 

his own devastating loss and trying not to disturb the sepulchral quiet of the house. Trying to 

ignore the collection of photographs and trophies in the main room, shrine to the beloved departed. 

And six months after the tragedy, a sudden change. 

Amarina, one morning, pulls back the curtains, throwing the windows open. 'Marcus would want us 

to be happy!' she pronounces, and from that time on she is happy. A forced, brittle, artificial, 

happiness. The boy lies awake whilst glittering parties fill the house with light and music. And 

afterwards – after the guests have gone, the smell of her as she comes to say goodnight – soft skin, 

perfume, face powder and something else. Something that lies sourly on her breath. Something he 

only comes to understand later. 

She kisses him, and her tears fall on his face. At nine years old he struggles to comfort the crying 

woman. Trying to explain why he was there and his brother wasn't. Trying to make up for that 

absence as best he could. Powerless. 

And the years of living on the knife's edge begin. He never knows whether she will rail at him for 

causing the death of his brother, or hold him sobbing, drowning him in her sorrows. Declaring him 

best friend, her bright, brilliant Severus, to her party guests. And in the darkness, crying murderer 

most foul. Her lifeline and tormentor. Author of her ruin. Her support in truth, the one who helps 

her to the bathroom and puts her to bed when drink takes over again. 

And then the final party. He hides as usual, watching, waiting for the guests to leave. Wondering 

how drunk she is that night. Listening to the shimmering crystal chatter. And then, his mother's 



voice, light, airy, dismissive… Severus? He's no trouble, thank the Gods, always does well at 
school… of course, he's no Marcus…he's good enough I suppose…well, you know what they say – 

what can't be cured must be endured. 

A peal of brittle laughter. 

The sound of the world shattering. 

"Two days later my letter from Hogwarts arrived. You may appreciate that, at the time, it was 

rather welcome." 

Another sip of wine. He composed himself to continue. He had almost forgotten the presence of the 

young woman in the chair opposite. 

"So I arrived at Hogwarts." 

Back on Platform 9 3/4 . No proud father to see him off. Just Amarina, wrapped in a heavy coat 

and wearing dark glasses. A hasty farewell, and then she disappears. He feels rather lost amid the 

unfamiliar noise and bustle of the school. Then the Sorting Ceremony. 

- Hmm…hmm… another Snape. I remember your family. Ravenclaw all the way… 

His eyes shut, pleading for something that he could control. Some part of his life not totally ruled 

by the whims of others… 

- Control… power you want is it?… 

Yes… please, yes… 

- Well, all right then…but I think you might live to regret it…SLYTHERIN! 

"And so I ended up in Slytherin. And I think that it is fair to say that I have, indeed, lived to regret 

it." 

Sphinx chose that moment to stand up on his lap and stretch, walking round in a small circle 

several times before settling again in a position almost identical to her previous one. Snape gave 

her an absent tickle. 

"It will come as no surprise to you learn that I was not picked for the Slytherin Quidditch team. 

Unable to tolerate the Quidditch team is more like it. Repelled by the loud camaraderie and the 

unthinking hero-worship afforded to the players. And constantly singled out by 

them…Severus Snape… identified only as the brother of the Ravenclaw beater who died. '…saving 
his life…' is always left unspoken. The Slytherin Snape. Enter Potter and Black. Everybody's hero 

and his dog. And the feeling of falling into cold darkness returns. 



"I was not a popular student at school, and my peers were not… kind. However, I eventually 
learned the lesson that people get bored if their target fails to react, and they move on. Add to that a 

certain… facility… for being verbally unpleasant, and I was largely left alone. I continued to excel 
academically, however, and I found my niche in the field of potions." 

The potions classroom. Almost unchanged over the years. Except that this room contains Professor 

Septimus Filby, a middle aged wizard, with a kindly face who takes the solitary, dark boy under his 

wing, recognising his talent. Showing pleased approval for his progress. Encouraging the boy to 

think beyond the classroom assignments. Helping with after class projects. Occasionally seeking 

his assistance with research. 

The boy finds refuge in the calm exactitude. A calm orderly environment where steps correctly 

followed lead to an expected result. No dramatic declarations, no unexpected changes, no sudden 

moves. A contained perfection. A place where he holds the control. The power. 

"I could not, of course, remain at Hogwarts over the vacation periods. I had… family duties… to 
attend to. In particular my mother was… deteriorating. My father had virtually disappeared. I have 
no idea whether he saw my mother when I was not present." 

He paused. The fire crackled in the background. Other than that the room was deathly still. 

"So what happened then?" Her voice was very soft, neutral, in the quiet. 

He almost jumped, at the reminder that she was still there. Her face was shadowed in the dim 

lamplight. He fought an impulse to tell her to leave. But having started, he needed to tell her the 

rest. 

"I'm certain, Miss Granger, that you have read widely enough to be familiar with the concept of 

transference." 

Transference – the act of projecting on to one person thoughts and feelings that are more properly 

associated with another. 

Lying awake during the holidays, listening to his mother tell of her problems with his father, 

declaring her love, still, for his brother, wondering if his father is even in the house…it is all too 
easy to imagine how life would be in another house, with another family, another father. 

Someone who understands his fascination with potions, who values his academic achievements, 

someone who shares in his discoveries, and takes pride in them. Pride in him. Someone like 

Professor Filby. 

Snape ran a hand through his hair. 

"I was always aware of the Death Eaters, of course, One could hardly be a Slytherin and not be. But 

I had reached a form of equilibrium, neither good nor bad. Merely tolerable. And then…" 

And then… 



One evening. After class. Assisting Professor Filby with one of his personal projects. Proud to be 

trusted in that way. And a voice comes from the door… Darling, are you in there? And his 
professor calls an answer. And she comes in. Carrying a baby in her arms, and followed by another 

child, of no more than three. 

Watching in growing detachment as Professor Filby kisses the woman, and gazes adoringly at the 

children. Swings the toddler up onto his shoulders. The child giggling in glee. 

- Severus, this is my wife Lorelei, and these are my two monstrosities. The babe is Helena, and this 

one – reaching up and tickling – is Simeon. Lorie, this is Severus, one of my students. 

A friendly smile from the plump motherly woman, and conversation that he can no longer hear. 

And the crushing realisation that no one will ever see him as Professor Filby sees his children. 

Their special relationship is revealed as childish fantasy. He is a fool for thinking otherwise. 

He makes some excuse to leave. The Professor barely notices him going, wrapped up in his family. 

"I wandered the corridors of the school without really knowing where I was going. Which is how I 

found myself near Gryffindor tower, and encountering James Potter and Sirius Black. As was usual 

for them they were heading away from the Tower. I realised then that it was the time of the month 

when Remus Lupin disappeared. I was.. angry… hurt if you will. I resented their easy self-
assurance, their belief that they were untouchable. And I wanted to see someone else suffering as I 

was, so I decided to get them expelled." 

Hermione opened her mouth as if to say something, and then shut it again. 

"What, Miss Granger? Does it surprise you that I indulged in selfish, spiteful behaviour? Or that I 

admit it?" 

She made no answer, and he continued: 

"You know what happened next, of course. Black told me to press a knot on the Whomping Willow 

to find Lupin. I was attacked, and Potter saved me." 

Saved, once again, by the Quidditch hero. 

Hermione subsided into her chair, and nodded slightly. She waited for him to go on. 

"Of course Potter was the toast of the school for his heroism, and I was the villain of the piece once 

more." 

Alone in the Slytherin common room - the potions room no longer a refuge - whilst his housemates 

are at the final Gryffindor/Slytherin match. Unable to bring himself to watch the hero Potter, and 

his grinning fool, Black. And there they finally catch up with him. 

Soft, seductive, understanding. 



He deserves to be among friends. With people who understand him. With people who value his 

gifts. People who can show him secret knowledge. His real family. 

Knowledge that will mean he will never be powerless again. He will be respected. The others will 

realise then who they are dealing with. They will be sorry for misjudging him all these years. 

No one will ask anything of him. All he has to do is let them…help him. And then he can decide 

whether he wants to join them. Maybe something will happen sooner than he thinks. 

"Then half the house came into the Common Room. It seemed that the match had been called off. 

Potter had somehow fallen off his broomstick and broken his wrist in three places. He was in the 

Infirmary and no one knew whether he would be able to play for the rest of the season. And so I 

joined up." 

He drained the last of the wine from the glass. 

"Does that answer your question, Miss Granger? Do you understand." 

He hoped so. He had never felt so exhausted in his life. He wanted this over now. 

She had listened intently, and was now very quiet, analysing and processing the information. He 

realised that he was waiting for another furious outburst, a tirade of condemnation like the one that 

followed his revelations about Hester's potion. It didn't come. 

"I don't know if I understand," she said eventually. "In some ways I do, and in some I don't. It all 

seems so…," she struggled for a word. 

"Childish?" he suggested bitterly. 

She made a small gesture of denial, but he could see that he was close to the mark. 

"I'm sorry if you were expecting some noble tale of deeply held convictions. The unpleasant truth is 

that I am a small-minded, petty and vindictive man, and I joined the Death Eaters for small-minded, 

petty and vindictive reasons. I wanted respect. I couldn't get it simply for being who I was, like 

Potter could, so I took it by force." 

She was shaking her head again, but he continued. 

"I assure you, Miss Granger, I am no sort of romantic hero. I have examined my own motives 

closely over the years. The fact that they are despicable, does not make them any the less genuine." 

She was looking at him again, with a look that he couldn't quite place. Not quite pity, not quite 

understanding… almost compassion. He blocked it out, waiting for the blow to fall. 

"So," she said carefully, "if you're such a despicable person, what made you leave the Death 

Eaters?" 



He was startled again by the question. 

"Does it matter?" 

"I think so. You've explained what brought you into them. Logically, if you are as small-minded 

and petty as you keep telling me you are, you would still be out there inflicting cruelty for the sake 

of it." 

So much for hoping that the sordid truth would get her to leave. 

He stood suddenly, disturbing Sphinx yet again. 

"I need another glass of wine," he said roughly. "You?" 

She gestured to the mess on the floor. He grunted, and gestured at it with his wand. The wine 

disappeared and the glass remade itself cleanly. He retrieved the bottle from the table, and refilled 

her glass, before pouring a large one for himself. 

He wondered again why her opinion mattered so much to him, that he was prepared to go over old 

ground like this. 

He seated himself again, and drank, trying to organise the next chapter of his life in his mind. He 

noted that Sphinx had given up on him and had sidled on to Hermione's lap. She was stroking her a 

little gingerly. Sphinx clearly had no such reservations, and her purr could be heard across the 

room. 

"I left because… I suppose I left because I eventually realised that the comfort and safety that they 
offered was false. I was never respected. Not by the Death Eaters – they knew what I was too well. 

By others, I was only feared. I also…overestimated… my taste for casual sadism. Brewing a potion 
requires finesse and skill and knowledge. Casting Crucio or Avada Kedavra only requires power. It 

ranks on the same level of subtlety as hitting someone with a brass candlestick. And…in the end, 
the Death Eaters were no more a real family than my own. Their driving motivations are 

gratification of their own lusts. They survive on mutual usefulness. Once that utility ceases, Death 

Eaters turn on their own with almost as much pleasure as they do their opponents. 

"I discovered that the hard way…" 

An evening… a family is brought in…husband, wife, two children…the children are taken away 
screaming… but this time the wife looks familiar, although he can't place her. He prepares a 
potion… he doesn't recall exactly which one… and hears a man's voice. 

- Lorie. I love you. 

And recollection comes. Turning to look into the eyes of Professor Septimus Filby. Seeing 

recognition dawn. And seeing not hatred, or rage or even pain, but a deep, deep disappointment. 

Freezing. 



A harsh voice behind him. 

Get on with it, Snape. 

Still unable to move, and being pushed roughly out of the way. The potion being snatched from his 

hand and administered to the professor and his wife. 

And later, before the Dark Lord, explaining his failure. 

And feeling the kiss of Crucio. 

"It was at that point I realised that I was utterly morally bankrupt. I decided to go to Dumbledore, 

reasoning that he was the only person likely to hear me out, and make use of my knowledge, rather 

than kill me on sight. He listened. He spoke to the Ministry." There was a pause. "We came to an… 
arrangement. Please don't ask me to go into exactly what." 

She was silent again. He waited for the inevitable questions but nothing came. She moved 

suddenly, and he realised that she was rubbing at her face again. 

Crying? For him? Surely not. 

He felt an unaccustomed ache in his own chest. 

"Don't pity me, girl," he snapped harshly. "I know what I am and I know what I've done. I'm 

perfectly prepared to take the responsibility." 

Her head came up at that. When she spoke her voice was steady. 

"I think I have to disagree with the term 'morally bankrupt'. It seems to me that choosing to leave, 

giving information to Dumbledore, and coming to an arrangement with the Ministry to actively 

fight back, all indicate a sense of conscience." 

"I pay my debts, Miss Granger. It is the last act of honour left to me." 

There was nothing left to say. Except that she didn't seem to think so. 

"You know, it's not that easy being a witch in a family of Muggles." 

He looked up, confused by her sudden statement. 

She must have misread his movement, for she quickly added: 

"It's not the same I know, but it was still difficult. Being blamed for doing things when I had no 

idea why it had happening. Being made to sit on my own in class because things always spilled, or 

broke or fell over near me. Being always on my own unless someone wanted the answer to a 

question. Muggle children aren't much kinder than wizard children are." She laughed. "And my 

parents… as long as I was," she hesitated, "no trouble… were just happy to let me get on with it. 



They never really wanted to understand magic"… he heard the word me left unspoken… "still don't 
really. As long as the report cards are good they're happy." 

Snape was unsure what to make of this information. He'd known she had inner demons. He'd 

witnessed some of the struggle in their previous encounter. He'd somehow always imagined her as 

the adored child of doting parents. 

"You seemed to have no trouble fitting in at Hogwarts," he said carefully. 

She laughed shortly. 

"Do you remember my first year? When we got caught with the troll? I was crying in the toilets 

because I'd just heard Ron Weasley say that no one could stand me." 

"I seem to recall that you got over that stage." 

"Yes, well, someone had to do the thinking for the boys, didn't they?" 

It was her turn to sip her wine before continuing. 

"I mean, of course they are my friends. It's just," she paused, "when you're supposed to be brilliant, 

you can't ever have an off day. Do you know what I mean?" 

Yes. He most certainly did. 

He nodded. 

She shook her head. 

"I'm sorry, like I said, it's not even nearly the same. I don't know why I said it." 

"I doubt you would ever become a Death Eater, Miss Granger, no matter how bad your early 

experiences were." 

"No. Probably not. Or at least I hope I wouldn't." She winced. "I'm sorry. That wasn't very tactful 

of me was it? I mean, you never really know, do you?" 

He laughed harshly. "Take it from me, you aren't the type. And I think you know by now that tact is 

wasted on me." 

She clicked her tongue in irritation, but said no more. 

He wondered at that, but did not pursue it. He was still trying to come to terms with the notion that 

she was still sitting in the chair, sipping the wine. That she hadn't just left. 

The fire had given the room an unaccustomed warmth. Sphinx was clearly settled on Hermione's 

lap, and the wine was beginning to relax him. She seemed to feel no need for further conversation, 



just staring at the fire. In spite of, or perhaps because of, the emotional rollercoaster of the evening 

he felt strangely calm. 

He had never denied to himself that he was a lonely man. He had accepted this as the consequence 

of his life choices so far. But Hermione was the first person to actually sit and let him talk. Without 

interrupting, or shouting, or even judging as far as he could tell. Just simply listening. 

He wanted to sit there, doing nothing more than enjoy her presence. He felt the ache return to his 

chest. 

This was no good. Getting maudlin would solve nothing. 

Draining his glass, he said: 

"It must be late." 

Hermione blinked, and looked at her watch. 

"It's half past five," she said in slight disbelief. "I've been here all night." 

Shaking herself, she added "I should go. I'm supposed to be going out to lunch tomorrow, um… 
today I suppose it is." 

Carefully dislodging Sphinx, she stood up to go. Sphinx gave a perfunctory protest, and headed for 

the bed. 

He stood to watch her as she retrieved her cloak, following her to the door. She opened the door, 

and then paused to turn to him: 

"Thank you for the explanation," she said sincerely. "For what it's worth, I promise that it will 

never go further than me." 

She hesitated as if unsure of her next action. Then she took a couple of steps back towards him, 

reached up, and gave him a very brief kiss on the cheek. 

"Happy New Year, Professor," she said quickly, and then disappeared through the door. 

Snape stood staring at the door, transfixed. Slowly he raised his hand to touch his cheek where she 

had kissed it. 

Just when you thought you had it all under control. 

He walked back to chair where she had been sitting, and put both hands on it to steady himself. 

There, caught in the fabric of the upholstery, were some stray strands of brown curly hair. Her head 

must have rested there. 

Absently he picked them off the chair, twisting them round his finger. 



He closed his eyes as if in pain. 

How do you hurt a man a who has nothing? he thought savagely. 

Give him something broken. 

So much for peace. 

********** 

Draco Malfoy paced the cellar of the small Suffolk cottage in growing frustration. He slammed his 

fist into the top of the long workbench. He glared at the cloth on the workbench, as if the fabric, 

sticky and stiff with dried potion and pieces of broken glass, would yield up its secrets under the 

weight of his displeasure. 

Draco smoothed his blonde hair back off his forehead. It was a symbolic gesture, as he was never 

less than immaculate, his perfectly arranged hair setting off his flawless features. 

The classical perfection of the image was only marred when you looked at his eyes. Piercing, blue 

and pitilessly cold. The eyes of a man utterly devoid of conscience. 

Now those eyes were blazing with frustrated anger. 

For over two months he had been struggling to analyse the potion, soaked into the red cloth, 

retrieved from the floor of the British Museum. Two futile months of dissolving and distilling, and 

he had barely managed to produce a thimbleful of liquid. And that had appeared to have no useful 

properties whatsoever. 

He snarled aloud, his usually polished voice harsh with fury. He wondered why the mad old bat 

who had lived in the cottage and brewed the accursed thing in the first place, hadn't kept better 

records. 

The truth was that his ability to make a potion was little better than average, and his analytical 

skills were rather worse. It had only been through his father's then influence over his former potions 

master that he had achieved a creditable mark at all. Outside the classroom, where actual ability 

really meant something, he was failing badly. 

His father would not be pleased, he thought grimly. 

The displeasure of Lucius Malfoy was perhaps less to be feared than that of Voldemort himself, but 

Draco would not have wanted to live on the difference. He was also under no illusion that blood 

relation would cause his father to be less severe. 

He winced briefly at the memory of telling his father that they had lost the talisman. It was only the 

fact of the potion residue that had made him stop short of the full Cruciatus. What he had done had 

been bad enough. Further lack of success would remove any pretence of self-restraint. 



He swore again, picking up an empty glass bottle and hurling it into the far wall. The sound of 

destruction made him feel a little better. It was clear that he was going to get nowhere on his own. 

He needed someone who knew what they were doing. 

He needed Snape. The one who had recreated the damned thing in the first place. 

Or even that wretched little Mudblood, Granger. She had had her hands on a sample of it as well. 

Neither of them would help willingly. It had become clear where Snape's loyalties lay during the 

last days of Voldemort. And Granger had never made any secret of the fact that she despised him. 

He doubted that anything less than Imperio would serve to gain their cooperation. 

So be it. He had no qualms about using the Unforgivables to obtain his ends. 

And Imperio on Granger might have unexpected additional bonuses. 

Ignoring the potion soaked cloth now, Draco pulled his finely tailored robes around himself and 

began to pace, planning on how to entrap one or other of his prey. 

He had almost devised a plan when his attention was caught by a soft scraping sound, almost on the 

edge of hearing. He froze, listening intently. 

There it was again. On the floorboards above his head, a dragging sound, as if someone was 

walking very carefully. 

Draco drew his wand out of his sleeve. There were enough wards around the cottage to keep away 

casual burglars. Therefore, if there was an intruder upstairs, it was likely to be dangerous. Making 

no noise, he glided across the floor and up the stone stairs. A couple of whispered charms, and the 

cellar door opened silently. Moving carefully he entered the main room of the cottage. 

In the middle of the room was the figure of a man. He was tall and rangy, wearing dark robes, and 

from the back Draco could clearly see shoulder length, straggly, greasy back hair. For a moment 

Draco's mouth dropped open in surprise. He had been downstairs busily plotting a kidnapping, and 

one of the intended victims had walked straight to him. 

The he shut his mouth abruptly again. It was not given to Draco Malfoy to carefully analyse any 

given situation. If chance had seen fit to deliver him such an opportunity, he would just seize it 

without question. 

"Good afternoon, Professor Snape," he said urbanely, "how nice of you to drop in." 

The man turned to face him. Draco did not lower his wand. He could see that it did indeed appear 

to be Snape, although his former professor was looking at him oddly, quizzically, as if he was 

trying to remember something. 

"Snape," he said consideringly, "yes, that would be right." 



Draco wondered if his old head of house had lost his memory somehow. He was studying Draco 

very closely. 

"Malfoy," he said eventually. "Yes, yes, the resemblance is striking." 

The appearance was as he remembered but the voice and the manner were different. The eyes were 

still black and cold, but they seemed even emptier, and more compelling, now. The movements 

were still graceful, but possessed of a languidness that Draco didn't recall from classes. The voice 

was silky, but soft and slightly dreamy, hinting at ecstasy and hidden pain. 

Eyes held by the mesmerising gaze, Draco felt his mouth go dry. Swallowing convulsively, he 

realised with a shock that this was actually exciting him. 

Snape… Snape?… seemed to understand this, moving close enough for Draco to feel… not 
warmth, but an icy coldness emanating from his body. The man raised his hand to run a finger 

along Draco's jawline. The younger man shuddered at the touch, only partly from arousal. 

"So like her," Snape murmured, "so very worthy of her…" He leant forward. 

With something like shock Draco felt the older man's lips brush his, and the soft kiss of his breath 

filling his mouth. He felt a chill run down his throat into his stomach, and he shuddered again. It 

was like the touch of an animate corpse. He wanted to pull away but some base instinct was had 

almost literally frozen him. One hand was buried in his hair, disturbing its impeccable order, 

holding his head steady. 

The man kissing him chuckled against his lips. It was an incongruous sound. 

"Yes," he whispered into Draco's mouth, "she liked it too….". He pulled back to look at him again. 
"It has been too long. In these months of my weakness I have fed on the leavings of mankind, but 

now… now I have returned to the source of my power to find one who is worthy." 

Draco felt the other hand brush over his crotch, to cup him roughly. He hadn't even felt the man 

undoing his robe, and yet his hand was caressing him expertly. He felt a low moan rise in his throat, 

and involuntarily he pushed his hips against the other man's hand. 

"Soon," Snape responded, "soon. We will be strong together my precious one… but first…." 

Draco made small inarticulate cries as the cold pleasure mounted. Then the pleasure became pain, 

and the cries became screams. Then the pain intensified to a searing agony and his screams became 

pleas, and he couldn't tell if he was begging the man to stop or continue. 

And then he felt his whole body turn to ice, and the inner core of himself being stretched out, like 

wire, to thread around the darkness that gripped him. And it penetrated him to his soul, and 

screaming helplessly Draco Malfoy emptied himself into the darkness. 

********** 



Severus Snape strode into the Hogwarts staff room, body language more unapproachable than 

normal. The usual beginning of term chaos passed round him, rather as a river divides round a mid-

stream boulder. The first staff meeting of term was an experience he endured rather than enjoyed. 

As Head of Slytherin House he was expected to be there. 

He was aware of the covert, curious eyes of the other members of staff on him. This was his first 

contact with any of them, save Dumbledore, since Christmas Day, and he knew that he looked 

worse than he usually did. Dark rings under his eyes, did not complement his normally sallow 

complexion, and lank hair. Professor Vector looked as if she was about to say something to him as 

he passed, and then thought better of it. He was grateful. He felt anti-social, even by his own 

standards. 

He avoided the current Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher – he couldn't even remember the 

man's name – and seated himself next to Professor Sprout, leaving an empty chair to his left. It 

would eventually be taken by Minerva McGonagall, but she would come in with Dumbledore. He 

inclined his head briefly in greeting to the dumpy little witch. Given that she was responsible for 

the care of some of the more exotic, fresh ingredients that he needed for his work, he supposed he 

should make some effort to be civil. She shot a hard look in turn, but contented herself with a 

murmured, "Good morning, Professor Snape." 

In truth it was not a good morning for him, nor had any of his mornings been since New Year's Eve 

and her visit. He found it difficult to think her name, even to himself. He had been sleeping badly, 

and been forced to resort to Dreamless Sleep potions on more than one occasion. When he wasn't 

sleeping, he ran over the events of that night in his mind – wondering what on Earth had possessed 

him to reveal himself to her in that way. Sentimental weakness, he had concluded in the end, with 

self-contempt. As if she was likely to seek out his company after that. He ruthlessly suppressed the 

memory of her lips lightly touching his cheek. 

Pity, he told himself bitterly. That's all it was – all it could have been. He would rather have had 

hatred. His mood worsened. 

He was forced to focus on outside matters when Dumbledore and McGonagall finally joined the 

meeting. They were both looking very serious, and the muted conversation petered out. 

McGonagall sat next to Snape, acknowledging him with barely more of a gesture than he had given 

Sprout, and sat with pursed lips and a severe expression. 

Dumbledore opened the meeting welcoming them back as usual, running through room and 

timetable arrangements, staff cover, syllabus matters, provisional examination arrangements, 

governors' notices, and special announcements. The mundane necessities of running of any school 

– magical or otherwise. 

Finally, he looked very grave, and drew a deep breath. 

"Now comes the part that I am not looking forward to in the slightest." 

The rest of the staff all looked attentive. 



"You will be aware of the terrible recent deaths." 

The staff nodded sympathetically. Snape felt a little confused. He had been too wrapped up in his 

own personal hell to notice events in the wider world. Dumbledore was going on. 

"The death of Morgan Griswold has hit Fay and Laurel very hard of course. They will be returning 

at the start of term, but I ask you all to be sympathetic to them." 

Snape could have sworn that there were some hastily covered glances in his direction at that 

admonishment. 

"However," Dumbledore continued, "we are not expecting Robert Farnborough back for another 

couple of weeks. His mother's funeral is not until Tuesday, and I believe there are a number of 

things there that need to be resolved." 

There were nods around the room. Robert Farnborough, a Hufflepuff prefect, would be missed for 

his calm good sense, and ability to keep some of the more boisterous first years in line. 

"I don't need to tell you that the Ministry is looking into this very closely, but until it has been 

resolved we must all be on our guards, and remind the children to be careful, especially on exeats to 

Hogsmeade." 

Dumbledore looked round the room again. Even his gaze seemed to linger on Snape. 

"Thank you all once again. I wish you as pleasant a term as possible under the circumstances." 

As the meeting broke up in a rather subdued atmosphere, Snape felt a cold shiver run down his 

spine. 

Like someone just walked over my grave. 

********* 

Draco pulled his cloak around him, and sighed in irritation. Not far from him, shrouded in the 

shadows, Snape … for want of another appellation… was standing still and impassive. The derelict 
building – a Muggle… factory, was it?… a place where they made their pitiful mechanical things - 
was deserted. 

Draco Malfoy was not a brilliant man, but he was possessed of a fair degree of cunning and an 

impressive survival instinct. Without question this Snape could do things to his mind and body that 

made his mouth go dry at the thought. But physical gratification of his lust aside, this Snape 

appeared to have little more idea about potions than Draco himself. 

He had taken this Snape down to the cellar to examine that hated piece of red cloth. Snape had 

smelt it briefly. 

"It smells of home," he had stated. "I need more of it." 



And Draco had begun to feel the need for it as well. An ache that had nothing to with physical 

release, and everything to do with an insatiable hunger for power. Unable to articulate a question 

with such desire inhabiting his whole body, he had been unresisting as two hands on his shoulders 

had pushed him onto his knees…. 

Later, he made careful enquiries through his father. Snape was at Hogwarts preparing to teach 

another term of junior witches and wizards. Hermione Granger was buried in her lab at the 

Ministry. 

As he had suspected this… creature… who was the image of Severus Snape, was not, in fact, his 

old Head of House. 

Which put him back at square one – the need to find someone to prepare more of the bloody potion. 

But which also gave him an idea as to how to ensnare the real Snape. 

The first two attempts to put the plan into action had been failures. Well, not exactly failures, he 

thought moistening his lips as he remembered. Both Morgan Griswold and Estelle Farnborough had 

died fighting. 

He had watched from the darkness as Snape, or whatever it was, sucked the life from them. His 

strange connection with the creature allowed him to feel the victim's terror as their life ebbed away. 

To savour the sweetness of the searing pain, and to share the unspoken knowledge that a magical 

life tasted like no other. 

But although the creature had allowed both victims to get a good look at him, they had died before 

being able to pass that knowledge on to anyone else. 

Hence the fact that Draco himself was pacing an abandoned area of Muggle industrial wasteland, 

with his Snape nearby, waiting for the right moment to implement his plan. He clicked his tongue 

in annoyance. How long could it take for Aurors to show up for heaven's sake? 

And then he saw them – dark shapes appearing in the darkness. He looked at Snape, and the figure 

nodded, disappearing swiftly. 

And then suddenly an agonising scream split the quiet night. A young woman ran headlong out 

from the shadows of the building, sobbing breathlessly. 

"No, no… leave me alone, please… I beg you…." 

She was pursued by a tall figure in dark robes. 

She stumbled across the uneven ground, high heels hindering her passage. Unable to see properly 

she tripped over hidden rubble and crashed headlong into the ground. Her terrified cries echoed 

around the remains of the building. 

The tall figure caught up with him, and bent over her. 



A flash of light illuminated the ground. Voices shouted. The tall figure stood, glanced briefly in the 

direction of the light and then fled. Running figures gave chase but the assailant had apparated 

away. 

A calming hand was placed on the young woman's shoulder. 

"It's all right, miss, you're all right now, he's gone." A soothing deep male voice. 

The woman was still taking shaky frightened breaths, as she regained control of herself. 

"It was awful. I heard nothing and then he was just there, grabbing me and chasing me… I just 
ran… I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't been here." She was babbling in relief. 

The hand was still calming her. 

"Well, we got here in time, that's the main thing." A pause. "Miss, I have to ask you one question." 

"Yes, anything I can do to help…" 

"Did you get a look at him? Could you tell us anything about who he was?" 

The woman was silent, crying again, but quietly now. 

"Miss? Anything you can tell us about him will help." 

She was hugging her knees to herself, rocking gently. Eventually, she said, brokenly: 

"Yes. I did see him. And… and I do… know who he was… but I can't believe he would stoop so 
low… oh Gods, what if he comes after me again?" 

The Auror was waiting, trying to conceal his eagerness. 

"Miss, you'll be perfectly safe, I promise…." 

"It was… I remember his from school… you'd never forget him… it was… Professor Snape." 

The Auror nodded. 

"Don't you worry Miss, now we know, we'll have him in Azkaban before he knows what's hit him." 

The woman nodded, calmer now she had told what she knew. 

The Auror seemed a little uncertain. 

"Miss, is there anyone we can call for you? We should really get after the bastard before he gets 

anyone else…" 



"No, you go… I'll be fine. I'll apparate home from here. My mother will be there. Please. Don't 

worry." 

The Auror seemed to debate with himself what he should do, then called to his colleague. They had 

a quick discussion, and then returned to the woman. 

"If you're absolutely sure you'll be all right." 

"Yes, really. I'd feel far happier knowing that you're going to arrest him. You don't need to worry 

about me." 

With only one backwards glance the two Aurors apparated. 

The young woman sat on the ground seeming in no hurry to get up. After a while she flexed her 

fingers as if she had pins and needles. Her body shape appeared to be changing. 

Minutes later the Polyjuice potion had completely worn off, and Draco Malfoy stood, gingerly 

placing his bare feet on the stony ground. That should be sufficient to get his dear Professor cut out 

and isolated. Now all he had to do was apparate back to the cottage and get out of 

these ridiculous clothes. 

********** 

Snape had just finished breakfast, and was about to return to the dungeons to prepare for the first 

class of the day, when the summons from Dumbledore arrived. Normally the Headmaster couched 

his invitations in pleasant language, implying that he should drop by whenever he had a spare 

moment. This one was definitely an order. 

Professor Snape, 

Kindly attend my office immediately, on a matter of the gravest importance. 

Albus Dumbledore. 

Not a summons to be ignored. Snape tried to ignore a rising feeling of dread. 

Ten minutes later he was outside Dumbledore's office, with a curious reluctance to actually knock. 

As he lifted his hand, the door swung open and the headmaster's voice called: 

"Come in, Severus." 

He entered cautiously. The door swung shut behind him. The office was as he remembered it, 

cluttered with odds and ends, both useful and otherwise. Fawkes, the headmaster's phoenix, was 

seated on his perch, regarding him mournfully. 



Dumbledore was seated behind his desk, with a very serious expression on his face. The portraits of 

the previous headteachers were all regarding him equally sternly. For a moment he wondered if 

Dumbledore knew about Hermione's visit on New Year's Eve. 

Dumbledore did not stand, nor did he invite Snape to sit. Instead he picked up a scroll from the 

desk in front of him. 

"Severus, I have had a most worrying message from the Ministry this morning." 

Snape said nothing. He was unsure as to where the conversation was headed. 

"I realise that you have chosen to… isolate… yourself from your colleagues over the last little 
while, but you will remember the recent deaths." It was not a question. 

Snape nodded briefly. 

"It appears there was another attack last night. A young woman." 

Snape felt his stomach clench in an irrational thought that it might have been Hermione. Going 

after some mysterious attacker would be just the sort of thing that she would do. 

"Who?" he asked shortly. 

"The scroll does not name the victim," replied the Headmaster. 

Snape did not feel reassured. 

"The Ministry has not revealed all the information that it has to the press," continued Dumbledore. 

"In particular, it has not revealed the fact that the murder victims appeared to have suffered a 

particular form of brain damage." 

Snape felt a peculiar falling sensation. That damned potion. He could have sworn that Hermione 

Granger had destroyed the last sample in existence. There must be another explanation. 

Dumbledore was still speaking. 

"I am aware that you have, in the past, done extensive work on a potion which shows very similar 

effects." He paused to study Snape closely. Snape fought to keep his face impassive. "I also know 

that in October there was a raid on a house in Yorkshire in which one of the Ministry Aurors 

suffered similar… ah… cognitive impairment. Although he survived." He fixed Snape with a 
piercing gaze. "I am given to understand that a sample of the potion was recovered at the scene, but 

never found its way into Ministry hands." 

He paused again. 

"I was wondering whether you could shed any light on this matter." 



Snape was reminded of the evening, long ago, when he had given himself up to Dumbledore. The 

headmaster had questioned him in the same quietly insistent way. He swallowed. He could easily 

explain that Harry Potter had taken it away from the scene. He owed Potter nothing. But if he did 

that he would have to go on to explain that Potter had given it to Hermione. At best she would be 

disciplined, she might lose her job, and at worst she could come under suspicion for the recent 

deaths. 

He couldn't do that to her. 

He might as well be the one in trouble. Slowly he shook his head. 

"I'm afraid I can't, Headmaster." 

Dumbledore looked disappointed, and his expression grew even more grave. 

"There is more, Severus. The Ministry are now investigating a number of Muggle deaths over the 

last few months. The victims were all mostly unregarded members of Muggle society. But there are 

worrying parallels with the deaths of Morgan Griswold and Estelle Farnborough." 

Snape was acutely conscious of the gazes of the portraits and the phoenix, all seeming to accuse 

him of something. And the headmaster still hadn't finished with him. 

"Coming on to the attack last night. In this instance the attacker was disturbed before he could 

complete what he set out to do. The victim survived…" 

Snape felt an odd rush of relief. If it had been Hermione… 

"… and was able to identify her assailant." 

The words hung in the air. Snape felt an awful certainty steal over him. He couldn't bring himself to 

articulate the question, as if by not asking, it would mean that this wasn't happening. Dumbledore 

supplied the answer anyway. 

"She identified you, Severus." 

He knew that he must have gone even paler than normal at that, but it was all he could do to remain 

upright. He moistened his lips, but could think of nothing to say. 

"Severus," Dumbledore was as severe as he'd ever seen him, as severe as he had been on the night 

he renounced the Death Eaters. "I need you to answer me honestly." 

Dumbly, Snape nodded. 

"Did you kill those people." 

Snape swallowed again, unsure whether his voice would even work. Finally he said, as firmly as he 

could manage: 



"No. Absolutely not." 

Dumbledore sat back in his chair, and steepled his fingers. Eventually he seemed to come to an 

internal decision. 

"You understand that matters are now out of my control. I find that I have to suspend you from 

your teaching duties, effective immediately. I believe that Professor Flitwick is currently giving 

your third year class something to do." 

Snape nodded slowly, not certain where this was leading. 

"The Ministry tell me that they will be arriving this afternoon to… invite you to assist with their 

enquiries. I imagine that you will have some things to attend to before they arrive." 

Dumbledore suddenly looked very tired. He returned his attention to the scroll in front of him. 

"I believe that I have now done all I can for you, Severus. I hope that you will find some way to 

prove your innocence." 

It was clear that he had been dismissed. In a haze of disbelief he left the Headmaster's study. After 

he had taken about four steps down the corridor, the analytical side of his mind had begun to 

function again. 

I find I have to suspend you from your teaching duties…I imagine that you will have some things to 
attend to… I have now done all I can for you… 

His stride became more purposeful. He had about three hours, maybe four at the most, to come up 

with some way of staying out of the hands of the Ministry Aurors. 

********** 

Hermione Granger broke another piece of chocolate from the large bar beside her, and nibbled at it 

disconsolately. On her lap Crookshanks protested at her movement, but otherwise made no other 

sign that he was alive. With her free hand she tickled him behind the ears, and he began to purr. 

At the French windows, leading on to what the property particulars had described as The 

Balcony, there was a tapping noise. Glancing over she could see that it was the bedraggled little 

sparrow that seemed to have taken up residence in one of her plant pots. Hermione was not one of 

nature's gardeners. The "balcony" was barely more that a wide ledge, and her mother, in a fit of 

trying to instil some sense of domesticity in her daughter, had bought her two terracotta pots and 

filled them with something – geraniums she thought. 

Something that not even you can kill, darling. 

Contrary to her mother's expectations, but completely in line with Hermione's, the geraniums had 

withered, leaving the pots a mess of half dead ornamental plant and an assortment of weeds. 



About a week ago a rather pathetic looking sparrow had started making a nest in the foliage. Oddly 

enough, Crookshanks, who would pounce on anything remotely resembling prey with the ferocity 

of one born on the African savannah, spent a whole afternoon watching the bird, and then ignored it 

completely. Hermione had taken to throwing bread and bacon scraps out for it, and a couple of days 

ago, had gone as far as buying a bird feeder. 

Anything to distract her from the events of New Year. 

She still couldn't work out what it was that had led her to go to Hogwarts that evening. Still less 

could she fathom quite what had driven her to stay, when he made it so very clear that he wanted 

her to go. Some intuition that his hostility was born from fear rather than malice perhaps. But as for 

asking about his past… 

She shivered a little at the recollection. That dry, self-mocking unemotional recitation of his 

childhood. But what had struck her the most was his lack, not just of self-pity, but of self-

compassion – any hint that he had in any way accepted that he might not have been to blame for the 

appalling self-absorption of his parents. 

Or that he deserved any kindness, she thought, scratching Crookshanks even more vigorously. She 

couldn't forget the look on his face when she kissed him – a simple friendly gesture had caused him 

to freeze in shock. 

She hoped that he was all right. Somehow she doubted that he was. Or that he would want to see 

her again in a hurry. 

The doorbell rang. 

Odd, she wasn't expecting visitors. 

Depositing Crookshanks on the floor, she wandered into the hall, and peered through the spyhole. 

A shock of red hair clearly identified at least one of the two men outside her door. She opened the 

door with a smile. 

"Harry. Ron. Come in." 

The two men piled into the flat and through into the lounge, Ron giving a mock glare in the 

direction of Crookshanks. Cloaks were summarily dumped on one of the armchairs, and Ron settled 

himself on the sofa. 

"Well, aren't you going to put the kettle on," he said cheerfully. 

"Do I look like a house-elf?" she grumbled but waved her wand at the fireplace anyway. 

Harry eyed the half eaten bar of chocolate. 

"Chocolate, 'Mione? Is it men or work?" 



She looked startled at that. 

"Men or work that's the problem," clarified Harry. Hermione was known for retreating into 

chocolate binges when she had a problem to solve. 

"Oh, neither, really. I just felt the need for chocolate." She grinned. "It's a girl thing – you wouldn't 

understand." 

Ron, meanwhile, was helping himself to the tea. 

"I know what your tea making's like," he explained. "I fancied a cup of something that wasn't going 

to dissolve my stomach lining." 

He deftly poured three large mugs. Hermione picked one up and sat down opposite him. 

"So," she said, after taking a big sip, "did you just pop round to insult my housekeeping skills, or is 

there a purpose to this visit?" 

Harry and Ron exchanged glances. Hermione maintained a look of polite enquiry. It was Ron who 

continued: 

"Well, you know these murders…?" 

Hermione did. No one who even passed a copy of the Daily Prophet could miss the lurid headlines. 

Not even wizards were immune to the pull of tabloid journalism. 

She nodded. 

"Well… you'll never guess what…." 

She shook her head – Ron could never tell a story without editorialising in some way. Harry took 

over at that point. 

"The thing is, I saw the reports in the Ministry. And the fact that they never released to the papers is 

that both the victims seemed to have had their minds… damaged… like Seamus." 

Hermione went suddenly cold. 

"Do the Ministry have any idea what might have caused it?" she heard herself ask. 

Harry was shaking his head. 

"No – other than that they're linking it to the raid we did in Yorkshire." 

Hermione was thinking quickly. 

"The potion was… used up," she said slowly. "I used it up testing it." 



She hadn't told them about Snape and the British Museum. She didn't think that this was a good 

time to start enlightening them. 

"Yeah, but that's not all," chipped in Ron. "There was another attack. Only this time the Aurors got 

there first, and they got an identification." He paused for dramatic effect. "And guess who it 

was…." 

Hermione was beginning to feel slightly queasy. 

"Snape," finished Ron triumphantly. 

No, was her first thought. 

"Are they sure," she asked carefully. 

"Yes, completely." This was Harry, taking over now that Ron had dropped the bombshell. 

"Have they…", she swallowed, "have they got him." 

"No," chimed in Ron with glee. "He's done a runner." 

Hermione stifled her unexpected relief that at least he wasn't in Azkaban. Although she wasn't 

certain why she cared. 

"The Ministry went to Hogwarts, but he'd already gone," elaborated Harry. "They haven't located 

him yet, but it's only a matter of time." 

"He's had his licence to apparate suspended, and the Improper Use of Magic Office's got a trace out 

on him," added Ron. 

The IUMO, Hermione knew, normally monitored the use of unauthorised magic by underage 

wizards. At need it could do the same for an adult wizard. If Snape used any sort of magic, the 

Ministry would be immediately alerted. 

Harry was watching her intently. 

"'Mione," he asked carefully, "there's no chance that Snape could have got his hands on any of that 

potion is there?" 

Hermione was shaking her head. 

"No. It never left my sight." 

That was true enough. It was more likely that someone else had recreated Hester's work. But who? 

"If I think if anything I'll let you know," she said, trying to inject a note of cheerfulness into her 

voice. "After all, it's hardly very likely that Professor Snape will turn up on my doorstep asking for 

help, is it?" 



Ron chortled at that, and Harry murmured a quiet "Guess not". 

"After all this excitement, I'm hungry," announced Ron, waving his wand to produce a huge pile of 

buttered teacakes. 

Hermione dug up some plates and they all tucked in. 

Whilst she was eating some part of her mind was wondering just where he would go for help. 

********** 

Severus Snape was not coping with life on the run at all. 

He was hungry and tired and hurt, and hiding in an alleyway, avoiding crowded areas, and anyone 

who even hinted at being an Auror. 

So far he had had a couple of close brushes with them. He guessed that they had tracked him after 

he had apparated away from Hogwarts. He had just had enough time to grab some money, perform 

a couple of Transfigurations, one of which had been on his clothes, and leave the grounds. That had 

been a week ago, now, and since then he had had little to eat, and had barely dared to sleep. 

His head was beginning to spin through lack of sleep and food, and he was finding it difficult to 

formulate a coherent plan. 

His first thought had been to get to London, and to avail himself of the reference sources. He was 

only too aware that his explanation was barely credible. It was only when he arrived that he realised 

that all the potential research facilities were being carefully watched by the Ministry. He cursed 

himself for such an elementary miscalculation. He had been away from the world of duplicity too 

long. 

A briefly caught glimpse of a discarded copy of the Daily Prophet quickly convinced him that there 

was no refuge to be found in wizarding circles. The headlines screamed - literally, this being a 

wizard's paper - Ministry On Trail Of Unnamed Suspect. 

So he was alone, in the world of Muggles, being hunted by the Ministry. His wizarding money was 

useless. His attempts to obtain Muggle money by pawning the gold coins, had worked, but he had 

achieved less than he had hoped. The dealer had clearly assumed that the coins were stolen, and as 

Snape was in no position to furnish a credible alternative explanation, he had to tolerate a very poor 

exchange rate. It had also resulted in a very near miss with the Aurors, who picked up the moment 

that his galleons had fallen into Muggle hands. 

He was also beginning to have the unpleasant suspicion that he was being hunted by something 

other than the Ministry. At night, as he huddled, trying to look inconspicuous, he thought he heard 

voices right on the edge of hearing. At first he put it down to lack of food, and sleep, but the voices 

were familiar…. 



He shook his head to clear them, biting his tongue when he was poked, none too gently, by a 

Muggle police officer and told to move on. 

One night it hadn't been the Muggle police, but a pair of street dwellers, indignant that he had taken 

their "patch". They were almost as unpleasant as he was, and decidedly unimpressed by threats 

from such a scrawny specimen. The incident had ended with him nursing some badly bruised, if not 

broken ribs, and being even more wary of sleep. 

By the end of a week of dodging the Ministry, the Muggle police and fellow street people, together 

with the strain of tuning out the marginal voices, he realised that he was running out of options. 

Using some of his precious supply of Muggle money he bought himself a bacon roll from a seller 

near to the river. As he ate it, he tried to see his way clearly. He was never going to be able to prove 

anything as long as he was constantly hiding. It was more than likely that using magic would just 

get him caught, and he was singularly ill-equipped to deal with the Muggle world. 

He ate in the inevitable January drizzle, and came to the reluctant realisation that there was only 

one person from whom he stood a chance of getting a hearing. Who might actually believe that he 

hadn't done it, and be prepared to help, if only in the short term. 

Hermione Granger. 

And even she was a long shot. 

Apart from anything else he didn't have the first idea where she lived, other than it was in London. 

Which, as he was rapidly beginning to discover, was a large place. And the chances were, he told 

himself realistically, that her first action would almost certainly to summon the Aurors. She owed 

him nothing, certainly not protection. 

Maybe Azkaban wouldn't be too bad. It was not as if he was overflowing with cheerful thoughts, 

after all. 

But he had no choice. It was Hermione or wait to be found by the Ministry, or whatever else was 

out there. 

Which meant that he had to take a serious risk. 

Finishing his roll, he walked along the river until he found a small shop selling Muggle 

newspapers. The shopkeeper eyed him suspiciously, as he searched for what he wanted. Finally, he 

pulled out a book marked London A-Z and began to flick through it. 

The paper seller glared. 

"Oy, this is a shop not a library. If you want to read it you got to buy it, or bugger off." 

Snape rummaged through his dwindling supply of money. He had just enough to cover the cost. He 

supposed it didn't matter if he ran out. This was definitely his last chance. 



The shopkeeper snatched the money away from him, and counted it carefully. 

"OK," he said finally. "Now, get out of here. You stink." 

Snape tucked the book into his pocket and left. Now he needed to find a quiet spot and wait for 

darkness. 

Eventually he found yet another dank, smelly alley – London seemed to be infested with them, he 

thought. When he judged it to be as safe as it would ever get he placed the book in front of him, and 

carefully extracted his wand from his clothing. Then, from a inside pocket he pulled out several 

twisted strands of brown hair – her hair. He had originally mocked himself for the impulse that led 

him to keep them, and then for bringing them with him… but now they seemed to be his only hope. 

Placing them on the book, he tapped it with his wand and muttered Manifesto." 

A glow emerged from within the pages of the book. He flicked through it hastily, noting that she 

appeared to live in an area called Notting Hill. Then he heard voices. These were not subliminal, 

but clearly audible. 

"The reports came from near here. He can't be far." 

Abandoning the book, Snape ran for his life. 

Hoping that the dark would provide him with at least some sort of cover, he dodged blindly, trying 

to ignore the throbbing pain in his ribs and keep the shouting voices behind him. 

He was aware that charms of some sort were being cast, but something, probably dumb luck, was 

enabling him to avoid them. 

Eventually, however, his luck ran out. One of the Aurors got a clear line of sight to him, and he felt 

a searing pain hit his left shoulder and travel down his side. He stumbled and gritted his teeth. He 

had fought through pain before and could do it again. He kept going. This time the firebolt hit his 

leg and he fell to the ground, instinctively curling up and trying to roll away. 

Dimly, in front of him, he could make out two more shapes. He numbly realised that they had him 

now. The two figures in front of him approached swiftly. One was tall and slender, and seemed 

somehow familiar. The other one bent over him. 

"Don't struggle, Professor. You'll find it much easier if you just relax." 

The voice was cultured, and urbane. It sounded familiar, but Snape was too dazed with pain and 

fatigue to identify it. Somewhere in the back of his mind a soft voice was offering warmth and 

shelter and relief from the pain. All he had to do was surrender to them. 

Snape was trying to remember why he didn't want to do that, when there was a shout. 

"He's up again. Get him!" 



There was a sizzling flash of light, and Snape tensed against the next assault, but it seemed to be 

directed at the slender figure nearby. 

He heard an oath, swiftly bitten off. 

Then both of the figures disappeared. 

He tried to crawl further into himself, as the shouts of anger got closer and then stopped. 

"I thought you said he'd had his licence suspended?" Someone was quite clearly very angry. 

"He has." 

"Well I just saw him apparate." 

"Maybe he used a Portkey." 

The angry voice did not sound convinced. "Well, we'd better get back to the Ministry and try and 

sort out this whole bloody mess. Just what I need - another bloody night's paperwork. At least we'll 

pick him up soon enough. The Ignivivos will finish him within a day." 

And then the miracle happened. The voices went away, leaving Snape huddled and trembling 

against the wall of building. 

Some time later he realised that it must be morning because the there was light in the sky. His ribs 

felt like they had been kicked repeatedly, his left shoulder was agony, as was his right leg. He 

wondered whether he could even put weight on it. 

The events of the previous night were hazy, but he remembered that he had to get to Notting Hill. 

He had no money, and he no longer had the A-Z. This meant that he would have to walk there. 

He would do this. 

He had no choice. 

Hauling himself to a standing position, willing himself to ignore the pain coursing through him, he 

set off. 

Eventually he lost all sense of passing time. Life narrowed to down to pain, and putting one foot in 

front of the other. Sheer willpower kept him upright and moving. Occasionally he would stop and 

ask directions. Usually it took three attempts before someone would point vaguely and scuttle 

hastily away. 

With literally agonising slowness Snape made his way northwestwards through London. 

Darkness came again, and eventually there were no more passers-by to ask. Or at least none that 

would stop for him. Part of him supposed that he couldn't really blame them. With no idea how far 

he had travelled, or how far he had still to go, he found himself leaning against some railings by a 



small enclosed park. Having finally stopped, his legs gave way and he collapsed. He shut his eyes 

and wondered what it would be like to just stay here until someone or something came to take him. 

He wondered if he would care. He wondered if he would even notice. 

He became gradually aware of something nipping at him. No, not nipping, but pecking. He opened 

his eyes reluctantly. Resting against his chest, in the dark, against all natural bird behaviour, was a 

grubby little sparrow. It was determinedly pecking at his nose. 

He reached up to push it away. It dodged his clumsy arm, and resumed its insistent attack. 

A thought was trying to make itself heard in his pain sodden brain. 

"Sphinx?" he croaked. 

One of his last actions had been to transfigure Sphinx into a sparrow. She had plainly been 

distressed at his hurried flight, and he had not wanted to leave her there to be disturbed by the 

Aurors. He had done the only thing that had occurred to him. 

The bird fluttered once around his head, and landed again. 

Now it had his attention it began a pattern of pecking him, and flying away a short distance, only to 

return to his shoulder, as if it wanted him to follow it. 

Snape decided that he must finally have lost his mind, and then decided that he didn't care. 

Following a sparrow was as sensible a course of action as any other. He began to half crawl in the 

direction the bird was flying. 

Dragging himself across the road, he found himself outside a red-brick block flats, of a type very 

common in Muggle London. It had glass double doors at the entrance. They were locked. Snape 

could see a series of buttons with names beside them, Presumably a way to alert the residents that 

you were outside. 

Blinking, he tried to focus on the names. Some were illegible, smeared by seeping water. But one, 

in neatly lettered writing, read H. Granger. 

With the last of his strength Snape lifted his uninjured arm and pressed the button. 

Then he collapsed, unmoving, against the doors. 

********** 

END OF PART 2 

THE OTHER SIDE OF DARKNESS 

PART 3 



The buzzing sound of the entry phone disturbed Hermione Granger from her desultory attempts to 

tidy her flat before she went to bed. Putting the book in her hand down on top of several others, she 

went to the intercom grille. Crookshanks meowed at her, and wound himself round her legs. 

She wasn’t expecting visitors, and it was unusual for anyone to arrive this late. Harry and Ron often 
dropped by unannounced, of course, but they knew the security code for the front door. Her parents 

would have telephoned in advance - Hermione needed to maintain a Muggle telephone connection 

for that reason alone - and she could think of no one else that it could be. 

“Hello,” she said into the grille. 

There was no response. She sighed in annoyance. 

“Is there anyone there,” she asked sharply. 

Again, silence. 

Bloody kids, she thought. It would be their idea of a joke to ring the buzzer and then run away. It 

often happened several times before they got bored. Of course, she didn’t actually have to walk 
downstairs to the door, but the sound was still irritating. 

She waited for them to repeat the stunt, but surprisingly there was no further sound. 

Someone must have made a genuine mistake then. 

She picked up the book again, wondering where, in the chaos of the room, it could find a home. 

Crookshanks followed her, still meowing. She bent down to stroke his head. 

“Sorry, old chap, but the food that’s down there is the only food you’re going to get. It’s that or 

diet.” 

Crookshanks butted at her hand, ignoring the food dishes. 

She became aware that there was something fluttering against the doors to the balcony. 

An owl? How odd. 

She twitched aside the curtain covering the French windows. There was nothing there. But she 

could still hear the noise. Crookshanks stretched himself up the glass, making an odd mewing 

noise, and pressing his nose up against the panes. Looking down at her cat, Hermione saw what 

looked like a small sparrow, flying repeatedly into the window. 

A sparrow? At this time of night? 

What was more, she could have sworn that it was the one that had taken up residence in her dead 

geraniums. 



Curious now, she pulled the curtains back a little more, and opened one of the doors. Her balcony, 

such as it was, overlooked the main entrance, and the street doors were illuminated in a backwash 

of orange light from the street lamp opposite. She gave the front of the building a cursory glance, 

and froze. 

There was something by the front door. It was a dark shape, formless and unmoving. 

The little sparrow was darting about in frantic circles, just out of reach. Crookshanks, oddly, did not 

appear to be paying any attention to the bird, but was butting urgently against her legs. 

She couldn’t make out any details, but there was a sense of familiarity tickling at the back of her 

consciousness. Something that told her she needed to know what was down there. 

Making up her mind, she briskly went inside and closed and locked the French windows. Grabbing 

her door key, and slipping her wand into her sleeve, she descended the four short flights of stairs to 

the main entrance. 

Looking cautiously through the doors she could see what appeared to be a person slumped on the 

ground. Close to, it was as still as it had appeared from above. She began to feel a growing 

apprehension. 

Slowly opening the door, she slid carefully into the night. The figure didn’t stir as she approached, 
nor as she bent down by the side of it. She could see that it was a man, dressed in shabby Muggle-

type clothing - shirt, trousers and a torn sweater - clothes that appeared to have been created by 

someone who had an idea of what Muggles wore, but had never really paid that much attention to 

it. He appeared to have been sleeping rough, and smelt none too good either, she thought, wrinkling 

her nose. 

“Hello,” she said cautiously. 

The man didn’t stir. Nervously she reached out a hand to hold his shoulder and shake him. 

“Can you hear me?” she asked. 

A shudder ran through the man’s body at the physical contact, and he slowly, painfully, turned his 

face towards her, so that she could clearly see it in the light from the street lamp. 

Great and merciful Circe and Merlin and all the Gods of our fathers and their fathers before 

them… 

Severus Snape. 

Sheer shock deprived her of the power of thought for several moments. 

He looked… dreadful did not even come close. Near death was more like it. His face was swollen 
and badly bruised - that much was obvious, even in the flat orange light. 



She couldn’t begin to think of anything sensible to do or say. 

His tongue flickered out to moisten his lips, and his throat spasmed as if he was trying to swallow. 

“Good evening, Miss Granger.” 

His voice was cracked and barely audible. 

The sound of his voice caused her brain to start functioning again, but it was not a great 

improvement as her thoughts then began to whirl out of control. 

Get a grip, Hermione, my girl, this is achieving nothing, and certainly not helping him. 

Well, they couldn’t stay on the doorstep all night. 

“Can you stand?” she asked hesitantly. She wasn’t very hopeful. 

In response he pushed himself up to a sitting position and tried to get up. She noted, distantly, that 

he was not using his left arm at all, and that he was trying to avoid putting weight onto his right leg. 

She moved round to his right side. Crouching down beside him she said: 

“Lean on me.” 

Snape appeared to shrink away from her. 

“I can manage. 

Hermione dredged up some semblance of rational thought. 

“I don’t think you can. You have to get inside. Let me help you.” 

Without waiting to discuss the matter further, Hermione threaded her arm under his, and across his 

back, bracing herself under his armpits and grasping him firmly. She both felt and heard his hiss of 

pain. 

Well, it couldn’t be helped, she thought, with more ruthlessness than she realised she possessed. 

She had to get him in and upstairs - oh dear heavens, stairs - before she could even think about 

sorting him out. 

She managed to get him to his feet, and to support him into the building. Once inside she lowered 

him down onto the stairs, where he sat breathing heavily. 

It was quite clear that he wasn’t going to manage, and she wasn’t strong enough to carry him. 

She wondered if mobilicorpus would work on a conscious body. 

Only one way to find out. 



“Professor Snape,” she said. 

He lifted his head at her voice. In the truer light of the entrance hall she could see the cuts and 

bruises, the dark shadows under his eyes, and the overbright, haunted, look. She steeled herself. 

“I can’t carry you up the stairs, and you can’t walk up, even with my help. I’m going to have to 
use mobilicorpus. Try to keep as still as possible.” 

He just nodded. 

She cast the spell, and began the tricky task of guiding him up the stairs without adding further to 

his injuries. Now she could see that the tears in his sweater appeared to have scorched edges, and 

there were similar burn marks on the right leg of his trousers. 

Her nerves were frayed by the time they reached her door. Snape’s body moved with hideous 
slowness, and all the time she was expecting a curious neighbour to emerge from one of the next-

door flats. 

Not bothering with the key, she cast Alohomora in an edgy voice. 

Steering Snape into the living room, she released the levitation spell so that he was caught by the 

sofa, lying half on his left side. She shut and locked the flat door, and cast a locking charm and a 

couple of wards for good measure. Returning to the living room she cast a full ward on the flat. 

Satisfied as she was ever going to be, she gave her full attention to Snape. 

He lay on the sofa with his eyes closed, his breathing shallow and ragged. His facial injuries stood 

out starkly against the unhealthy, grey, tint of his skin. 

She just looked at him, running her hand through her hair, and at a loss as to where to start. Clean 

him up, she assumed, and then find out how badly hurt he was. 

And then work out how… and why… he had ended up on her doorstep. 

Shaking herself, she went into her study, opened the airing cupboard and pulled out a random 

selection of blankets. Closing the door, she returned to the living room and dumped them on the 

floor by the sofa. Without breaking stride, she headed for the kitchen. She dug out a small pewter 

cauldron and filled it with water. Into it she tossed several clean cloths. 

Back in the living room, she put the cauldron next to the blankets. The next thing was to get his 

clothes off. The facial injuries were not pretty, but none of them looked immediately life-

threatening. She was more concerned about the fact that he wasn’t using one arm, and one leg 

didn’t seem able to weight bear. 

She removed his shoes and socks, throwing them to one side, wrinkling her nose again in distaste. 

Then, hesitantly, she bent over him and began to pull up his sweater. He made a small noise of pain 



as the sweater rubbed against his body, and she stopped. As she straightened her glance fell on her 

wand. 

Her wand. 

Hermione felt a wave of shock-fuelled annoyance at herself. 

Remind me again, Miss Granger, why exactly it was that you went to Hogwarts School of 

Witchcraft and Wizardry? 

She picked up her wand, and poised to cast. Then she paused again. This was no time to be… 
squeamish. And anyway, he’d seen her at less than her best. That thought fortified her, and she cast 
the spell. 

“Deshabillus.” 

Snape’s clothes disappeared, leaving him naked on her sofa. 

She could now see the vivid red-black bruises on the right side of his chest. One of them was quite 

clearly the imprint of a boot. She suspected that some of his ribs were broken. Snaking down his 

right hip and leg were deep red score marks - the unmistakable result of one of the various types of 

firebolt spell. Similar marks were visible extending over his left shoulder although his arm was 

trapped under his body. In a couple of places she thought she could see the pale whiteness of bone. 

How in the name of hell had he kept moving with injuries like that, she wondered with a slightly 

disconnected feeling. 

He was beginning to tremble. She didn’t even know if he was aware of what was going on. 
Murmuring a warming charm over him, she pulled one of the blankets off the floor and over his 

lower body. 

Then she knelt by him, and placed her left hand lightly over his bruised ribs. 

Hermione was no medi-witch, and, although her theoretical knowledge was good, her 

actual experience of casting healing spells was no better than average. What was more, she had no 

other supplies in the flat either - no wound cleaning potion, no burn healing paste, nothing that 

would make this any easier for either of them. She was going to have to start from scratch. And, for 

the first time, it occurred to her that she not only had a seriously injured man on her sofa - she had 

a wanted one as well. 

Well, that could be dealt with later - there were currently more pressing concerns. 

She was not very comfortable with the concept of improvisation. She preferred to meticulously 

check, and double check, her calculations, before she tried anything in practice. At the moment, 

however, she didn’t have that luxury. Calling for outside help was obviously not an option. She was 

currently his best, if not only, chance. 



Holding her wand in her other hand she touched it to his skin. At least two of the ribs were broken. 

She was no expert in dating bruises, but they didn’t look very fresh. She could only hope that the 

fact that he had made it as far as the flat meant that none of them had punctured his lungs. Softly, 

she cast a simple Os Reparo - a bone setting charm. Then a healing charm on top, and the marks 

started to fade. 

She heard his breathing ease, as the healing took hold, and realised that she had been holding her 

breath as well. Deliberately, she breathed in and out a couple of times to steady herself. 

Now for the firebolt injuries. 

“I’m going to have to turn you on to your front,” she said, not certain that he could hear her. Well, 

you were supposed to tell people what you were doing to them, weren’t you? “I need to be able to 

see the burns.” 

“I think this may hurt,” she added, unnecessarily. 

She grasped his uninjured shoulder and pulled him so that he was lying on his front. He made a 

noise of pain. She turned his head to one side, so that he could breathe, and wedged a cushion under 

it. She, then, pulled away the blanket covering his legs. Now she could see both places where the 

firebolt spells had impacted - one in the middle of his left shoulder blade, and one near the top of 

his right thigh. 

She shuddered, involuntarily. Ignivivos - living fire - spells were nasty things. From the point of 

impact, tiny burning charms extended under the skin, working their way like little worms, outwards 

and downwards, through flesh, muscle, and eventually bone and internal organs. Left untreated, the 

victim would literally burn slowly to death, unless something essential failed first. Healing the 

burns alone was useless, as the charms just carried on eating away from inside. Maybe not as bad 

as Crucio, but bad enough. 

She wondered who had done this to him. She knew that the Ministry wanted him. Could they have 

done it? She didn’t want to think so. 

So - a threefold healing - point of impact, charms and burns. She really didn’t want to get this 
wrong. Examining his shoulder blade closely, she saw the angry point of yellow light pulsing in the 

wound. She considered her options. The toxic light was the source of the burning charms. So, it had 

to be removed. Leeches would be the remedy of choice, except that she didn’t have any. Or any 
Leeching Elixir. That meant adapting a Leeching Charm, and finding something to neutralise the 

magic that got drawn out. She ran through the list of standard neutralisers in her head. For burning, 

use cold or water. That seemed simple enough. Water, she had. 

She dragged the cauldron of water closer to her, and then pulled one of the cloths out by its four 

corners, scooping up a ball of water with it. Before the water could drain out of the cloth, she 

murmured a Freezing Charm. The cloth full of water became a solid ball of ice. 

“I have to get the main charm out,” she said, hoping that something was getting through to him 

other than sheer pain. “Try to keep still.” 



Carefully, she placed the ice pack over the open wound. He twitched slightly at the contact, and let 

out another low sound. Once he had settled, she cast the charm, hoping that her hasty alterations 

would be effective. He shuddered violently, and suddenly the ice became water under her hand. She 

barely managed to stop herself from hitting the injury, as the resistance was abruptly removed. The 

cloth began to turn an acid shade of green-yellow from the seeping liquid, and she hastily dumped 

it back into the cauldron. It opened up, and yellow swirled into clear, the whole taking on the shade 

of bile. 

Taking a towel, she gently dried around the wound and checked it. It was raw, and weeping, but the 

light had gone. Her hands were trembling a little, and she waited for her heart rate to steady itself. 

One down, one to go, she thought grimly. 

Dumping the poisonous water down the kitchen sink, and replacing it with clean, she braced 

herself, and performed a similar operation on his leg wound. 

After that came the myriad of small enchantments burrowing their way through his nervous system. 

Well, you didn’t spend time in magical laboratories without learning how to deal with an 
assortment of blast and burn injuries. Theoretically, a neutralising charm combined with Finite 

Incantatem should deal with the problem. Hoping that theory translated into practice Hermione cast 

the double spell on Snape’s shoulder. 

At first there was no appreciable change. She put her free hand on his skin next to the entry wound. 

Heat was radiating from his body. She counted slowly, willing it to cool. After an achingly long 

time, his flesh seemed to give up its unnatural burning. Carefully, she explored the areas 

surrounding the weals, checking that the skin temperature had returned to normal. As far as she 

could tell, the charms had been countered successfully. 

Moving down to his leg, she cast the same combination of spells on the second injury. After the 

same, nervy, wait the burning subsided. 

Next step, cleansing. 

Fetching more clean water, and warming it with a charm, she found another cloth, and began, as 

gently as she could, to clean the wounds. He stirred at this, moaning softly in protest. One arm tried 

awkwardly to push her away. 

“Lie still,” she said, trying to sound reassuring. “I know it hurts, but I have to make sure that the 

wounds are clean before I heal them.” 

He mumbled something, and tried to push himself up. 

Hermione put down the cloth, to take him firmly by the shoulders, and restrain him. 

“Professor, don’t struggle…” she started. 



At that, he seemed to resist even more. 

“Please, Professor… let me do this…” Hermione was having to exert a considerable degree of force 

to hold him down, despite his badly weakened condition. 

She would never have imagined that he would be so strong. And calling him Professor seemed to 

increase the agitation. 

She supposed there was a sort of irony in the fact that her ex-potions master was lying naked on her 

sofa, and she was still having to make an effort not to call him Sir. 

She tried again. 

“Severus…,” his given name felt awkward in her mouth, “please trust me. I can’t help you if you 
don’t keep still.” 

Something in that sentence reached him, for he quietened. 

She continued with her careful cleaning of his wounds, her work punctuated with his occasional 

grunts of pain. But he didn’t try to fight against her any more. As she finished with his shoulder, 
and moved on to his leg, she began to specifically notice something that she had registered the fact 

of, but not the implications: he was naked. 

He was more muscular than she would have expected, although he’d carried her easily enough 
when they had been in… that place. At school, the predominant impression had been of billowing, 
black, robes. Without the robes he was… rangy, without being scrawny. Nice back, narrow hips, 

the legs of a runner… the major muscle groups defined without being prominent…. 

And, for the first time, she was aware of the outline of the Dark Mark, stark and ugly on the inside 

of his left forearm. 

Hermione, my girl, what do you think you’re doing? You’re supposed to be healing him, not 
checking him out. 

The thought seemed to violate his privacy in a way that the sight of his physical nakedness hadn’t. 
Feeling uncomfortable, she finished getting the last of the dirt out of the ugly gouges in his leg. 

Finally satisfied, she prepared to heal the actual wounds. This was the easiest part of the healing, 

and the one in which she had most practical experience. Still, she hesitated. What if she hadn’t 
successfully countered the tiny burning charms? What if there was some fragment of the original 

spell still active? Healing him would seal it in. 

Hermione felt a surge of self-doubt as intense as those she had experienced in the shadow reality. 

She had had no chance to check, or research, this cure. She had damned nearly made it up as she 

went along. If she had messed it up, it wouldn’t be a question of bad grades - the man on her sofa 

would die. 



He hand trembled as she held the wand over him. Get a grip, she told herself shakily. He can’t lie 
on your sofa like that, whilst you pull yourself together. She still couldn’t move. 

A soft meow stole into her thoughts. Crookshanks stretched up her leg to pat the top of it, claws in. 

She looked at him, and he meowed again, more urgently. 

“OK,” she whispered, her mouth dry. “Here goes.” 

She touched the tip of her wand to one of the deep tears in the flesh of his back, and muttered the 

words of the healing charm. The flesh began to renew itself, then the wound closed, turned from 

red to pink, and then from pink to a pale, sallowish colour. She repeated the action until all the 

wounds were healed, just leaving pinker traces, here and there, where the deepest injuries had been. 

Snape’s breathing was definitely easier now, and some of the rigid tension had begun to leave his 

body. A shiver ran through him. Hermione murmured a warming charm over him again, and then 

covered him fully with the blankets she had found earlier. On an impulse she went into her 

bedroom, and pulled one of the pillows off her bed. Returning to him, she lifted his head, and 

removed the cushion to replace it with the pillow. 

She had forgotten about the facial injuries, in her concern for the Ignivivos spells. 

Fetching the cloth again, she began to clean his face. The rubbing seemed to rouse him a little, but 

he made no sound of protest. Deftly, she healed the injuries. Snape’s face returned to normal - 
although very pale, and with several days growth of dark stubble on his chin. Gently, she laid his 

head down, and then stood up. 

Mechanically, she put the cloths back in the cauldron of water and took the whole lot out to the 

kitchen. 

Having done that, she found herself back by the sofa, looking at Snape. He seemed to be sleeping 

now, his breathing deep, and regular. She glanced at the clock. Gone midnight. Given what she 

knew about the workings of the Ignivivos spells, if she had made a mistake he wouldn’t survive the 
night. 

Well aware that there was nothing more she could do, she made herself get ready for bed, trying to 

find normality in the usual routine. Once in bed, she tossed and turned, not even comforted by the 

weight of Crookshanks, who was occupying the dead centre of the double bed with an unerring, 

feline, instinct for being in the most inconvenient place possible. 

After about an hour, she gave up. It was near impossible to sleep when you didn’t know whether or 
not the person in the next room was living or dead. Getting out of bed, she pulled the quilt round 

herself, ignoring the indignant squawk from her cat, who was ignominiously deposited on the floor. 

Trailing the bedding, she went into the living room. The room was dark, and she touched a small 

table lamp as she passed it. It lit the room with a soft light - enough to see by, but not enough to 

disturb him if he were asleep. 



Approaching the sofa, she could see that Snape was in the same position that she had left him. As 

she got closer, the rise and fall of his chest reassured her that he was still alive. She seated herself in 

the chair opposite, and watched him for a long time, willing him to keep breathing, praying that she 

had got the cure right. 

However, she could no more relax in the chair than she had been able to in bed. Lack of sleep, 

combined with deep shock and worry, lulled her into a half doze, from which she woke with a start, 

head muzzy, and full of the random, irrational, fears that inhabit the small hours of the morning. 

What if he died whilst she was asleep? Would he know that he had been here? Would he know that 

she had killed him? Would the lonely man ever find peace? 

She pulled herself out of the chair and across the room, to curl up on the floor next to the sofa, 

wrapped in the quilt. She rested her head on the edge of the seat cushions, close enough to his head 

to be directly aware of him. 

This way, if anything happens, I’ll know immediately. 

Listening to his breathing, Hermione eventually fell asleep. 

She woke some time later, with a feeling of heaviness across her shoulders. Her heart gave a lurch, 

as she struggled to identify what it was. Then she realised that he must have moved in the night, 

and his arm had fallen off the sofa, and was resting on her. She was relieved - if he had moved, then 

he surely must be all right. 

She was wondering whether or not she should move it back, when she became aware of a subtle 

change in his breathing. Carefully, so as not to disturb him, she moved so she could see his face. 

His eyes were open, and looking directly at her. 

She didn’t dare say a word. 

“Hermione.” 

Did he say her name, or was it just an exhalation? 

“Are… are you awake?” It was a stupid question, but it was the best she could come up with. 

“I think so.” 

“How are… I mean… are you….” She trailed off. There was no question that she could think of 

that wasn’t even more inane than the previous one. 

His next words shook her profoundly. 

“Am I dead?” 

“No. No, you’re not.” 



“Pity.” 

Hermione felt an odd, twisting, pain in her chest at that. Not knowing how to respond, it was she 

who took refuge in irony. 

“Well, if I’d realised that was how you felt, I wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of trying to heal 
you.” 

She felt him flinch at that, and she barely heard him breathe: 

“I’m sorry.” 

Before she could work out a reply, he removed his arm from her shoulders, and pushed himself 

weakly up on his other elbow, so he could see her more clearly. There was an expression in his 

eyes that she couldn’t quite read. Something not unlike what she’d seen on New Year’s Eve - pain, 

smothered fear, an unexpected vulnerability. And an odd brightness, that could almost be unshed 

tears. 

She moved a hand towards him, hesitantly, and was startled when he caught it in his own. Holding 

it tightly, he raised it, and pressed the back of it to his mouth. 

“Thank you, Hermione,” he whispered. 

She felt the roughness of his lips, and his unshaven cheek against her skin, and her breath caught in 

her throat. She lifted her other hand to touch his face, pushing his dirty, untidy, hair back. 

“You should try to sleep some more,” she said gently. 

She felt his lips twitch against her hand, and she softly drew away as he lay his head back down on 

the pillow. 

She watched as his eyes closed, and his breathing deepened once more. She wanted to touch him 

again, but didn’t dare to, in case she disturbed him. Right now, he needed sleep. 

As did she. Calmer, and more confident that her cure had worked, she dragged the quilt back to her 

bedroom, and collapsed on the bed. Her last conscious realisation, before drifting into a dreamless 

sleep, was that it had not once occurred to her to turn him in. 

********** 

Draco Malfoy threw himself down into the chair, his usual, poised, demeanour distinctly disrupted. 

Across the room, the slender figure of what he, still, could only think of as Professor Snape, 

lounged against a table, and watched him with hooded, sleepy, eyes. 

“I’m hungry,” the man murmured, in his silky voice, so familiar, and yet not. 



Draco shivered, and refused to meet the other man’s gaze. It set too many conflicting feelings 
jangling within him, and whilst no one enjoyed their… games… more than he did, there were more 

important things to consider. 

Like how in hell to get some more of the damned potion. 

His father was getting impatient, and he couldn’t stall forever. 

The events of the previous night had been a bloody fiasco. He slammed his hand onto the arm of 

his chair in frustration. Rising, he began to pace distractedly. 

He had been so near to having the real Snape - the one who could brew the potion. And then the 

Ministry Aurors had intervened, heavy handed as usual, and they had had to disapparate in a hurry. 

Now his… companion… was getting restless for fresh food. Draco could feel the craving, deep in 
the pit of his stomach, a tight knot of desire. He needed it - the pain, the fear, the frantic clinging to 

the last shreds of life - that point when human existence was reduced to the single primeval fight 

for survival. 

To see that flame clearly - and to snuff it out. 

That was what he wanted. 

Half rations, drawn from his own body, would not satisfy his companion for much longer. And 

hunting was difficult now that Snape had been identified. 

He didn’t think that the Ministry actually had Snape. No, his father would have told him if the 

bloody man was in Azkaban. He was probably hiding in some disgusting gutter, somewhere in 

London. It was not as if he had friends to turn to, after all. 

They could search for him, and no doubt they would find him eventually, but that would take time 

and effort. He had nothing personal belonging to the real man to cast a locating spell. Even if he 

could get into Hogwarts without being spotted by Dumbledore, the Ministry would, 

unquestionably, have sealed off the dungeons. No, they would have to find him the hard way. And 

he had neither the time, nor the inclination, to do that. 

Not when there was an alternative. 

Granger. 

He would be willing to bet that, if she had had her hands on the potion, she would have got the 

better part of the way to working out what it was made of. And with some extra… incentive… she 
would be able to complete the analysis. 

Between them, he and his partner should be able to provide that incentive. 



He licked his lips at the thought of the snotty little Mudblood, on her knees in front of him, begging 

him to… stop or continue... he didn’t much care which, as long as she was begging. The thought of 
her at his mercy excited him. 

He would extract delicious revenge for every single time that she had shown him up in class. Every 

time that she, or her idiot friends, had humiliated him, defeated him, or circumvented him. He 

would make her regret every contemptuous glance she had ever sent his way. 

His breathing quickened, and he felt strong hands on his shoulders, massaging, rubbing. 

“I’m hungry,” a languid voice whispered in his ear, sending shocks down his spine. 

He turned into the caress, savouring the savage coldness of it. He tilted his head upward, and 

reached to bury his hand in the lank hair. 

“Feed,” he murmured. 

Strong hands grasped his wrists. Draco was expecting to be pushed to his knees, but instead was 

spun around, and shoved forwards. The edge of the table caught him in the pit of his stomach, and 

he doubled over. His face slammed into the table top, the wood grain rough against his cheek, 

splinters digging in. 

There were hands pulling at his robes, grasping him between the legs, squeezing brutally. Draco 

began to sob, in a mixture of pain and anticipation. He felt coldness enter him, then brief pleasure, 

swiftly spiralling into agony, and then darkness. 

********** 

Severus Snape woke to a feeling of odd disorientation. His last clear recollection was of a firebolt 

hitting him in the back, followed by searing pain. 

Now he was lying, face down, on something soft. He was warm, and there was a curious sensation 

in his body. After a moment, he realised that the sensation was, in fact, the absence of pain. 

Fragments of memory returned. Flight from Hogwarts, living rough, being kicked and a smooth, 

urbane, voice, that he couldn’t place, but which he felt was significant, somehow. And a tall, 
forbidding, familiar, figure. One which raised a disturbing suspicion in his mind. 

Then the Aurors had come. And they had cast firebolts. 

Notwithstanding all of the above, he appeared to be still alive. 

He opened his eyes, and pushed himself up a little. He was appalled at how weak he felt, but there 

appeared to be no other discomfort, save for a slight ache in his shoulder and leg. His surroundings 

looked vaguely familiar in the shadowed daylight, and it took a moment for him to place them. 

Hermione Granger’s flat. 



How in the name of hell had he ended up here? 

It was at that point that he registered that he was naked. 

And how in the name of hell had be ended up like that? 

Piece by piece his mind supplied the missing images. Dragging himself through endless streets. 

Arriving at her door. 

And then random images only. Her voice, gentle, soothing…speaking his name, asking him to trust 
her. The pain gradually fading. And a half-remembered, half-imagined conversation in the darkness 

- a desperate need to prove to himself that she was real, the feel of her skin, her hand touching his 

face and hair… 

She had healed him. 

And thus far, she did not appear to have called the Ministry. 

Too exhausted to deal with the implications of those facts, he pushed them to the back of his mind 

to examine later. 

He swallowed painfully. His mouth was dry, and tasted foul. He needed to get a glass of water. He 

struggled to a sitting position, and pulled the blankets round himself, wondering if he had the 

strength to stand. 

There was a thud, and an indignant meow, and Hermione’s big ginger cat hit the floor, disturbed by 

his movement. He heard a rustle from another room and footsteps. 

“Ah, I see you’re awake again.” 

He couldn’t, for the life of him, think of a thing to say. 

She walked round to sofa, and crouched down in front of him, examining him critically. She was 

wearing loose Muggle clothing, and her hair was pulled back into a ponytail that owed more to 

practicality than style. 

“Well, you look better than you did last night, at any rate.” 

She reached for the blanket, and he instinctively moved back. She paused. 

“I need to see how those firebolt injuries are. I want to check that they’re still clean. 

Slowly, he settled himself back down onto the sofa, and lay tensely, as she pulled the blanket to his 

waist, exposing his back. She perched on the edge of the cushions as she laid her hand gently over 

the place where the injury had been. He felt her fingers explore the skin, probing the muscles with 

the tips. 

Then her hand was gone, and he realised that he had been holding his breath. 



“That seems to be all right,” she said with… was that a hint of relief he detected in her voice? 

She flicked the blanket back over him, and reached for the lower portion. He felt himself tense 

again, and, with an effort, stopped himself flinching away. She seemed to sense it, because she 

paused, her hand resting on the blanket. 

“I need to see the other one as well,” she pointed out softly. 

He nodded into the pillow. He knew that she was right - Ignivivos injuries were too dangerous not 

to be properly healed, but it was taking all his self-control not to push her back. He was acutely 

aware how vulnerable he was. It was something that he normally dealt with by retreating. 

Something that was not currently an option. 

She pulled the blanket to one side. He was grateful for the fact that she only revealed as much of 

his body as she needed to see the injuries. He didn’t think that he could cope with being naked in 
front of her at the moment. 

Again she placed her hand on the point of impact, this time near the top of his right thigh. The same 

careful exploration, and gentle, but firm probing of the muscles. 

Then the blanket was replaced. 

“OK,” she said. He thought he heard a slight tremor in her voice, and then decided that he must 

have imagined it, as she continued briskly, “Can you breathe deeply for me?” 

He did so. 

“Does that hurt?” 

He shook his head into the pillow. He wondered if his voice still worked. 

“Good. Do you hurt anywhere else?” 

He thought about this, and tried to moisten his throat. 

“No,” he managed. 

He remembered his earlier desire for water. 

Could I possibly trouble you for a glass of water? he tried to say. 

“… water…” was what came out. 

Without a word she stood and walked out of his line of sight. 



For a surreal moment he wondered if he had offended her in some way, then she came back with a 

tumbler, and a jug filled with water. Pouring it, she offered him the glass. He hauled himself back 

to a sitting position, and took it from her. 

Carefully he took a sip. He could feel the muscles in his arm cramp with the effort of gripping. He 

clenched his teeth. He was not going to add to this by spilling the water, and having to be fed like a 

baby. He finished the glass, and handed it back to her, trying to control the trembling of his hand. 

If she noticed, she said nothing, just pulled up a small table so that it was next to the sofa, and put 

the glass and jug on it. 

“When did you last eat?” she asked practically. 

He shrugged. 

“I don’t recall exactly.” 

“Well, I think that you need something now.” 

He wanted to protest - more at the fact that she was… fussing… over him, than the fact that he 
wasn’t hungry. Something in her voice, however, suggested that she would not be deflected. The 
same voice that had required an explanation of Hester’s potion. The same voice that had refused to 
leave on New Year’s Eve… 

Meanwhile, she had gone to the dining table, and cast a spell. She returned to him with a tray, 

which now had a bowl of soup and some bread on it. He just looked at it, almost in disbelief. 

“It’s perfectly safe. Believe me, you aren’t ready to try my version of Muggle cooking yet.” 

She had misinterpreted his reaction. But he let it go. 

Making room on the table, she put the tray down. 

“Help yourself.” She paused, looking uncertain now that his immediate needs were dealt with. “I’ll 
be in the other room, sorting some things out. Um… call if you need anything.” 

She disappeared. 

It had been a slow job, but the food and water had made Snape feel considerably better. Finishing, 

he had lain down again and drifted into a surprisingly peaceful sleep. When he woke again it was 

dark, and something out of his vision was providing a muted, restful, light. 

As his eyes focussed, he saw that the tray had been cleared away, and that she was sitting opposite 

him, curled up in the armchair, with Crookshanks on her lap, just watching. At this distance, he 

couldn’t read the expression on her face. 

“How are you feeling now?” she asked quietly. 



He remembered once asking her a similar question. 

“Better,” he said neutrally. 

She nodded. 

They were both silent. He had a fair idea of what might be going through her mind. He shut his 

eyes. 

“I expect you would like an explanation,” he said eventually. 

“Well, I do have a few unanswered questions,” she replied a little dryly. 

Well, what was a bit more information, after what she already knew about him? 

“How much do you know already?” He suspected that Potter had told her something about what 

was going on. 

“I know about the murders. I know that the victims showed the same pattern of brain damage as 

Seamus. I know that someone identified you as being there. I know that you’re on the run from the 
Ministry. I know that they’ve suspended your Licence to Apparate and that the IUMO have a trace 
out on you.” She virtually ticked the points off her fingers. “I don’t know how, or why, you ended 

up on my doorstep.” 

He nodded. 

“The rest is fairly straightforward. I was living rough. It was clear that I wasn’t going to find out 
anything working on my own.” He paused. “I located your flat using Manifesto. The Aurors were 

summoned, but I managed to evade them…” He didn’t feel quite ready to tell her about the other 
two participants in the scene. “I was injured, as you saw, and I managed to get here.” 

That was a very edited version, he thought. Her forehead creased. He had the uncomfortable feeling 

that she knew he was leaving things out. 

“That’s how,” she said eventually. “You haven’t told me why.” 

He hesitated. Could he phrase it to himself, let alone to her? 

“Because,” he said quietly, “you are the only other person who knows about the potion, and who 

might understand what has happened.” 

And because I thought that you might just hear me out before handing me over to the Ministry. 

She nodded. She was obviously framing a question. 

Here it comes, he thought…. the question. 

He was surprised by what she actually asked. 



“So… has someone else managed to recreate the potion?” 

He was silent. It was a fair enough question, given what she knew about the potion, and its effects. 

However, he didn’t think that he would share his suspicions about the nature of the killings with her 

just yet. 

One step at a time, Severus. 

Again, she misread his silence. 

“Well, I know that whatever is killing these people is causing the same sort of damage that 

happened to Seamus,” she started defensively. “We don’t have any more of the potion, but isn’t it a 
reasonable assumption that someone else does?” 

He nodded, and found his voice. 

“Yes, it’s a reasonable assumption.” 

“So, we have to find what’s left of the potion and destroy it.” 

Gods, she made it sound so simple. 

“So who would be likely to have the ability, and the resources to do that…?” She was thinking out 

loud now. “We have to check the Ministry records….” 

We? 

He cut across her. 

“I have to .” 

She blinked, and opened her mouth to speak. He forestalled her. 

“I am a wanted man, Miss Granger. You have placed yourself at significant risk, simply by 

sheltering me. I am the creator of the potion, and, as such, responsible for its consequences. I will 

deal with it.” 

Trust me, if I’m dealing with what I think I am, you don’t want to be anywhere near me. 

Why would she anyway, a treacherous voice whispered. 

He glanced at her. He was surprised by the set look on her face. He continued: 

“If you wish to do anything further, all I would ask is that you find out some information for me. 

You will be able to tell the Ministry that I coerced you into assisting me by some threat of physical 

violence. I leave the exact details to you.” 

She was nodding. He stopped. 



“Have you finished?” 

He blinked at her acid tone. It was worthy of him, he thought irrelevantly. 

“You show up on my doorstep, in the middle of night, half dead. I damned nearly resurrect you, 

and then you calmly inform me that you intend to go and track down this killer single-handedly, out 

of some idea that you’re responsible for his actions, which, by the way, I don’t accept for a 
moment. Has it even occurred to you that the Ministry is tracking you, and you can’t apparate, or 
use magic, without being detected?” She ran her hand over her hair in exasperation. “And you 

accuse me of being Gryffindor.” 

He had obviously made her very angry again. He seemed to have a knack for it. She was impossible 

to fathom. 

“I will manage.” 

Her tone was icily matter of fact. 

“You’ll get caught and sent to Azkaban. That’s what’ll happen.” 

Why would she care about that? 

She was speaking again. 

“Somebody obviously has this potion and is prepared to use it. You need me to find them. I can use 

magic, apparate, and what’s more I have full access to the Ministry library and labs.” 

She was glaring at him, defying him to contradict her. 

“You need me,” she repeated. “You must have known that when you decided to find me. Can’t you 
just accept proper help for once?” 

He was speechless. 

She was right. And he hated it. Hated the fact that he had had to come crawling to her door. Hated 

the surrender of control to her. Hated the fact that she had seen him so hurt and vulnerable. 

Hated the wait he faced until her inevitable betrayal of him. 

There was a tangible silence, and he tried to find the words to respond. Suddenly she broke eye 

contact, and got up hastily, turning away from him. 

“Miss Granger…” he began. 

She whirled to face him. 

“Considering the fact that you nearly died on me last night,” her voice was frayed, “and you are 

now lying naked on my sofa, do you think you could at least bloody well call me Hermione?” 



She strode away from him. He waited for the slam of one or other of the doors, but it didn’t come. 
He pulled himself up, and turned, so that he could see over the back of the sofa. 

She had stopped, leaning on a doorframe. He could see the rigidity of her body from where he was. 

He didn’t know whether talking to her would make things worse or better. 

“Hermione…,” he said carefully. 

She straightened, and turned, and slowly came back towards him. He watched her carefully, utterly 

unable to predict her reaction. 

“I… I’m sorry,” she said slowly, with forced quietness. “I … shouldn’t have spoken to you like 
that.” 

Once again, an unexpected apology. 

She rubbed her forehead wearily. 

“Last night…,” she shook her head. “Last night… when I saw the Ignivivos spells… well, I’m not a 
healer… never have been… I had no idea what to do, except I had to do something, so I guessed.” 

She gave a tight little smile. “Guessing isn’t something I normally do. And I could have wished for 
other circumstances in which to start.” One hand absently reached up to rub the muscles in the 

opposite shoulder. “I didn’t know whether I’d cured you, or killed you.” She shrugged, a little 

diffidently. “I’ve had better nights.” 

Again, she had him off balance. He struggled to respond. 

“I would say that you appear to have cured me.” 

A very ordinary phrase to acknowledge an extraordinary act. 

She had shown him a very little of herself on New Year Eve, but he had been too wrapped in his 

own past to really consider it. Now, it struck him that healing him had taken enormous courage on 

her part, for a number of reasons. He felt an odd ache return to his chest, one that had nothing to do 

with his healed injuries. 

And there was something else. Something that had never once been mentioned by her. 

She was looking at the carpet, arms hugged round herself now - an incongruously young gesture for 

such a capable woman. 

“Hermione,” he tried again. 

She raised her head, but seemed unwilling to meet his gaze. 

“Thank you,” he said simply. 

She looked a little puzzled. 



“For helping you?” she asked slowly. 

For more than that… 

“For not asking me whether or not I killed those people.” 

She came over to him, and sat on the edge of the sofa seat. 

“I can honestly say,” she said softly, “that it never crossed my mind that you had.” 

He had to look away at that. 

She placed her hand gently on his shoulder. 

“There was no reason for you to have. And I don’t think you’re the sort of person who commits 
acts of random brutality.” She paused, and he could almost hear the slight smile in her voice. “But I 

expect that’s just me being very Gryffindor.” 

The combination of warmth, and safety, and healing threatened to overwhelm him. He tensed 

against the wash of emotion, the almost uncontrollable longing to turn, and desperately cling on to 

any source of comfort. 

She was lightly rubbing the top of his shoulder now, not seductively, Gods no, but almost as if she 

was responding to his unspoken thought. He tried to block out the sensation. His throat tightened. 

He wouldnot break down in front of her. He couldn’t bear the thought of her seeing him sobbing 
like a child. He had a nasty feeling that if he started he would never stop. 

He lay there rigid, willing her to leave and praying that she wouldn’t. 

Eventually the movement stopped, although she didn’t remove her hand. 

“I think you probably need to sleep some more,” she said, in a practical tone. 

He was expecting her to leave, when he felt her body pressing warmly against his back. Both of her 

arms snaked round him, and he was clasped in a surprisingly strong hug. Unable to stop himself, he 

pushed back against her, wanting to draw… something… from her. 

Then she released him. 

“Sleep well,” she said quietly. “Help yourself to anything you need.” 

She had gone before he could answer. 

He lay on his back for a long time, watching the ceiling. He wondered, bitterly, why the gods had 

chosen this particular moment to show him something that he could not even allow himself to want, 

let alone ever have. 

********** 



Hermione sat, perched on a lab stool, watching the liquid in front of her slowly filter into the 

opaque bottle. This should be the final stage in the manufacture of the current batch of prototype 

healing potions. The Ministry were constantly seeking better, and more reliable, ways of healing 

people. 

It’s a pity I didn’t have time to do this the other night, she thought wryly. 

She wouldn’t normally do something as basic as checking the filtration process, but her mind was 
still trying to come to terms with recent events. A procedure which was as close to staring into 

space as it was possible to get, whilst still appearing to be working, was just what she needed to 

give herself some time to think. 

Far from being upset that his superior had taken over his job, Cyrus, in fact, was busying himself 

very deliberately on the other side of the lab, further minimising any chance that she might enlist 

his help. She suspected that he had a new girlfriend, and was trying to avoid anything that remotely 

smacked of extra work. For the first time in her life she was grateful for, rather than irritated by, the 

normal student tendency to exist in the lowest possible energy state. 

There was also the question of Professor… him. He had rather tartly suggested that, given the 
circumstances, she should call him Severus. She was not finding that easy. Added to which he had 

been sleeping on her sofa - not even Crookshanks could find anywhere to sleep in the so-called 

second bedroom - for a little over a week now, and she was finding him a most… disconcerting… 
house guest. 

He had withdrawn back into himself since that first day. However, she had conjured some more, 

clean, Muggle clothes for him, and handed him a spare toothbrush, telling him to help himself to 

anything in the bathroom. 

She smiled to herself. She had actually gone to work, but a wicked part of her would have loved to 

have been a fly on the wall, watching Severus Snape making sense of an adult, single, woman’s 
bathroom…. 

To her surprise, he cleaned up reasonably well. Still pale and unprepossessing, but better than she’d 
have expected. Especially his hair. It seemed to get gradually less lank as the week went on. In fact, 

he was really quite fastidious about his personal habits, which made her wonder what exactly he 

had used on his hair at Hogwarts. 

Next had been the sparrow. Rather diffidently, he had explained about Sphinx. Some bacon scraps, 

and a reverse transfiguration later, and the grubby little bird had become a slightly overweight, 

bald, wrinkled creature, who was extremely pleased to see her human again, much to his chagrin. 

Then came the flat itself. Hermione had never really bothered about her home, waving a wand to 

clean it every now and then, but that was about it. On about the third day, she had returned home to 

find her living room tidy. He had shrugged imperturbably, and pointed out acidly that he needed 

space to read, not to mention room to make notes. 



Not only that, but he was the first person ever to make use of her kitchen. She had a few Muggle 

things in there - her mother had been unable to comprehend that Hermione didn’t need anything at 

all in order to make food - so she had a kettle, and a cooker and a refrigerator, all of which were 

pristinely clean, because they were totally unused. When she was hungry she would just find some 

sort of snack, and eat while she worked. Snape, being unable to use magic to prepare food, had to 

do it the long way round, using things that she conjured for him. 

One evening, she found that he had made her a proper meal, telling her, pointedly, that there was no 

point in allowing perfectly good food to rot, simply because she was too lazy to do anything about 

it. 

She knew that part of it was obligation - I pay my debts, Miss Granger - but she was also becoming 

increasingly convinced that he needed to cover any act of thoughtfulness with enough sarcasm to 

preserve his personal cordon sanitaire. 

Do good by stealth, she thought idly. 

To her astonishment, she found that she was actually enjoying his company. He was still, 

sometimes, rather sour, but otherwise was a civilised and undemanding companion, who spoke 

little, and was content to let her occupy herself in the evenings, without expecting any particular 

attention. He listened to what she said, and their few conversations were interesting and 

constructive. Unlike Peter, she thought, who had seemed to regard it as a direct personal insult, if 

she didn’t want to spend every waking moment of her free time being and doing with him… 

If it hadn’t been for the constant mild apprehension that Harry and Ron would unexpectedly drop 

by, or - though she would, at least, get some warning of it - her mother, she would almost have 

been content with the situation. 

The last of the filtrate dripped into the bottle, and she stoppered it tightly. Meticulously she began 

to clean off her equipment. Domestic disorganisation did not extend to the lab. It wasn’t that 
Hermionecouldn’t be tidy - she just didn’t see the point of it when it was not necessary. 

She sighed as she rinsed out the various pieces. Despite the relative harmony of the living 

arrangements, the truth was they were little further forward in their actual researches. As far as the 

enchantment on the talisman was concerned, she had some idea as to the sort of charms that might 

achieve the desired result, when used together, but the actual combination would need to be found 

by trial and error. Unless they were supremely lucky, that would take time. Time which, she 

suspected, they didn’t have. 

Confined to her flat, Snape had scoured the few, available, references and drawn a blank. There 

was the occasional mention of Hester Allworthy, herself, but nothing on her works. It was 

becoming obvious that they would need to look for source material. 

Automatically, she began replacing things in their proper places. She barely acknowledged Cyrus, 

as he slid out of the lab, muttering something about the stock room. Where to start looking? She 

picked up the bottle containing the healing potion and began to twirl it restlessly. Snape had 

mentioned a house… an original cellar… but where would that be? 



Would he know? Doubtless not. Wizards apparated from place to place. They were not noted for 

their grasp of relative geography. 

Hester Allworthy had been captured by Matthew Hopkins… Hopkins…. And then it hit her. 
Matthew Hopkins had been mentioned in Muggle Studies. He was classified as a Muggle crank, 

and, therefore, disregarded. His true identity had been kept secret. Which meant that they were 

looking in the wrong place - they needed to look in Muggle reference works. 

Leaving the potion bottle on the bench, and giving the lab a cursory check, she locked up. She 

strode down the corridor, and fidgeted as she waited, impatiently, for the lift. At the top she 

retrieved her coat from Mrs Gumbleside, who beamed approvingly at the sight of Miss Granger 

taking a half day. 

Emerging into the entrance of the British Library, and closing the nondescript door behind her, she 

turned right, and headed into the library proper. A short while later, she was flicking through a 

small volume entitled A Short History of Witchcraft in Suffolk and Essex. It was written by a 

Muggle, and mostly wildly inaccurate, but it did contain a chapter entitled Matthew Hopkins - The 

Witchfinder General. She skimmed through. It was fairly sketchy. The official story was that 

Hopkins had been a gentlemen, living in Manningtree, in Essex, who had developed an obsession 

with witchcraft. He had devised some fairly lurid ways of proving that several, almost certainly 

harmless, old women were witches, and then had had them burnt. The author of the book seemed to 

think that Hopkins had been three quarters deranged. 

But there was a reference to Hester. Hopkins’ last victim, a single woman, living in a cottage in the 
village of Downham St Cross, a few miles over the Suffolk border. Arrested, charged, convicted, 

and burnt in 1645. 

Snape had said that the cottage was still there. 

She closed the book slowly. Returning it to the desk, she made a brief enquiry about the name of 

Allworthy. 

The woman behind the desk shook her head. 

“Not really something we can help with. Hmm… 1645… you’d want local parish records if you 
want to go that far back. Or the Land Registry might be tell you something about who owned the 

land. Chances are it was some kind of tied cottage - you know - owned by a nobleman, and 

occupied by farm workers or something.” 

Hermione nodded. 

“Hmm… the Land Registry… thank you.” 

The woman smiled. 

“No problem. Nice to actually get some use out my history degree for a change.” 



Musing, Hermione walked away. Making a sudden decision, she slipped into the Ladies toilets. 

Checking there was no one else there, she apparated. 

A moment later she arrived in what, to all intents and purposes, was an empty cupboard. The 

Ministry of Magic and the British Muggle Government had reached a number of secret accords 

over the years. One of them was a high level agreement as to the shared use of knowledge. Just as 

the Ministry had access to undergrounds levels of the British Library, so did it have special access 

to a number of other repositories of information - the Central Registry of Births, Marriages and 

Deaths, the Land Registry, and the Bodleian Library in Oxford, were just some of them. 

Straightening her clothes, Hermione left the cupboard, and stepped into the Restricted Section of 

the Land Registry. 

Amongst the land records for the parish of Downham St Cross, she found a very old, delicate, 

parchment. Seating herself at one of the heavy oak tables, she gingerly unrolled it. It was written in 

the legal Latin of the day, in a tiny cramped hand, the letters of which had faded almost to 

invisibility. Pulling out her wand, she tapped the fragile document, murmuring a translation charm. 

Before her eyes the letters rearranged themselves into familiar words. 

And the shock caused her to very nearly stop breathing. 

And in recompense for his most gracious and valuable service unto our person, whereof we stand 

much indebted, we do grant unto our beloved servant, Jean Etienne Sulpice Montnégre de Malfoi, 

all that manor, land and demesnes situate at and known as Downham Manor in county of Suffolk, 

and further comprising the lands, rents and profits of those several parishes known as St Faith, St 

Cross, St Margaret…. 

There was more, about rights and duties, but Hermione was transfixed on that passage. 

Jean Etienne Sulpice Montnégre de Malfoi. 

Malfoy. 

Hester’s cottage had been owned by the Malfoy family. 

Who else but the Malfoys would have the resources to recreate Hester’s potion? Who else would 
want to? 

Carefully rolling the parchment up again, she replaced it, trying to figure out the implications. 

Certainly, she needed to get back to her flat to tell Prof… Severus… even her mind stumbled on his 
name. 

She hid herself again in the apparition point in the cupboard. She was about to return directly to her 

flat, when she paused. She had spent all day in the lab, and wanted to sort some of this out in her 

own mind first. She decided to apparate to a small alleyway about fifteen minutes walk from her 

flat. The exercise and fresh air would help to clear her head. 



Appearing in the alley, she walked out into Muggle London, her mind preoccupied. 

She did not notice the two silent figures who appeared in the alley just behind her, both tall, one 

dark as night, the other silver blonde. The dark one sniffed the air, and both set off in noiseless 

pursuit. 

********** 

Draco Malfoy couldn’t believe his luck. 

The stupid little Mudblood couldn’t have made it easier for him if she’d walked up to the cottage 
and knocked on the door. 

But no, here she was, strolling blithely through the streets, as if nothing could happen to her. 

She was about to discover her mistake. 

He could feel the rising heat of pursuit, the sharp anticipation of her, trapped and terrified, unable to 

flee, fighting for her life, and the climax when her struggles ceased, and her essence became one 

with his. 

He wondered what guilty thoughts she hid - Potter? Weasley? He shuddered at the thought. Or, 

even, the bratty sister… Jinty was it? 

Ahead of him, his companion picked up the pace, responding to Draco’s thoughts. Or maybe he 
was reacting to the tall man… it was getting increasingly difficult for Draco to distinguish what 
impulses were his, and which ones were driven by the Snape avatar. 

He wasn’t sure that he wanted to examine that too closely. He was coursing with a glorious rush of 

power that he had never before experienced. A power that promised him that he would ultimately 

defeat his father, and be in control. 

Then Lucius would feel what he was capable of… oh yes…. 

Lost in his plans, and breathing heavily, not only from the exertion, he almost cannoned into the 

brooding figure, who had come to a standstill on the pavement. 

“What?” hissed Draco, angry at the distraction. 

The figure looked around and sniffed again, almost like a dog scenting its quarry. 

“Near. She is near.” 

Draco looked around the other man to see her, not thirty yards ahead, on the opposite side of the 

street, examining some kind of stall selling the sort of cheap, gaudy, trinkets that Muggles liked to 

drape over themselves. 



He hissed in frustration. He could see his grand design, taste the rich, dark, promise of domination. 

He could almost touch it. All it needed was her, and she had stopped to go shopping. How could 

she do this to him? He would exact payment for this. 

She was moving on… and stopping again, bending her dark head to look at something else for sale. 
Draco almost moaned aloud. He wanted to drag her off the street, take her there and then. 

“Come.” 

His companion was plucking at his sleeve. 

Tearing his eyes away from the sight of the Mudblood, pawing at some more, useless, Muggle 

garbage, he followed the other man as he moved out of sight. Making their way up the street, 

hidden from sight by the traders, and their paraphernalia, they cautiously overtook her. The Muggle 

stallholders paid them little attention. Then, when her attention was fully elsewhere, they crossed, 

and slid into a dark alleyway, where he cast a muttered Silencio and they waited. 

When she finally did pass their hiding place, he was about ready to explode with the tension. 

He pressed himself deeper into the shadows, concealing himself until the last minute. His eyes 

closed, and he leaned his head against the damp brickwork, as the sensations from the… other 
Snape filled his mind. 

There she was, walking past, confidently - then a touch on her shoulder. The moment of 

startlement, the first pulse of adrenaline through her body. Draco licked his lips. Her head turning. 

Won’t she be surprised when she sees who it is? 

And she was, her eyes widened, and her pupils dilated slightly. But not scared. Not yet. In fact a 

little… irritated. 

“What are you doing here?” 

A pull on her clothing to get her into the alleyway. An odd lack of resistance. 

“All right, I’m coming. This had better be important. It’s not exactly safe for you to be out of the 

flat at the moment.” 

Anger, making her heart beat faster. His own, echoing it. 

Backing her against the wall… she was uncertain now, resisting, but still not scared. 

“What is this about?” More insistent. “Severus!” 

Severus? That was interesting…. 

Touching her warmth. Feeling it seeping from her into him… them…. 



Seeking her lips. Wanting to taste that delicious, intoxicating, fear, to drink from it as it increased, 

spiralling upwards into pure terror. Following her head as it turned away, cheek grazing on the wall 

- the soft brush of a tongue and the coppery tang of blood, taken secondhand. 

Anger. Resistance. Fear. Disgust 

And so the dance to hold on to the light begins, he thought fuzzily. His hands clenched, nails 

digging in to his palms, the faint points of pain keeping him grounded for now. When her pain 

started he would lose himself utterly, he knew it. 

And there was pain. His pain. Experienced through a direct connection. Somehow the little bitch 

had got her wand out, and managed to cast, despite the embrace of the Snape-thing. Damn, but she 

was strong. A savage, cutting, agony sliced through him. He sank to his knees, sobbing, as she shot 

past, too intent on getting out of there to notice him. 

She would pay for that next time as well. 

********** 

Hermione just ran through the streets with the sole objective of getting back to her flat as quickly as 

possible. She was profoundly grateful that Muggles paid little attention to witches in their midst. 

When she finally reached the building, she fumbled with the security lock, too shaken to use magic. 

Once inside, she sank onto the internal staircase, shivering. 

What the hell had all that been about? A week or so of pleasant behaviour, and he tries to grab her 

in an alley? 

And the feel of him… cold, like something long dead. She had felt part of herself draining into him, 
as he had touched her. She thought she would never be warm again, that she would never 

be clean again. 

Was this what it was like to be kissed by a Dementor? 

She shook her head, fighting for control. 

There was something wrong, very wrong, in this. 

In a form of self-defence, she forced her mind to analyse, despite her shuddering body. Apart from 

anything else, he could be back at the flat any minute. She had to decide what she was going to do. 

Remembering his touch, she felt her gorge rise. Yet when she had healed him, he had felt warm… 

Warm… 



That was it. She had touched him, hugged him even, felt his skin. It was nothing like what had 

touched her in the alleyway. It couldn’t have been him. Could it? Surely not…unless he was 
concealing something else from her. Something about the potion… 

Slowly, she pushed herself to her feet, forcing herself up the stairs, before she second-guessed 

herself into complete paralysis. Letting herself in, she shrugged off her coat, dumped it on the floor 

in the hall, and walked into the living room. 

And saw Severus Snape, sitting calmly in an armchair, reading a scroll, with Sphinx on his lap. 

She froze, watching him warily. How the hell had he got here this quickly? And without passing 

her? How could he look so serene? Instinctively, she shook her wand down her sleeve, just in case. 

He looked mildly surprised to see her. 

“I thought you would be later.” 

Hermione didn’t respond. She circled carefully, searching his face for any hint that he 

acknowledged what had happened earlier. There was nothing beyond his usual demeanour, other 

than a slightly puzzled concern. 

“Is there something wrong.” 

She was aware that she was still trembling. 

“Have you lied to me?” 

Damn, her voice was shaking. 

He paused. 

“No,” he eventually said, evenly. “Why do you ask?” 

She ignored the question. 

“Can you apparate?” 

“Not without being detected by the Ministry. I rather thought that Mr Potter had given you the full 

details of my present restrictions.” 

“Where have you been this afternoon?” 

He had put down his scroll, and was looking at her intently now. 

“Why do you ask?” he repeated. 

She could feel the panic rising again, and fought to suppress it. The graze on her face was stinging, 

and she raised a hand to rub at it. Her shivering was getting worse. 



He got up and moved towards her. 

“Stay away from me.” 

He ignored her. 

“Hermione, what happened?” He sounded worried. 

She stared at him for a long time, trying to reach a decision. Her wand was only a flick of the wrist 

away. And, he couldn’t retaliate without the Aurors knowing. Unless, of course, he was lying to her 
about that… in which case she was probably dead…unless… 

Which is it going to be, girl? Is it two faces or a candlestick? You’d better make the right decision 
because the wrong one will kill you. 

Without really intending to, she made eye contact with him. In that split second she was back in 

that other place, with him, looking into her eyes, studying her pupils. And she remembered her 

flash of insight… 

She felt her knees begin to buckle, and he stepped forward quickly, catching her arms to support 

her. She didn’t have the strength to object. Shakily, she let him guide her over to the sofa, and sat, 
fractionally before her legs gave way. She wished she could stop shivering. Hugging her arms 

around herself for warmth as much as comfort, she tried to order her rattled thoughts. 

“I was on my way back from the Ministry… and I decided to walk through the market. Something 
attacked me. It looked like you. I thought it was you.” 

“Evidently.” 

She shrank deeper into herself. She wanted the whole horrid mess to go away. 

“It… touched me,” she started, trying to find a way of explaining. She didn’t see him turn swiftly 
towards her as she spoke. “I felt myself… draining away… I can’t describe it better than that. I 
managed to get my wand out and cast something… a cutting charm, I think… I know you’re not 
supposed to use it on people… and it let me go, and I ran. I got back here, and when I saw you, I … 
I don’t know…” She trailed off. “I’m sorry.” 

She wondered if she would ever be able to stop shaking. 

She was not aware that he had moved at all, but she felt a blanket being draped over her shoulders. 

Convulsively, she pulled it round her. Then, she felt him sit beside her. 

“Hermione,” he said, in the gentlest tone she had ever heard him use, “I think that I am the one who 

owes you an apology.” 



She started to shake her head, but he continued, “Please listen. I have not lied to you. But I....” he 

sounded uncomfortable, “I haven’t told you the whole truth. At least, I have not told you all of what 
I know about what is going on.” 

She shuddered under the blanket. He continued. 

“When we returned I believe… something… came through with us.” He paused, and she heard him 

take a deep breath. “I believe that something has taken on my appearance.” 

She was silent, gathering her thoughts. There were so many questions… pick one at random… 

“How did it manage to get through without touching the talisman?” 

He was silent for so long that she wondered if he was going to answer her at all. Then he spoke. 

“The talisman and the potion are two parts of one enchantment. That enchantment was constructed 

to allow us… humans, that is… to pass between the realities. The active ingredient in the potion 

subtly alters the nature of the one who drinks it, or even touches it, to align his or her essence with 

that other reality. The talisman then opens the gateway. But it requires another element to activate 

the passage… a catalyst if you will. That catalyst is the presence of violent emotion.” 

He was silent again, but Hermione sensed that he hadn’t finished. 

“The beings of that place carry the ability to transfer as part of themselves, and, therefore, have no 

need of the potion. But the gateway must still be activated to allow them to cross over.” Another 

pause. “Hester… and the Dark Lord… both used fear and pain. They were very effective.” 

A sick feeling was coming over Hermione. 

“At the beginning we were arguing in the Museum. I was furious with you. And at the end…” she 

swallowed, “I hated you… I remember it.” She stopped as the implications of it sank in fully. “If I 

had had more control over myself none of this would have happened.” 

“And if I hadn’t made the potion, none of this would have happened either,” he said slightly 

sharply. “Apportioning blame is unlikely to be helpful at this moment.” 

She found his acerbic tone oddly reassuring. Her sense began to reassert itself. 

“I wish you’d told me that before now. I might have been less inclined to follow you - it - into an 

alleyway.” She shook her head. “You know, these are things I needed to know. I am able to handle 

it.” 

“I know. I put you in danger. I’m sorry.” His voice was very low, and, this time, sounded genuinely 

remorseful. He put a hand on her shoulder, rather awkwardly, she thought, as if he was the one who 

didn’t quite know how to handle it. 



She thought that she should try to pull herself together. She made an effort to keep her body still, 

but couldn’t sustain it for more than a few moments. Then she realised that he had asked her 

another question. 

“Hermione.” Still very soft. “How… exactly… did it touch you?” 

She didn’t want to tell him, didn’t want to reveal the sickening intimacy of it. She retreated back 
into herself a little. 

“Please… I need to know how it hurt you.” 

She shut her eyes. She preferred it when he snapped at her. That, at least, was a Snape she 

recognised. This gentle concern was not helping her to regain control. 

“It… kissed me…,” she said eventually, shuddering at the memory. “And it touched me…maybe 
licked me… where I hurt my face…” She wondered at his swift intake of breath. “But not for 

long,” she added hastily. “I managed to break free.” 

“Very few people would have had the strength to resist its touch at all, let alone have the presence 

of mind to fight back effectively.” His voice was matter of fact, but still soft, maybe even a little 

impressed. 

“Will I ever be warm again?” Another disconnected question running round her mind. 

His hand moved from her shoulder to rub her back. 

“Yes. This feeling will pass.” 

The small gesture of comfort was the last straw for Hermione. She crumpled down into herself, and 

began to cry silently. 

He put his arm across her back, supporting her shaking body. She turned into him, half intending to 

tell him she was all right, then realised that his other arm had come up to hold her firmly. His 

warmth began to penetrate her icy coldness a little, and, almost unconsciously, she rested against 

him as her body finally began to calm. 

There was a careful tenderness to his actions that she found curiously touching. Tenderness was not 

a quality that one immediately associated with Severus Snape. 

Although recent events were beginning to show him in rather a different light. 

But before she could sort out the implications of this, her mind told her that there was something 

that she needed to tell him. Pushing herself away from him a little she said: 

“Malfoy.” 

He looked startled at this apparent non-sequitur. She was shaking her head. 



“I have to tell you this. Hester’s cottage was on land that was owned by the Malfoys. I found the 
records at the Muggle Land Registry.” 

He hadn’t released her, but he had gone rigid now. Looking up, she saw that he was paler than 
usual. 

“Malfoy.” He muttered something that sounded to Hermione like a curse. “Of course.” 

Now she was lost. 

“Of course?” 

He sighed. 

“When the Aurors found me and… injured me… as they were attacking, I remember two other 
people there. One of them spoke to me. I recognised the voice, but couldn’t place it.” He paused 

and then added mockingly, “I seem to recall I had just been hit by two firebolts.” 

Hermione decided to make no comment about that. Nor on the fact that there appeared to be yet 

another snippet of information that he hadn’t shared with her. 

“It was Draco Malfoy.” 

“Do you know who the other person was?” asked Hermione. 

“No,” he said guardedly. 

“But you suspect…?” She was pretty certain that there was more. When he didn’t immediately 
answer she pressed him. “Please… if I’m going to be any kind of help you need to 
stop”… protecting me?… she settled for “treating me like an inept first-year.” 

Not strictly accurate, but good enough. 

He nodded, seeming to acknowledge the point. 

“I don’t know, but I suspect that it was the creature that you met in the alleyway.” 

Hermione digested this, and then tensed again as a horrified realisation came to her. 

“Gods,” she whispered. “I thought that thing in the alleyway was you. I asked it what it was doing 

out of the flat. If Malfoy was there… it… they know that you’re here.” 

He let go of her. 

“I have to leave.” 

“We have to leave.” 



He looked as if he was going to protest, but she cut across him with asperity. 

“Don’t start that again. They were after me in that alley, and they’ll turn up here, sooner or later, 

looking for one, or both, of us. When they do, I don’t think they’re going to take ‘Sorry, you’ve just 
missed him’ for an answer, do you?” 

He gave her a very hard look at that, and then just bowed his head. 

“We need to leave immediately,” he said. 

“Agreed.” 

They both got up, Hermione shrugging off the blanket. 

“We should go to Suffolk,” she said. 

He looked quizzically at her. 

“Downham St Cross,” she elaborated. “Hester’s cottage. That’s the only place we stand any chance 
of finding any information about this enchantment. We’ve got to find a way of sending this thing 
back.” 

As she moved briskly past him to gather up some things, she missed the intent gaze he fixed on her 

retreating back. 

********** 

Draco Malfoy and his companion stood on the other side of the street, watching the red-brick 

building that the Muggles called a block of flats. Grubby little rat’s nest, he thought 
contemptuously. Typical bolt hole for that disgusting little Mudblood. Surrounded by swarms of 

her own kind. 

The fury at losing her from the alley had settled into a kind of calm ache, burning in the pit of his 

stomach. Making her suffer was becoming a slow obsession for him. A need which defined his 

current existence. 

He could no longer tell how much of that stemmed from within himself, and how much was 

prompted by the, increasingly urgent, demands of his companion. It had taken a while to recover 

from the unexpected attack earlier. It had never crossed his mind - either of their minds - that she 

would be capable of resisting. The taste of her lingered in Draco’s mind, the memory of the passion 
that she was able to generate. The fear… the blood. He needed her. Or did the other need her? Was 

he able to distinguish? 

It had taken a frustratingly long time to find her hideaway. The other one could sense her - even 

more so after tasting her blood so briefly. But it was weak. It had needed time to recover, and feed 

from Draco, before setting off in pursuit. It needed proper nourishment, and soon. 



There was no sign of movement from the flats. Draco was not bothered about being seen by 

Muggles, but he knew that the Mudblood would feel the presence of the other as well if they got 

too close. That sort of contact left a mark. The two men crossed the road, unhurriedly, and 

approached the street door. A neatly lettered card confirmed that H. Granger lived there. Draco 

smiled and opened the door with a soft Alohomora. 

His companion was becoming agitated, sniffing the air restlessly. 

“She is not here.” 

“Where else would she have gone?” 

“She is not here,” insisted the other, its voice sounding so like Draco’s old potions master. 

Now there was an interesting thought…she had called him Severus…was the little tramp closer to 
Snape than he first thought…? 

He could feel frustration and hunger rising - not his. 

“Patience,” he said, a little thickly. “There may be other food up there for you.” 

They climbed the stairs to the front door. There was no sound. Draco opened the door with a touch 

of his wand, and they entered. 

Inside, it was still, deserted. There wasn’t even a trace of that mangy ginger cat that she liked so 
much. There were unmistakeable signs that it was her flat - her coat hanging up, books and scrolls 

scattered around - but of her there was nothing. And if Snape had ever been there, there was no 

indication of it. 

The other was prowling, tensely. 

“This is her place,” it hissed. “She was here.” 

Draco was checking the other rooms quickly. An untidy bedroom, an even more untidy study room, 

a virtually unused kitchen… nothing. Glancing into the bathroom, he noted that there were two 

toothbrushes on the side of the sink. 

So there has been someone else here…little slut. 

He licked his lips. That information could be quite useful. 

He returned to the main room, to find that the other had gone. The door to the bedroom was wide 

open, and approaching, he saw the gaunt figure standing very still, breathing deeply. 

“This is her place,” it said again, harshly this time. “And there was another here.” 

“Here?” 



“I can feel the wanting.” 

It whirled to face Draco. Its eyes were utterly black, almost without whites. He swallowed, 

suddenly nervous. Anger, frustration and power were roiling inside him. He felt his control 

slipping. 

“You promised,” it said, low and threatening. “You said there would be food. I need food.” 

“There will be,” he said, backing off a little out of instinct, although physical separation would 

mean little to the creature. 

“You are unworthy of her,” it pronounced. “You have failed.” 

The voice sounded so much like Professor Snape at his worst, combined with his own father, than 

Draco flinched painfully. He could feel the contempt, the disgust with his own incompetence, 

searing into him. He fought to justify his actions, as the figure just swept peremptorily past him. 

“There is no one here worthy of my gift,” it said coldly. “I must return.” 

“No, wait…” Draco tried to protest, to cover the fact that he didn’t know how to return the 
creature… 

It fixed him with a glittering empty stare. 

“Find a way,” was its only response. “Now we must go back to her place.” 

The cottage, Draco thought confusedly. It was weak. Where would it get the strength to apparate. 

And then he knew. Coldly, the creature was advancing on him. He felt fear rise up in his throat. 

Fear that belonged to him alone. 

There was no shared power of arousal this time. 

Just pain. 

********** 

Under other circumstances, the sight of Severus Snape, dealing with the Muggle public transport 

system, might have been amusing, thought Hermione. Now, although she felt a lot better for 

actively doingsomething, she still felt a little too rattled to fully appreciate the irony. 

They had left her flat almost as soon as the decision had been made. She had had no idea how badly 

she had injured the other Snape, so they had to assume that they had little time to get away. First, 

though, both Crookshanks and Sphinx were transfigured into birds - Sphinx back into the sparrow, 

and her cat into a rather large starling. If Malfoy and that thing were going to show up at her flat, 

she wasn’t leaving the familiars to bear the brunt of their frustrated rage. She, then, only stopped to 



heal the graze on her cheek, and grab her cloak and her purse, stuffing her entire supply of Muggle 

money into it. 

Snape was still wearing Muggle clothes. He had wanted to object, but she pointed out that robes 

were hardly usual garb in the Muggle world, and they really didn’t want to attract more attention 
than was necessary. As it was, the two of them simply resembled a pair of rather eccentric 

academics. 

The trip from Notting Hill to the main line railway station was not an experience that Hermione 

wanted to repeat in a hurry. As Snape couldn’t apparate, they were forced to use more orthodox 
means of transport. 

Reaching the Underground station, Hermione discreetly tapped the turnstiles twice to let them 

through. Following the crowd they descended into the depths of London. 

Together with what seemed like three quarters of the Muggle population. 

The platform was beyond crowded. There was no room for more people, yet still they pushed on. 

She was shoved, ungently, from behind, bodies physically pressing against her. Fearful of being 

separated from Snape by the crush, she tried to hold on to his sleeve. After she lost her grip on that 

a couple of times, she caught his hand. She thought she saw an odd look cross his face at that, He 

didn’t withdraw, although, otherwise, he was taciturn to the point of discourtesy, glaring at any 
other passenger who barged into him. 

The train arrived, and the mass of humanity carried them into a carriage. They really had no other 

choice. They were virtually held upright by the crowd. Hermione realised that not only did she have 

hold of his hand, but they were now pushed together by the sheer weight of people. 

If Malfoy, and the other Snape, did manage to catch up with them, they wouldn’t be able to do 
anything, she thought. They wouldn’t have the room for one thing. 

The lurch of the train, as it started off, threw her closer against him. She was acutely aware of the 

scent of him, quite distinguishable to her amongst the other bodies. Her own soap, and a trace of 

musk and cypress that must be his alone. She was close enough to feel his heartbeat, and slightly 

shallow breathing. He was tense, that was obvious. It must be the crowd, she thought. Travelling in 

the rush hour in central London was definitely not for the fainthearted. 

There was another jolt as the train took a corner fractionally too fast, and she momentarily lost her 

balance. One of his arms came round her to steady her, and was trapped there by the shifting 

movement of another commuter. He wasn’t looking at her, but neither was he making any attempt 
to remove his hand. 

Being held by him might almost have been a pleasant experience, if it hadn’t been for the other 
people in the carriage, and the corner of a Muggle businessman’s brief case, that was wedged 
painfully in the back of her knee. 



The train careered from station to station, the merciful release of pressure at each stop too brief, as 

the carriages filled up again with people, all fighting to get home. 

Eventually, they arrived at Liverpool Street station - the main Muggle railway line terminus for 

north east London. It seemed as if the entire train emptied there. Snape and Hermione were swept 

along again, as humanity stampeded its way to the exits. She barely had time, or space, to 

surreptitiously tap the turnstiles to let them out. 

They emerged into a wide, high, brightly lit area, also teeming with people running, talking on 

small objects that Hermione identified as mobile phones, eating food or trying to find a quiet corner 

to just sit. It was a mess of noise and confusion. There were shops selling all sorts of things, small 

motorised trolleys everywhere, people shouting, and incomprehensible announcements every few 

minutes. 

Snape was looking almost as disorientated as she had done on her first trip to Diagon Alley. 

Did he never use the Hogwarts Express, she wondered. She also noticed that he had not let go of 

her hand. She pulled on it gently. 

“We need tickets,” she reminded him. 

That seemed to bring him back to himself, as he nodded, and let her tow him along. 

At first, she seemed to be aimlessly wandering, looking at the floor, and then she stopped suddenly, 

almost causing him to cannon into her. Discreetly, she glanced around, and then stooped. When she 

straightened, she was holding two discarded tickets. She moved them along the station concourse 

some more, until they were standing with a loose group of Muggles, who were all gazing at the 

timetable display with the rapt attention that wizards normally reserved for championship 

Quidditch. 

Again, she looked around, and, using Snape’s body to shield her from casual onlookers, she tapped 
the pieces of grubby card with her wand. Instantly, they were transfigured into two valid tickets. 

She looked up briefly at the timetable, and then at the myriad of kiosks between the platforms. 

“We’ve got about 25 minutes before the train,” she said briskly. “Stay here.” 

Choosing the closest kiosk, she bought coffee, rolls and pastries for both of them. Returning to him, 

she handed over the food. 

“Here,” she said. “I doubt if either of us have had much to eat today.” 

With a look that she couldn’t read, he took the proffered food. 

“Thank you.” 

She half waited for the acid remark to follow, but it didn’t. 



“You’re welcome.” 

He sipped the bitter coffee. “You seem very familiar with this… environment. I don’t think I’ve 
been on a railway station since I graduated from Hogwarts.” 

She shrugged. “My parents have never quite got to grips with the concept of me appearing out of 

thin air in their hallway. They prefer to ‘meet me at the station’. I think that way they can convince 
themselves that I’m really a normal girl.” 

He looked at her sharply at that, but before he could pursue the subject, she was touching his arm 

again. 

“Come on,” she said, “they’ve put the platform number up.” 

She was touching him a lot at the moment. He didn’t seem to be objecting. 

Silently, he followed her on to the platform. He did pause, though, when she opened the carriage 

door to get on to the train. 

“First Class?” he said, with surprise in his voice. 

She turned in the doorway to look at him, and saw that his eyes were tinged with amusement for the 

first time in days. She gave a genuine smile. 

“Well, do you want to play standing sardines for the next hour or so, until we get to Manningtree?” 

An answering smile played across his lips. 

“Good point.” 

He should smile more often. It totally changes the way he looks. Then again, I don’t suppose he’s 
had a lot to smile about. 

“Anyway,” she continued, “what’s the point of being able to transfigure tickets, if you can’t get a 
semi-decent journey out of it?” 

“Another good point, Miss Granger.” A twist of irony in his voice, but not a vicious one. 

Great heavens, he was actually teasing her. 

“I know. It’s a shame you can’t still give me house points,” she answered back, enjoying their 

sudden banter. “Now are you getting on the train, or waving me off?” 

He followed her onto the train. 

With unexpected luck, they managed to get single seats opposite one another, which meant that 

they were spared near neighbours. They finished their coffee and food just as the train was pulling 

out of the station. The compartment was still reasonably full, but their fellow passengers seemed to 



be more interested in their newspapers, or electronic gadgets than anything else. She was grateful to 

be out of the hideous crush, and she guessed that he was as well, from the way that he shut his eyes, 

and rested his head back. 

The train moved out into the darkness. At first, she gazed out of the window, watching the lights of 

the stations and houses of north east London pass by. As they moved out of city, the lights grew 

further apart, and she could observe the man opposite her, reflected in the carriage window. The 

motion of the train was hypnotic, and her mind started to drift. 

She still found it hard to reconcile the man she had come to know over the past months with the 

bad-tempered, and often cruel, teacher she remembered from school. Even after it had become clear 

that he, too, was actively working towards the downfall of Voldemort, he had never become 

accessible as a person. 

She wondered now if it had anything to do with his own potions master - if he never wanted anyone 

to feel like that about him, and needed to crush the possibility at the outset. And perhaps he didn’t 
want the responsibility of being anyone’s mentor. Or didn’t feel able to take it, she amended to 
herself. 

But for some reason he had chosen to let her in. 

She couldn’t help but wonder why, but she was grateful that he had. She was beginning to value her 

relationship with him. And not just for the intellectual stimulation either. Although there was no 

denying that it was nice to have someone she could just relax and be herself with, without worrying 

whether she was threatening, or annoying, him. 

No, it was more than that. He was, unquestionably, prickly and undemonstrative, but, when she had 

badly needed it, he had been gentle, showing kindness and tenderness. And he had asked very little 

of her in return. 

Much less than she was prepared to give. 

She tried to think beyond their immediate situation. And realised that, somehow, her vision of the 

future had subtly reshaped itself to include him. 

The insight almost made her laugh out loud. She could picture herself breaking the news to Ron 

and Harry. 

Well guys, the good news is that I think I’ve finally found my ideal partner. The bad news is that it’s 
Professor Snape. 

It was true though. If what she was feeling for him wasn’t love, then it was getting perilously close 
to it. 

Now, she rested her head on the seat back, and shut her eyes. 



It was all well and good that she felt like that, but there was no guarantee that, once this was all 

over, he wouldn’t head off back to Hogwarts, thoroughly relieved to see the back of her. She 

doubted that he had any great expectations of life, after his past experiences. It was more than 

likely that he would just glare at her, and tell her that she was too old to have crushes on teachers. 

The motion of the train was now beginning to make her feel queasy. She was relieved when the 

train guard announced that Manningtree was the next stop. 

********** 

The elderly car bounced its way around hairpin bends and narrow lanes. Snape looked moodily, but 

rather pointlessly, out the window. He could see very little, due both to the night, and the filthy 

state of the glass. By his side, Hermione was quiet, wrapped in her own thoughts, as she had been 

since they had left London. 

The driver had initially tried to engage them in conversation, but had quickly given up in the face 

of blank non-communication from both of them. He knew that he was intrinsically anti-social, but 

he wondered at her. She normally made more of an effort with the niceties. 

He wondered what she was thinking. Since October she had been dragged through an alternate 

reality, found him dying on her doorstep, sheltered a wanted man, been attacked and was now 

running for her life. Not to mention the large chunks of his past history that he had subjected her to. 

It was no wonder she was feeling introspective. She must be counting the hours until he was out of 

her life. 

Although, she did seem to be touching him a lot. 

Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve just noticed the fact that she’s touching you at all. 

There were lights in front of the car now, and it pulled down a long, narrow, street lined with 

houses. Eventually, they came to a stop outside a Muggle public house, which advertised overnight 

accommodation as well. 

“This do you?” asked the driver, a little sulkily. 

Hermione seemed to wake up at that. 

“Um, yes, that’s fine, thank you. How much do we owe you?” 

Whilst she was settling up with the driver, he got out of the car and looked around. The winter air 

was bitter. He could see that there was an open area opposite the pub. It was very dark, and the 

occasional, muted, quack suggested that there was a pond of some sorts. No doubt this was the 

place that Hester Allworthy burned to death over 350 years ago. He didn’t remember it from his 
last visit. But then again, he hadn’t exactly been sightseeing. 

“I think we need to organise a bed for the night, don’t you?” 



He jumped at that, momentarily disconcerted. 

“It’s nearly half past eight. We need somewhere to sleep.” Sounding amused. 

Of course. What did you think she meant, fool. 

He followed her into the pub. 

Inside the cheery décor announced that this was the Rose and Crown, and Your Hosts were Beverly 

and Roger who offered you a Warm Welcome. Hermione seemed to have perked up since getting 

out of the car. She was chatting animatedly to a friendly looking woman behind the bar. Once or 

twice, he caught her gesturing in his direction. 

Then she came over to him, and began to speak rather quickly. 

“They’ve apparently only got one room left. I’m afraid it’s a double, but I thought I’d better say 
yes. I really don’t fancy sleeping in a hedge.” She paused, and he noticed that she was chewing her 

lip again. “I expect we’ll be able to improvise something.” 

For once, he didn’t feel like making her day worse by snapping at her. 

“It’ll be fine,” he said neutrally. 

She nodded, but he noted the look of relief on her face as she turned back to the landlady. He didn’t 
like this situation one little bit, but he couldn’t see an alternative. The prospect of sleeping in a 
hedge didn’t bother him much - he’d slept in worse places - but he couldn’t inflict that on her. Not 
on top of everything else. 

It was bad enough that he had to rely on her to finance everything. When this was over he would at 

least repay her that much, he vowed to himself. 

The landlady had now emerged from behind the bar, and was gesturing for the two of them to 

follow her. As they climbed the narrow, uneven, stairs, she asked cheerfully: 

“So, what brings the two of you to Downham St Cross so late on then?” 

“Oh - the usual things. Delayed trains, missed connections,” answered Hermione. 

The landlady - Beverly he assumed - was nodding sympathetically. Apparently, this all meant 

something to her. 

“Any plans for your stay?” 

Gods, the woman was nosy. 

“Research,” said Hermione vaguely. 



“Ah right. Get a lot of professors here, we do. The church is very historical. You should try to see 

it… right, here we are. No 6. It’s all set up. Any problems, just give me a shout.” 

Beverly unlocked the door, and let them in. 

“Breakfast’s seven till nine, in the bar,” she called, as she headed off back down the stairs. 

He followed Hermione into the room. It was fairly large, and decorated in a sort of pseudo-

traditional Muggle cottage way. It was clean and comfortable, with a wardrobe and a small dressing 

table. There was a chest of drawers by one side of the bed. 

Bed, singular. 

There was only the one, double, bed, but there was a sofa under the window, which looked big 

enough to sleep on. That, at least, was a relief. Hermione, meanwhile, was investigating a door to 

one side. 

“Bathroom,” she said succinctly. 

They looked at each other. She was the first to look away. 

“Are we going to try and find this cottage tonight? Can you remember where it was?” 

He spoke past her. 

“Not clearly. I think it was near the church.” 

“Why don’t we go and have a look around? If nothing else, I could use the fresh air.” 

He nodded. 

They left the room, locking the door behind them. Beverly was engrossed in serving a customer, 

and so they slipped out unnoticed. 

The air was still chill and his jacket did little to warm him. Hermione pulled her cloak around her as 

they walked. He resisted the urge to put his arm across her shoulders. In silence, they walked 

around the…village green he supposed it was. Then he stopped. 

“That seems familiar.” 

Insofar as he could tell anything in the patchily lit darkness. 

There was a twisted hawthorn bush, and, by it, a path led off into the shadows. He felt a prickling 

on the back of his neck. 

Determinedly, Hermione set off on the path. He was more than tempted to tell her that they should 

wait for daylight, but it seemed this was something that she had to do to exorcise the demons of the 

day. So be it. 



Stepping carefully on the uneven ground, they moved out of the lightwash from the village. 

Hermione pulled out her wand, and muttered Lumos. Light spilled out from the end, allowing them 

to see where they were going, To the right, he was aware of the bulk of the church, looming as a 

slightly deeper shadow against the black background. 

As they made their way along the path, he felt a growing sense of oppression and rising 

apprehension. His stomach started to churn, and he was about to draw breath to tell her that this 

was foolish, and they should turn back, when he heard her hiss in annoyance. 

“Wards!” 

He stopped. She turned to him. 

“Wards. And not very subtle ones at that. Malfoy’s no better at charms than he is at potions.” 

He heard the contempt in her voice, and felt a quick rush of shame that she had spotted it before he 

did. Maybe he was beginning to rely on her too much. Discomfort harshened his voice. 

“Well, now we’ve cleared up that little point shall we continue or not.” 

Her chin came up, but she didn’t comment. She just turned back to the path and went on. 

Despite his awareness of the enchantments, the sense of oppression did not appreciably lighten. 

Ahead of them, the light from her wand traced the outlines of a low squat building. 

He knew where they were now. Hester’s cottage. 

He was about to say something when she abruptly stopped, extinguishing the light from her wand. 

“Gods,” she whispered, “it’s in there. I can feel it.” Her voice was full of sudden fear. He moved up 

behind her. She had her hand to her cheek. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s in there. I know it is.” Her voice was shaking, and her body was rigid from the effort of not 

doing likewise. 

He tried to make sense of this. 

“It touched you, tasted your blood. Maybe the connection persists.” 

“Does that mean it can sense me.” 

Did it? 

“Maybe.” 

Her next words astounded him. 



“Come on.” She moved forward. 

“Hermione…” 

“No.” Her voice was shaky, but firm. “I have to know whether it really is there, or if this is another 

of Malfoy’s little tricks. I have to see it.” 

Not trusting himself to reply sensibly to this, he followed her. The path skirted the side, and then 

round to the back, of the house. At one point, it drew sufficiently close for them to see through one 

of the downstairs windows. Hermione sheltered herself in the hedge as much as she could, and 

peered in. Moments later, she had dropped down again. 

“Oh dear Gods,” she whispered, her voice full of disgust. 

Wondering what she had seen, he took her place at the window. And felt something deep within 

him freeze. 

Inside was a long, low ceilinged, room. There was a fire, and a pair of armchairs, together with a 

long, bare, wooden table. 

He could see Draco Malfoy. Silver blonde hair, perfect features as he remembered. But he now had 

the air of someone suffering from a long fever. His skin was stretched over the bone, to near 

transparency. His eyes were outlined by rings so dark that they could almost be bruises. His eyes 

burned with unholy brightness. He looked as if something was consuming him from the inside out. 

And the other man. Tall, sour, frightening. Lank greasy hair, sallow skin, ugly features. Cold, 

fathomless eyes, full of cruelty and contempt. A creature of crawling filth. Hard, pitiless, 

unbending, sadistic, murdering…. 

Him. 

He knew what it was. And she had mistaken it for him. 

Oh gods. 

As he watched, Malfoy sank to his knees in front of it… him… leaning his head forward. 

Suppressing the urge to vomit, he was about to turn away, when the creature glanced up and 

around, sniffing the air, like a dog scenting quarry. 

It knows we’re here. 

The danger reactivated his frozen limbs. 

“We have to go now,” he said flatly. 



Mercifully, she didn’t choose to argue. This time it was him pulling her along the narrow path, 
trying to put as much space between himself and that other, trying not to acknowledge the terrified 

sickness in his gut. 

When they spilled back into the village lights by the hawthorn bush, he felt himself slowed by her. 

She was looking at him, closely. He wondered if the terror showed in his eyes. He hoped not. 

Finally, she spoke. 

“I don’t think I want to explain to Beverly why you’ve just rushed in to her pub like a madman.” 

She was right, of course. Forcing himself back under control, he nodded. In silence once more, they 

returned to the Rose and Crown. 

Once up in the room, he sank heavily onto the bed, shrugging off his jacket and kicking off his 

shoes and socks. She was quiet for a long time. He closed his eyes, trying to blank out the thought 

that that was how people… she… saw him. Trying to will away the image of himself, feeding from 
Draco Malfoy. 

Remembering why he loathed the Death Eaters. 

Fighting down the reawakened fear. 

“I’m going to have a bath.” Her calm statement penetrated the fog surrounding his mind. 

“I’ll sort out the sofa,” he answered. 

He heard the bathroom door close, and the water begin to run. 

********** 

Emerging from the bath a short while later, Hermione felt distinctly more grounded. The hot water 

had gone a long way to settling her nerves, and allowing her space to think. 

It was also fortunate, she thought, that she was still able to do magic, as they had not exactly had 

time to pack. She hoped that Crookshanks and Sphinx were managing to fend for themselves. She 

was beginning to feel a sneaking fondness for the quaint little bald creature, who had attached 

herself to Snape. 

A fondness not only for the cat… 

She ran her hand through her hair, gone slightly frizzy from the humidity of the bathroom, and 

sighed. Once she left that room, she was going to have to deal with him. 

What he had seen in the cottage had obviously deeply disturbed him. She had never seen such a 

look of uncontrolled fear in his eyes before. It had badly unnerved her. Up until then she had 

believed, somehow, that he knew what was going on, and could deal with it - even if he was rather 



selective in what he told her. For the first time, it occurred to her that he was finding this as difficult 

as she. 

And he was even more reluctant than she was to ask for help and support. 

There was no denying that she had fallen for an exceptionally difficult and complex man. 

Good move, Hermione. 

She conjured a bath robe and wrapped it around her, tying it at the waist. She ran her fingers 

through her hair again, promising herself that she would deal with it properly in the morning. For 

the moment, she just wanted to try to find some kind of resolution to the day. 

Opening the door, she emerged into the main room. It was lit by one small lamp, and in the half 

light she could see Snape, still sitting on the bed, his head bowed into his hands. He appeared to 

have made no move towards rearranging the sofa. 

Something about his posture made her pause. He was so obviously in pain. Helplessly, she realised 

that she had no idea what to do or say that might reach him. 

She padded on bare feet around the bed. He didn’t move. His jacket was crumpled on the floor at 
his feet. 

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked cautiously. 

He didn’t answer, and she wondered if he’d even heard her. Then: 

“Is that really how I am?” 

The question was low and pained, and she wanted to be certain that she understood exactly what he 

was asking. 

“What do you mean? Is what how you are?” 

“Like that…thing. Is it really a true reflection of me?” Almost despairing. 

“No. No, of course not.” 

She was at a total loss as to how to deal with this. There was something almost broken about him. 

Gods, please let me not say the wrong thing…. 

“You thought it was me in the alley.” 

Damn, she hadn’t thought her mistake would affect him this deeply. 

“I was startled… I wasn’t expecting you to have an evil double.” 



He didn’t respond to her attempt at irony. 

“And in the flat…?” 

She put as much conviction into her tone as she could muster. “I was badly frightened, and I didn’t 
know what was going on. For all I knew, the potion could have had some side effect of lowering 

core body temperature or something…” 

It sounded weak even to her own ears, but she was struggling to connect with him. Struggling to 

pull him back from whatever darkness was gripping him. 

“Why did you do it?” 

Another non-sequitur. This time, though, he anticipated the next question. 

“Save my life, before you ask.” Harsh and bitter. 

“Why did you tell me about your childhood?” she countered. One of the questions that had been 

troubling her on the train. 

He shifted a little at that. Again, he was silent so long that she thought that he wasn’t going to 
answer. When he finally did reply, his voice was heavy with self-hatred. 

“Because you asked. Because, astonishing as it may seem, even I get tired of people believing that I 

bite the heads off live babies every morning before class.” She winced. There was no trace of 

humour in his tone. “I thought that, just for once, I’d like to be despised for the truth, rather than for 
the rumour.” 

This has to stop. Now. 

She sat down beside him on the bed, and laid a hand on his shoulder. He flinched at the touch, as if 

she had hit him. 

“I don’t despise you at all,” she said quietly. “I know you weren’t very happy to see me in your 
office, but since this started you’ve been…,” …gentle, tender, loving… “kind. Without you, I’d 
probably be dead now.” 

He stood up at that, abruptly shaking her hand off, and strode over to the curtained window. 

“Without me,” he said acidly, “you wouldn’t ever have been in any danger at all.” 

She rose and walked slowly over to him, uncertain as to what to say next. As she came up behind 

him, he swiftly turned, nearly overbalancing her. She stumbled slightly and he grasped her upper 

arms to steady her. 

She was near enough to him to feel the warmth of his body, and to catch the faint trace of his 

familiar, yet alien, scent. Her throat tightened. He didn’t release her arms. She looked up at his face 



and met his gaze. She saw pain and fear - and something else, that caused her stomach to contract 

with a delicious apprehension. 

Please Gods, don’t say I’m reading this wrong…. 

She reached a hand towards him, laying it on his chest. She felt him draw breath under her touch. 

Slowly, she slid her hand up to rest on his shoulder. He was absolutely still, motionless with an 

intensity that made her heart beat faster. Then, without warning, he moved to pull her to him, his 

lips crushing hers with a ferocity that startled her. 

His kiss was an odd mixture of passion and inexperience. It was fierce and ungentle, and just a little 

bit clumsy. She wondered in that moment, just how many opportunities with women he had 

actually had. Few, she guessed, with a pang. 

As if sensing her thoughts he pulled away from her as roughly as he had embraced her. Pushing 

past without looking at her, he returned to sit on the bed, burying his head in his hands again. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he repeated, voice muffled. “That was unforgivable….” 

Hermione touched her slightly bruised lips gently with her fingertips. She looked at his hunched, 

defensive form. 

He looks like he thinks I’m going to attack him. Maybe he does. 

She made a decision and took a step towards him. Her intellect was telling her, quite firmly, that 

what she was about to do was unwise at best, and would probably have disastrous consequences. 

However, deep inside, she had an instinctive, calm, certainty that this was absolutely right. He 

needed it. Hell, she needed it, never mind him…. 

And, right now, they both desperately needed each other…. 

Reaching the bed, she sat down on it, very close to him, and slid an arm across the back of his 

shoulders. 

“Severus,” she said, very softly. 

He tensed, but didn’t reply. She began to stroke his back. 

“Severus,” she repeated, “look at me.” 

He slowly straightened, but would not meet her gaze. 

She reached across with her other hand to cup his face. Turning it towards her, she smiled into his 

wary eyes. 

“Like this,” she murmured, and then leant forward to place her lips on his, probing at his mouth 

very gently with her tongue. 



In contrast to his earlier behaviour, his response was hesitant, letting her lead as the kiss deepened. 

His arms came round her to hold her awkwardly. She felt a tight knot begin to build in her stomach, 

as he rubbed her back uncertainly. Gradually, she felt him begin to relax under her hands, and, 

without breaking contact ,she pulled him down on the bed with her. 

She had had more expert lovers. Peter, whilst not beginning to understand her mind, had at least 

known what he was doing physically. But he had never come close to the raw unfinished passion of 

this man. And she was finding that the idea of guiding him, exciting him, showing him what 

excited her - that was arousing her far more than finesse ever had. 

With one hand, she pulled Snape’s shirt out of his trousers, and began to deftly undo the buttons. 
He let out soft gasps, as her fingers brushed his skin, finally pushing his shirt fully open and trailing 

across the bare flesh. He gave a small sob as her fingertips caressed his nipples. Moving her mouth 

away from his, she kissed softly down the side of his neck and across his chest, pausing to run her 

tongue around each nipple in turn. He brought his hands up and buried them in her hair, choking 

out her name, raggedly. 

She was deliciously aware of the hardness in his trousers against her body. 

She was now aching to be touched, but he seemed reluctant to do so. She pushed herself up a little 

and undid the belt, so that the robe swung open and he could see her. His eyes fixed on her body in 

an expression of almost disbelieving wonder. It brought a lump to her throat, and she took one of 

his hands and placed it over her breast, so he could feel the nipple hard against his palm. He cupped 

it as though it would break. Gently, she covered his hand with hers, guiding him, showing him what 

she liked. Hesitantly, he began to explore her. 

He had beautiful hands, she thought dreamily. Fine boned, soft and strangely delicate, moving 

slowly over her body. His shy uncertainty only heightened her desire. His hands made their way 

down her belly to the top of her thighs, and then she felt him pause. 

“It’s OK,” she whispered. “I like being touched there.” 

His fingers brushed over her thighs, a little awkwardly. Again, she covered his hand with hers, and 

slid them both between her legs. She felt his intake of breath as he touched her intimate place, 

cautiously moving his fingers along her folds, now slick and wet with desire. His touch gradually 

became more confident, and she began to gasp in pleasure. She cried out when he found her nub, 

and he stopped quickly. 

“No, don’t stop, go on,” she managed to say, although her mind was now spinning. 

Responding to her, he found her entrance and slipped a finger inside her, and she felt her peripheral 

vision begin to shut down. Vaguely, she thought that this hadn’t been what she intended - she had 

wanted to bring him with her - and then all thought ceased, and she distantly heard herself crying 

his name as the world coalesced in a point of light. 



When awareness returned, she realised that he was watching her with that same focussed stillness. 

She stretched out to stroke his chest. His shuddering breath made her smile. Her touch became 

firmer, tracing circles around his nipples, arcing down the outline of his muscles. He shut his eyes. 

Her hand reached the top of his trousers and then rubbed down across his crotch. He moaned softly, 

as she undid the zipper. Instinctively, he lifted his hips so she could pull his trousers and boxers 

down, kicking them off. Once free, she stroked her fingers up the length of him, savouring the 

hardness, feeling him buck gently under her caresses. He was very close to the edge. Rolling over 

on to her back, she put her hand on his hip, pulling him with her and into place. 

To her surprise, he just lay there against her for a moment, then he raised himself to look at her 

beneath him. 

“You are… incredible…,” he breathed. 

Hermione felt the lump return to her throat. No one had ever looked at her like that, spoken to her 

like that, in that tone of… awe. 

“Kiss me,” she whispered, half choked. 

His kiss was passionate and hungry. Putting her hands on his hips, she guided him into her 

wordlessly. He entered her… carefully was the only word, as if he was still unsure. He thrust 

tentatively at first, and then with an urgency that bordered on desperation. She rocked her hips 

against his movements, and he made inarticulate sounds deep in his throat. She gloried in the feel 

of him deep within her. He had controlled himself for so long, in order to pleasure her, that it was 

only a short while before she felt his body go rigid. 

He called out her name, as he spilled himself into her. 

He collapsed on top of her, shaking, burying his face in her neck. She held him as his shuddering 

breaths subsided, soothing him, stroking his hair. As he slowly calmed, a languid, sleepy, feeling 

came over her and, with it, the desire to just curl up against him and doze. She reached out to pull 

the quilt over the two of them, and the movement disturbed him. 

“Hermione?” 

“Just reorganising the bedding, love. Nothing to worry about.” 

Somehow, they managed to get themselves under the quilt. She snuggled up to him, and was 

surprised to find that he was tense again. 

Does the man know how to relax? 

“Hermione?” Sounding uncertain, incongruously young. 

“Hmm?” 



“It’s been… a long while… for me.” A pause. “Did I hurt you?” 

She felt the prick of tears again. 

“No. Gods, no. It was… amazing.” 

She wondered at the fresh shudder that ran through his body. She held him tighter, and he 

responded with a fierce embrace. She began to drift off again. 

“You have nothing to worry about, believe me,” she repeated sleepily. “I love you.” 

********** 

END OF PART 3 

THE OTHER SIDE OF DARKNESS 

PART 4 

Severus Snape returned to reluctant consciousness from one of the best dreams that he could ever 

remember having. He had been alone with a beautiful woman. She had taken him to her, kissed 

him, caressed him, embraced him… enfolded him within her. He had felt warm, safe… loved, 
even…. A rare moment of absolute peace. It had been so real that he could remember the smell of 
her skin, the taste of her lips, the heavy satin of her hair. He could hear her gentle, melodious, 

voice, telling him that she loved him. The loss of her was tangible. 

If he concentrated hard enough, he could still imagine that she was holding him, head nestled in the 

crook of his shoulder, arm resting heavy across his chest. Her scent lingered in his nostrils, he could 

feel the warm brush of her breath as she exhaled…. 

He couldn’t hold on to the dream, and, with a familiar sense of resignation, extended his awareness 
into his body, and out into full wakefulness. 

To realise, with an emotion that fell somewhere between shock and disbelief, that he hadn’t been 
dreaming. Or, at least, there was a head resting on his shoulder, and an arm flung across his chest, 

and they were both firmly attached to a woman. A woman who was curled up against him, like a 

sleeping cat. Moreover, they were both naked. 

The events of the previous night slammed themselves back into his recall. 

Gods. 

The cottage and that… thing. 

Trying to kiss her… he suppressed a shudder, as he remembered grabbing at her. 

And then her coming to him. Kissing him. And more…. 



He closed his eyes, once more willing himself to be asleep, but this time for different reasons. 

How could he have allowed this to happen? The turmoil he had been in, after the visit to  the 

cottage, was no excuse. To have lost control so badly - to have been so needy in front of her that 

she had taken him to bed out of pity…. 

What other explanation could there be? 

Gods. 

He felt queasy. 

And he thought he had heard her say that she loved him. 

Don’t be ridiculous, fool. Why, in hell’s name, would she say something like that to you? 

And yet, he wanted … needed …. 

He needed to get this business over and finished, and to get back to Hogwarts, and his life there. He 

needed to be away from this tiny little village with its twee little Muggle pub, and its historic 

Muggle church, and its resident psychopathic killer complete with mind -sucking sidekick. 

He needed to get away from the thing that wore his face, from the woman still in his arms, from all 

the painful, conflicting, emotional demands that this situation was putting on him. 

Careless of the sleeping figure beside him, he sat up, threw off the quilt, stood up and  grabbed his 

discarded clothing. Ignoring the sleepy question from the bed, he headed for the bathroom, and 

firmly locked the door. 

There was a choice of bath or shower. Not a morning for prolonged reflection. He turned the 

shower on. Glancing round, he noted that she had conjured some basic toiletries. Picking up the 

soap, he climbed into the shower. It was at quite a comfortable temperature. He turned up the water 

until it was hot to the point of pain, and began to soap himself with unnecessary violence. He 

scrubbed the lather through his hair, with the vague thought that he might, at least, erase her scent 

from him. But it was the soap she had used the night before. The hot water merely intensified the 

familiar smell, and made him ache all the more. 

Snarling under his breath, he spun the temperature control around. The water sputtered from a 

moment, and then abruptly became arctic. He gasped at the shock of the unrelenting, freezing, jet 

hitting his skin. Grimly, he sluiced the soap from his body. 

Stepping from the shower, he rubbed himself off with a towel. Her clothes were there too, neatly 

folded - unexpected tidiness from the woman who, normally, simply dumped things as the mood 

took her. Turning, so he could see neither the clothes, nor his face in the mirror, he got dressed. 

He finished up, and was about to return to the bedroom, when he stopped with his hand on the door 

handle, uncertain of his reception, or how he was going to handle it. And she was probably feeling 



just as bad as he was, if not worse, he told himself bitterly. After all, how did you come to terms 

with the fact that sympathy had led you to fuck, not only a former teacher, but possibly the most 

hateful one that Hogwarts had ever employed? 

He shivered as the vision of the other drifted across his memory. 

He shook it away. Cool detachment, that was what was needed. That was what he was good at. Not 

excursions into the complexities of human interaction. 

And, whilst he knew that she hadn’t acted out of anything other than pity, that she had never told 
him she loved him - as long as he didn’t hear the words from her lips… I’m sorry, it was a 
mistake… he could at least hold on to the dream… 

Normally ruthlessly honest, this time he pushed down the question of what he would do if she had 

said those words and meant them…. 

He opened the door. 

********** 

Hermione was disturbed out of sleep by Snape’s abrupt departure towards the bathroom. She had 
mumbled a question but he hadn’t replied. When she heard the water running, she guessed that he 
was showering. Fair enough, she thought, he hadn’t had a chance the night before. 

The night before. 

She rolled over on to her back to face the ceiling, as she listened to him moving about the 

bathroom. Minutely, she examined the yellowing artex. What was his reaction to her going to be? 

Last night, it had been unmistakeable. As had been hers.  From that perspective, she had no cause 

for regrets at all. A slight smile played over her lips at the memory. 

But what now? 

Should she have initiated it in the first place? He was not a man who easily let others take the lead. 

Acting on instinct, it had seemed the right thing to do. In the cold light of day, she was not so sure. 

Their situation was complicated enough without adding this to it. Her smile faded, and she felt a 

familiar apprehension rise. 

At that moment, the door to the bathroom opened and Snape emerged, fully dressed, hair wet, and 

roughly smoothed back. She pulled the bedclothes around her, and watched him carefully. He 

stalked round the bed to the window, without saying anything, and twitched the curtains aside, 

studying the street below. His body was rigid with disapproval. 

“I fail to see how lying in bed will assist in furthering our knowledge of the situation,” he said 

coldly, without turning. 



Hermione flinched, and was glad that he couldn’t see it. Whilst she had expected some reserve 
from him, his glacial tone shook her. It was as if the man who had looked at her like she was 

something unbelievably precious, who had touched her so shyly, and so intensely, who had 

shuddered in her arms as he took comfort from her - as if he had just ceased to exist. Worse… had 
never been there. 

Blinking back tears, she fumbled among the covers for her bathrobe. She was damned if she was 

going to cry in front of him again. Pulling it on, she slid out of bed, and headed for the bathroom. 

She didn’t intend to have a shower - in any case, there were no dry towels, and she hated using 

damp ones. Taking a little longer than was strictly necessary to clean her teeth, tidy herself up, and 

get dressed, she fought to get herself under some kind of control. 

It was obvious that he had sounded the note for what was to follow. Everything about him - his 

voice, his demeanour -  clearly announced that he did not welcome the intrusion into his privacy 

that the previous night represented. 

Fair enough. If that’s his decision. 

A half memory filtered back in to her mind. Curling up against him, warm and safe. Words of love 

murmured in sleepy contentment. 

Oh Gods. She hadn’t, had she? She couldn’t have…. 

Well, she wasn’t about to go chasing after someone who obviously didn’t want her. At least, not 
want in any meaningful sense of the word.  She didn’t intend to call him on it either, despite their 

earlier skirmishes. Those had merely been unwarranted and hurtful remarks. This time was very 

different  There was no way she could face laying herself open to the sort of damage he would 

inevitably inflict. She would rather cut her losses and get out as soon as possible. 

And if she had said anything… unwise… to him last night he either hadn’t heard, or wasn’t 
acknowledging, it. Her heart clenched. 

Come on, girl, show some backbone. Pride is about all you’ve got to work with at the moment. 

She consciously straightened her spine. Dressed, she felt a little less vulnerable to him. 

Determinedly, she returned to the bedroom. 

He was still staring, moodily, out of the window. She checked the clock. It was eight fifteen. 

Breakfast was still being served in the bar. She struggled to make her voice as cold as his. 

“I have no intention of furthering my knowledge of anything on an empty stomach. I’m going 
downstairs to eat.” 

Steeling herself, she walked behind him and out of the door. She didn’t look to see if he was 
following her. 



Breakfast together had entirely too many implications of intimacy to be anything approaching 

comfortable. Snape had followed her, albeit not so closely that she could slam the door in his face, 

and she would have been very tempted. They ate their way through their food in silence, Hermione 

preferring to do without marmalade and salt, rather than ask Snape to pass it. She didn’t feel up to 
conversation, and he could never be described as chatty, even on a good day. It was a chilly and 

uncommunicative meal. 

After they had eaten, they fetched their coats and went out to find Hester’s cottage in the daylight. 
Studiously ignoring the man by her side, Hermione carried out a rather deliberate survey of the 

village. It was a village, indistinguishable from any other village in that part of England. Originally 

built with the wealth of the wool merchants - riches which disappeared rather abruptly with the 

introduction of cheaper, and more practical, cotton - it was an odd mixture of ancient and modern. 

The pub, and the houses surrounding the green, were obviously original - whitewashed walls, with 

low thatched eaves. The outskirts - in particular the road they had driven the previous day -  faded 

out into nineteen-thirties’ bungalows, and a disconnected cluster of council houses. As well as the 
pub, the village boasted a small post office and general store, a bus stop bearing an out of date 

timetable, and something that called itself The Rose Cottage Tea Rooms. As they passed, Hermione 

could see that the windows were heavily shuttered and it bore the handwritten sign, Closed for 

Annual Holidays. She imagined the owners working all summer, to spend the most dismal three 

months of the year in sunny Tenerife. 

It managed to be both picturesque and deeply depressing at the same time - in other words, a 

traditional English village. 

She sighed. 

If Snape heard her, he gave no sign of it. 

The watery, winter, sun showed that the green did, indeed, have a pond, currently inhabited by 

some rather forlorn looking ducks. They quacked, half-heartedly, in the direction of the two 

pedestrians, as if they were hoping for food, but held out little hope. Snape didn’t even glance at 
them. Hermione felt an odd surge of empathy - despite her confident stride, bedraggled pretty much 

summed up the way she was feeling at the moment. 

They were approaching the pathway leading to Hester’s cottage. In the daylight, they could see that 
the local council had, helpfully, put up a little green sign that read Public Footpath. Something they 

had missed in the dark. 

If they had waited for the morning they would have had considerably less trouble, she thought 

ruefully. And they would probably not have seen Malfoy and the … other. And the later events of 
last night would never have happened. 

She shook her head in irritation. She really had to get some kind of focus before they got to the 

cottage. Malfoy and his companion were dangerous and she needed her wits about her. 



Snape had paused at the entrance to the path, seeming almost uncertain. Some part of her 

acknowledged that to face that creature again must be very difficult for him. Another, more deeply 

injured, part of her felt an uncomfortable pleasure at the approaching confrontation. 

He was looking at her, his expression closed. 

“If you wish to remove yourself from this situation, this will be your last chance,” he said flatly, 

brutally, as he set off down the path. 

Stung, she opened her mouth to snap, and then shut it again as something occurred to her. She 

opened her mouth to call to him, and then hesitated on his name. 

Well, he could go hang before she’d call him Professor Snape. 

“Severus,” she said, in as neutral a tone as she could muster. 

He halted about ten yards from her, but did not turn. 

“Come along, if you’re coming.” Cold. Acid. 

“Wait a moment, there’s something we need to settle.” Again, she was fighting to keep her voice 

even, not to match him edge for edge. 

He turned, with obvious reluctance, and folded his arms, glaring at her. 

“I’d rather not have to shout.” That was a little better, she thought. 

Pointedly, he moved back towards her, so she could speak quietly. 

“Make it brief,” he instructed, proximity by no means softening his tone. “This is hardly the time or 

the place for an open debate.” 

She struggled to find words to say what was on her mind, a sufficiently neutral phrasing. 

“This thing,” she began, cautiously, evenly, “you say that it feeds on strong emotion…” 

A flicker passed across his face at that, understanding, mixed with a hint of consternation perhaps. 

He was being cold and cruel, but he wasn’t stupid. He had the point. 

“Maybe,” she continued carefully, “if we could, perhaps, try to avoid… um… unnecessary 
antagonism….” 

He seemed to her to be struggling with something, deep inside him. 

“Very well,” he said curtly, but neutrally, and turned on his heel. 

This time, Hermione followed him. 



The light rendered the path less physically hazardous than the night before, but the same sense of 

oppression stole over her. She felt her throat tighten, and her heart rate increase. She told herself 

not to be silly - she had worked out last night that this was Draco Malfoy’s way of discouraging 
unwanted visitors. But, then again, last night she hadn’t been on spitting terms with Snape. His 
back was in front of her, rigid and controlled. To distract herself, Hermione began to analyse the 

exact nature of the wards. 

They were fairly simple - as they were bound to be if Malfoy was responsible. A Cooling Charm to 

lower the temperature, a localised Density Charm to generate that feeling of oppression and an 

Apprehension Charm for obvious reasons. A reasonably bright first year could have managed it. 

There was something else too, she mused thoughtfully. Something that raised a prickle on the back 

of her neck. She hadn’t felt it the night before. Maybe Malfoy had increased his security since that 
thing had sensed them. It didn’t seem to provoke a physiological reaction other than that slight 
tingle. In fact, now she came to think of it, that tingle extended beyond her neck. Her whole body 

was edgy, and there was a sudden sting on her cheek, where she had grazed it on the wall in the 

alley. 

She froze. 

“Severus,” she hissed urgently, all thoughts of the tension between them pushed out of her mind for 

the time being. 

Something in her tone must have reached him, because this time he turned and came straight back 

to her. 

Without waiting for him to enquire, she launched in: 

“It… they… whatever, know we’re here.” 

“What makes you think that?” His expression was sceptical, but his tone was neutral. 

“The wards are different.” He raised an eyebrow. She fought down annoyance. “Look, I was trying 

to identify the different charms that Malfoy used…,” he was looking closely at her, “… just as a 
way of… um… settling my mind… and I realised that there’s one that wasn’t there last night.” 

“Go on.” 

Well at least he was listening, and that last remark was almost spontaneous. 

“It’s not as obvious as the others. It’s more a prickling, or that feeling you get just before a storm.” 

“I felt nothing.” A statement, rather than a challenge. 

“I think…,” she hesitated, reluctant to stir the memories, “I think it might be specifically directed at 

me.” 



“You have a reason for this belief, I assume?” 

“My cheek began to sting. Where it… touched me.” 

He nodded briefly. 

“I see.” 

Here it comes, she thought, mentally bracing herself. But he didn’t attack her for her arrogance in 
believing that she was the focus of the creature’s desires. 

“Then we should assume that it already knows that we are close, and is preparing for our arrival.” 

Hermione did not find that exactly reassuring. 

“Maybe we should try a different approach,” she suggested, attempting to re-establish some control 

over what was going on. 

“Your suggestion?” 

“Um…. I don’t want to be caught out here. How about going through the churchyard, and seeing if 

we can get an idea of what they’re doing from there?” 

He made no comment, just looking at her with that hooded expression she remembered so well 

from class. 

Well, Snape might have reverted to type, but she had been through too much recently to regress to 

being a deferential pupil. Ignoring his scrutiny, she challenged him, as evenly as she could. 

“I really don’t think that standing on the path is the safest place to be right now. Is it the church, or 

do you have another idea?” 

“Church,” he said non-committally. 

Returning to the start of the path, they turned left and entered the churchyard by a small wicket 

gate. 

The area surrounding the church was the usual, haphazard, mess of stones of varying ages. Some 

new, some old, some leaning at a crazy angle and others, lying in the grass, or half-propped against 

their neighbours. Most of the inscriptions were so eroded, or slimed up with lichen, that they were 

illegible. Here and there were placed larger tombs, evidently constructed by the more well-to-do of 

the village worthies over the years. The upkeep of the various graves similarly varied. Some were 

obviously tended regularly, others were barely visible under a tangle of weeds and brambles. They 

edged their way through the obstacles to the south wall of the church, and paused in the lee of a 

buttress. 



Snape had an odd look of distaste on his face. Not contempt, more aversion. Curious, she thought, 

considering the sorts of things that he habitually kept in his classroom. 

“I suppose that all this is… familiar… to you,” he gestured, disdainfully, at the graveyard. “Ornate 

buildings. Buried bodies.” 

Again, a strange response from a man who lived in one of the biggest, and most elaborate,  castles 

in the world, and one, moreover, which contained more than its fair share of dead people. Albeit 

that most of the Hogwarts dead still actively participated in life. 

“Well, in a way,” she responded cautiously. “I used to go to church with my parents at Christmas 

and Easter. It was just one of those things that you did. And most people are cremated, not buried, 

these days. Pretty much all of these are old. Why do you ask?” 

The question was out before she could remember that they were barely on speaking terms. She 

waited edgily. 

“The old tradition does not believe in confining the spirit, either before or after death,” was his 

eventual response. It didn’t invite further enquiry, but neither did it flay her to the bone. 

Well, at least he seemed to be honouring the truce. 

She had never really stopped to think about his philosophical beliefs. It might be worth reading 

round the subject when they got back…. 

She was drawn from her speculation by his sudden movement. Cat-like, he was moving along the 

south wall. She followed him, and they paused by the final buttress. There was a plain-ish, wooden, 

door in the church wall beside them, incongruously small for the scale of the building. From there, 

she had a clear view of the front of Hester’s cottage. 

It was a long, low, building, with overhanging thatch. In the daylight, it could be seen that the walls 

were punctuated with small, many-paned, windows, set well back into the thick masonry. There 

was little about the cottage to distinguish it for good or ill. The whitewash was fairly clean, the 

hedge was reasonably tidy and neatly trimmed, and the thatch was well maintained. There was 

nothing incongruous, or out of place - nothing to draw any attention one way or the other. 

Snape was gazing at it intently, but if there was movement inside, she couldn’t see it from here. 

Another, unpleasant, thought occurred to her. 

“Severus,” she said wondering how exactly to phrase this. He didn’t respond, but she carried on 
anyway. “That thing… um… doesn’t it have to eat?” 

That got his attention for some reason. 

“After all, it tried to feed on me in the alleyway, but it didn’t succeed. So, isn’t it going to be 
hungry? It’ll have to go out eventually, and get something….” 



She trailed off. She had made it sound like popping up to the post office for a loaf of bread. 

Snape did not appear to have noticed. He had gone pale, and Hermione remembered that he never 

had told her exactly what he had seen, when he looked through the window. She roundly cursed 

that part of her that still wanted to reach out to him in support and comfort. 

His eyes met hers, and for a brief moment she saw the haunted look of the previous night, before 

the expression closed again. 

So, he is still in there. Just buried too deeply to emerge at the moment. 

The thought steadied her, and she held his gaze firmly. 

“The… creature will need to feed,” he confirmed flatly. “At the moment it is surviving on…,” he 

stopped, and she thought she saw him physically flinch, “… Malfoy.” 

The implications of that were more than she wanted to contemplate at that moment. She shuddered. 

“How long can that go on for?” she asked after a moment. 

“As long it chooses to leave Malfoy alive,” was the blunt answer. 

She was considering that, when she felt a sudden flash of panic. Pain flared in her face. She was 

about to say something, but his arm slammed her into the door. She hissed, as the door knob caught 

her in the back. She was about to protest, when he said: 

“They’ve left the cottage. They’re coming this way.” 

There was absolutely no possibility of making it across the graveyard without being seen. 

Hermione shook her wand down her sleeve, and tapped on the door behind her, muttering 

Alohomora. The door swung open, relieving the uncomfortable pressure on her kidney. They both 

slipped inside, and she used her wand to lock the door again. 

They were in a dark, low, room, which also seemed to be too small for the building. It contained a 

desk, and a cupboard the size of a large wardrobe. It felt slightly damp and smelt of stale clothes. 

The surfaces were littered with various sorts of ecclesiastical books, giving no indication that 

anyone used them with any regularity. A stone staircase led off one corner. 

Without discussion, Hermione made for it, Snape following her. She wondered about that until she 

remembered that she was the only one who could safely use magic. He had a certain incentive to 

remain reasonably close to her. 

He must really hate that, she thought with a flash of insight, quickly repressed. Insight or no, she 

was still angry with him for his earlier attitude. 

At the top of the steps was another locked door. Hermione dealt with this one as easily as the last 

one. It opened into the main body of the church. 



It was like many of the churches that her parents had taken her to during her childhood. It had a 

high ceiling, rows of uncomfortable looking pews, and the walls were decorated with mournful 

paintings of religious virtue, mostly in shades of brown. Here and there, someone had tried, 

unsuccessfully, to lighten the mood with brightly coloured banners and children’s paintings. It was 
gloomy, the only light source coming through the assortment of stained glass and clear windows. 

The maker of the windows had had something of a passion for crimson, and the winter sun fell into 

the building in splotches reminiscent of watery blood. The stale, chill dampness extended up here. 

She was willing to bet that it was still cold, even with the heating full on. 

Snape looked distinctly uncomfortable. 

“Is it outside?” he said brusquely, his voice taking on eerie resonances in the cavernous space. 

She nodded. The last time she had encountered the thing, she had been surprised and unprepared. 

She wasn’t about to let it take the advantage this time. She began to study the memorial plaques 
attached to the walls as a distraction, and to focus her mind. 

Snape approached her, but did not look at her directly. 

“We have an interesting situation, it seems.” His voice sounded rather brittle. “It knows that we are 

in here. We know that it is out there. Something of a stand off.” 

“Fascinating,” she agreed, with a splinter of irony. 

The rattle of the main church door echoed through the building like a book being dropped. 

Hermione froze, and noted that Snape did as well. Then, as one, they headed down towards the 

altar. It was a large wooden table, covered by heavy damask hanging. She dived underneath, and 

held the cloth up for Snape to follow. 

With only a slight hesitation, he did so. She cast a concealment charm around them - it would fool 

Malfoy: she was less certain about the other - and they waited tensely. 

There was just about enough room for the two of them under there, but he still seemed to be pulled 

into himself, avoiding any form of contact with her. She was too busy trying to sense where the 

other was to feel more than a passing hurt…irritation…. 

Then, it was in the building. She could feel it searching. Her cheek was burning at its presence. She 

closed her eyes, breathing deeply, trying to still the rising panic, control the shivering that was 

threatening to start, willing it to go away. She had fought it last time, she would fight it again…. 

It could sense her… smell her… but the sense was blurred. It wanted her, to taste her deeply, to 
absorb her, to feast on her… but it couldn’t quite find her, somehow. She felt it reach to her, trying 

to coax her out with a promise of safety and comfort. She was hurt. She didn’t deserve to be hurt 
like that. The one who had hurt her was wrong. It would take that away from her. 

She would fight it… 



She could feel her pain and anger intensifying in the wash of that insidious encouragement. He 

didn’t have the right to treat her like that. She was clever. She was strong. She was beautiful. He 
should value her. He should respect her. He should worship her…. 

Fight it… 

And that would happen. It would give her that power. Power beyond anything she could dream of. 

She would crush those who would thwart her, who would see her less than she really was. No one 

would ever push her away, cheapen her, again. Those who hurt her would suffer. 

He would suffer. 

All she had to do was let it have that tiny, little, part of her that no one else wanted… her self. 

Such a small price… 

Fight… 

Hermione tried to find a way of blocking her mind, of evading the seductive tendrils seeking to 

attach themselves to the buried doubts and fears swirling in her mind. Struggled not to want the 

vision of herself powerful, invulnerable, invincible. 

She could only form one conscious word in her mind. 

No. 

No. No. No. No. No. 

And then, interweaving, was another voice. A high, whining, intrusive voice complaining that there 

was nothing in here but things left by Muggles to bolster up their stupid superstitions. The voice 

wanted to leave, but the presence wanted to stay. Stay with her. 

Irritation. The voice knew what it wanted as well. It wanted food. The presence could not get food 

without the voice. The voice was weak and unworthy, but the presence had to rely on it. After the 

food, the presence would be strong, and then it would find her, and they would join in ecstasy, such 

as she had never known. 

The sense of the presence receded and Hermione became aware of her surroundings once more. 

She was curled up in a ball with her arms clasped tightly around her knees, tears streaming down 

her cheeks. Deep in the pit of her stomach was an almost overwhelming desire to vomit. She was 

being supported by a strong arm around her shoulders, keeping her upright. 

Snape. Again. 

She fought the urge to push him away. If he didn’t want her that was fine, but no more of these 
unexpected gestures of support. She was too strung out to deal with the inconsistency. 



With an effort, she forced down the rising bile, and made her body stop rocking. As she stilled, he 

let his arm drop. After an achingly long time, there was a clang, and then quiet. 

Waiting until she was sure she could speak without her voice cracking, she said, “It’s gone.” 

Thankfully, he didn’t ask if she was sure. 

Painfully, she released her knees and crawled out from under the altar. She was aching and strained 

all over. She rubbed the tears off her cheeks, and sniffed, wondering if there were any tissues in the 

building. Devoid of the desire to search, she blew her nose on the damask altar cloth, suppressing 

the reflexive childhood urge to mutter an apology to the Almighty. 

Hugging her arms round her, she walked up the side of the church to get her circulation back, 

determined not to collapse with the shakes this time, telling herself to keep looking at the memorial 

plaques. She had dutifully read two, barely seeing them, when she was brought up short by a 

painful blow to the shin. 

Looking down, she saw a low tomb, very elaborate, and fashioned out of black marble. The top of 

it was no higher than her knee, which explained why she had overlooked it before. It was wreathed 

about with entwined vines, fruit, and another motif, which despite being completely abstract, made 

her stomach twist again with nausea. The top of the tomb was, likewise, covered in a pattern that 

seemed to consist of various types of plant. She was about to look away when a sort of shift took 

place in her mind. In the way that a random assortment of figures suddenly clarifies to reveal the 

underlying pattern, the vegetation seemed to coalesce into another design. 

A snake entwined around a circled M. 

She knelt to see the inscription more clearly. She read it out loud. 

“This is the tomb of Dorothea Allworthy Montnégre de Malfoi - 1620 - 1698. Requiescat in 

obscurum.” 

“May she rest in darkness,” translated Snape softly behind her. Then, in a brisker tone. “Grossly 

over ornate, and utterly tasteless. Classic Malfoy.” 

Dorothea Allworthy Montnégre de Malfoi. 

Hester’s daughter. It couldn’t be anyone else. Died at the age of 78 - an extraordinary lifespan in 

seventeenth century England. A witch, clearly. Married a Malfoy. No wonder the thing sought out 

Draco. He was practically its heir. 

Something else troubled her. 

“Why would there be a Malfoy tomb here, of all places?” she mused aloud. 

“Who knows,” said Snape sourly. “Knowing the Malfoys I suspect they were hedging their bets. 

They were ever lovers of the grandiose, and this was probably their way of throwing a sop to the 



local establishment, just in case it could ever be useful to them. I doubt that Dorothea is even in 

there.” 

Hermione shook her head and stood up. She needed to get out, to escape the pervasive defilement 

left by the creature. 

“I suppose we should go and take a look at the cottage, whilst we’ve got the chance,” she stated, 

infusing her tone with as much confidence as she could muster. 

Snape nodded, and they headed for the main door. 

Just before she cast the spell to open it again, he spoke abruptly. 

“I thought you would prefer it to falling into that thing’s sight.” 

The moment under the altar table. 

She was still too shaken by the encounter with the creature to trust herself to reply. 

She just nodded and they left. 

********** 

The fresh air was a welcome shock to Snape after the oppressive damp of the Muggle church. He 

didn’t like them. He found them too restricting, too circumscribed, too insistent on that way or no 
way. 

He was also grateful to be able to put some distance between himself and Hermione. 

The girl had been hurt by his attitude this morning, that much had been obvious. And, he noticed, 

that she was again fighting to keep it from him. And there were moments, when she was thinking of 

something else, that the chill left her voice, and he could imagine that last night had never 

happened. 

Better that it should be so. 

But he was still shaken by the encounter with the other in the church. Not so much its presence, 

although that had been bad enough, but the effect that it had had on her. It had  clearly directed its 

will against her. And the astonishing fact was that she had managed to summon the courage to 

fight, folded into herself, oblivious to him, or anything else. 

He had listened to her, the repeated No a plea barely louder than breath. 

Of course, it would want her. It might find a use for his petty corruption, but it would be irresistibly 

drawn to her strength. To the power offered by the perversion of good to its own purpose. 

He wondered what it had offered her. What she had refused. 



He had told her that he had held her to prevent her from falling, and so he had - in a way. But that 

wasn’t the whole truth. He had wanted in some way to support her, to offer something to her. Not 

to let her struggle alone. 

She had barely responded to him as they left the building. 

Yes, much better that it should be so. 

She had, unknowingly, succeeded in awakening something, deep inside him. A possibility that 

scared him too much to look at, other than obliquely. And he had deliberately pushed her away to 

protect himself from that feeling. 

He had never claimed to be a nice person. 

She was stalking a few paces in front of him now, intent on Hester’s cottage. Her body language 
was as rigid and rejecting as he had ever seen it. Suppressing his thoughts with the ruthlessness of 

long practice, he followed her to the far side of the churchyard. 

She was examining the front door of the cottage as he closed the metal gate behind him. Coming up 

behind her, he stopped at a safe distance, and said: 

“I assume that it is warded.” 

“Yes,” she said, without turning. 

She drew her wand, obviously preparing to cast. He interrupted her before she could say anything. 

“Do you really think that is wise?” 

This time she did face him. Her expression was closed and her eyes were angry. 

“That thing knows we are here,” she explained, in a measured voice. For an instant he heard an 

echo of his own tone, when explaining something obvious to an obtuse class. “Concealing our 

presence is pointless. On that basis, I would have thought we should opt for speed. I have no idea 

how long it’s going to take Draco to find suitable… food…. I don’t want to be here when they get 
back.” 

Not just her. 

He nodded curtly, trying to not to feel that he should have seen that for himself. She had returned 

her attention to the door. 

“I can’t detect anything particularly complex here.” She raised her wand again. “Alohomora.” 

The door swung open. 

“Of course,” she continued, for all the world as if she was giving him a tutorial, “I expect that the 

various detecting charms are now fully registering our presence.” 



She stepped over the threshold before he could say anything. Perversely discomfited that she had 

preceded him, Snape followed. He labelled the feeling annoyance, without examining it too closely. 

The layout of the interior was familiar, both from the previous evening, and that first visit so many 

years ago. There was very little furniture, even less than he, himself, possessed. Doors led off the 

room, to bedrooms and a bathroom, as he recalled. The room extended beyond the living area into 

what, for want of a better term, could be called a kitchen. It contained an enamel sink and an 

elderly cooker. Both were chipped and dirty, and didn’t look as if they had been recently used. 

Opposite was a large cupboard, with one door missing. The long, wooden, table was still bare, and 

he could see that the rough top showed clear signs of being regularly scrubbed. The edge nearest 

the centre of the room was cut and jagged, as if a sharp blade had been driven into it repeatedly. He 

didn’t want to think about the sort of use the table might have seen. 

There were no signs of occupation, human or otherwise. 

At the far end was a door, roughly painted white, with a gate latch on it. 

He watched, as Hermione passed through the kitchen, with a brief glance of distaste, and began to 

peer carefully at the white door. 

He swung his gaze away from her, and found himself looking at the fireplace, now cold. The chairs 

were in the same positions as he remembered. He shivered. 

Himself, standing in front of the blazing fire. Draco Malfoy, on his knees… leaning in… hungry… 
empty… 

“Severus…” 

Her voice brought him back to himself. His stomach lurched, and he breathed deeply through his 

mouth to quieten the nausea. 

He turned. She had come away from the door, and was looking at him with an expression that he 

couldn’t quite place. Reluctant concern might be closest to it. 

“What?” he said rather sharply. Pushing her away again. 

She looked as if she was going to ask a question, but then decided better of it. 

“The door off the kitchen leads to the cellars.” 

“I know.” Again sharp. She ignored it. 

“It’s warded, but apparently no more so than the front door.” 

He nodded. She seemed to be waiting for something. A rather tense silence fell between them. 

Snape began to feel uneasy under her scrutiny. 



“Was there something else?” He couldn’t quite bring himself to say her name. “I understood you to 

be in some haste.” 

A flash of irritation, and she looked away. 

“It seems rather easy, wouldn’t you say?” she said carefully. “Given that there might be something 

valuable down there, I would have thought that Malfoy would have set a better guard on it.” 

He opened his mouth to snap at her again, and felt the will to do so drain away. It was a sensible 

observation. And, under the circumstances, she had a right to a sensible response. He shut his eyes, 

feeling tired again, wanting, yet again, to be out of the place, out of the situation. 

“Severus…” Her voice again. This time with a distinct edge of worry, mixed with exasperation. 

“What is going on? Is there something else you haven’t told me?” 

He shook his head. 

“If Hester’s original work is down there, then the wards up here are mainly for show,” he said, 

sidestepping her question. He continued, more out of an impulse to stop her enquiring further. ““I 

was working on the potion at Lucius Malfoy’s family home in France. Shortly after I had to stop, I 
gather that the writings … ah…left… his possession. They were lost, to all intents and purposes. 

However, Hester’s works have a strong affinity for this place. I suspect they somehow returned to 
the place she created for them.” 

Hermione digested this. 

“So, they’re likely to be concealed, and protected. Can you find them, and get past the protection?” 

She was entitled to honesty on this point, at least. 

“I don’t know,” he said finally, as flatly as he knew how, not wishing to pursue the discussion. 

She seemed to accept that, although she looked as if she wanted to object. 

“Shall we get on with it?” he suggested curtly, forestalling any further conversation. 

After a moment she turned and went back to the cellar door. Snape followed close behind her. This 

time she wasn’t going to go plunging in, if he could help it. If Draco Malfoy had left any surprises 

down there they were likely to be nasty and unsubtle, but reasonably simple. If Hester Allworthy 

had left any traps, then they were in trouble. 

Tapping the door with her wand Hermione muttered a few words under her breath and the door 

swung open. 

Before she could take the first steps down there he said: “Wait.” 

“We’re in a hurry, remember,” she said tartly, not pausing. 



He reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder to restrain her. She froze as if he had slapped her. 

He made an effort to modify his tone of voice. 

“Let me go first.” She didn’t move. “Please.” 

He thought for a moment that she was going to shake off his hand. Then, she took a pace back. 

“As you wish,” she said neutrally. 

She had only given a little ground, and he found himself uncomfortably close to her, as he moved 

past. He caught the faint scent of her soap, and now he couldn’t avoid noticing  that her eyes were 

reddened from her distress in the church. Despite his attempts at distancing himself, the sight still 

made his throat tighten. He opened his mouth, half intending to say something… anything… but 
before he could, she had turned away, to  give him room to move freely. 

He took one step down the stone stairs, and then paused as the enclosed well was suddenly 

illuminated. 

“Alternatively, I could just let you break your neck,” commented Hermione, acidly, from behind 

him. 

It sounded like she had given the option some consideration. He supposed he couldn’t really 
criticise her for that. 

Carefully, they both descended the stairs. 

The cellar ran the whole length of the house, with stone pillars supporting the weight of the 

building above. Pillars, together with some strategically placed charms, Snape suspected. He had 

never been much concerned with the mechanics of these things. The light from Hermione’s wand 
threw the contents of the cellar into relief, as she emerged from the stairs behind him. 

This showed more obvious signs that someone lived there. There was a workbench, upon which 

stood various items of equipment related to potion making - flasks, stands, jars. Malfoy appeared to 

have left a grubby red handkerchief lying there as well. There was another fireplace, roughly under 

where the upstairs one would be, also cold, but this one contained a cauldron. There were some 

bookcases, upon which a number of books and scrolls were rather haphazardly scattered. 

Like a moth to a flame, Hermione moved towards the books. Snape would have smiled at that, if 

the situation between them hadn’t been quite so uncomfortable. He constantly forgot how single 

minded she could be when in pursuit of something. 

He didn’t have time to follow that line of thought, as she had returned to him, a mildly disgusted 
look on her face. 

“Nothing useful over there. Basic manuals, standard reference works. He’s even got his Magical 
Drafts and Potions from the first year.” The contempt in her tone was obvious. This time Snape’s 



mouth actually twitched, despite himself. Fortunately she didn’t notice, already heading for the 
fireplace. 

He moved over to the workbench, unable to prevent himself from casting a professional eye over it. 

The scattered disorganisation of it caused him to growl in irritation. 

“It’s at times like this I wonder why I bother teaching at all,” he remarked sourly to himself. 

“You shouldn’t have encouraged him with all those extra house points,” came the swift rejoinder. 

He looked up, quickly enough to catch the changing expression on her face. She had been absorbed 

in her study of the cauldron and obviously spoken without thinking. Her face was now carefully 

schooled, but he hadn’t missed her sudden apprehension about his reaction. He winced inwardly, 
and looked away. 

He was handling this badly, even by his standards. 

He picked up the red cloth and examined it. It was stiff with some sort of dried liquid, and appeared 

to have shards of glass embedded in it. He sniffed it gingerly. The smell was familiar. 

“This cloth was soaked with Hester’s potion,” he announced flatly. 

“Malfoy has a sample?” asked Hermione, turning away from the cauldron. Was it his imagination 

or could he detect an edge of relief to her voice that the subject had changed. 

Snape cast his eye over the bench. Now the contempt was his. 

“Well, he has a potion soaked piece of cloth. I see no signs that he has been able to replicate any 

quantity of the potion, even as far as determining the base ingredients.” 

“Certainly not if the cauldron is anything to go by,” agreed Hermione. “And,” she added, “I think 

that if Malfoy had any of the base he would have used it to enhance his own abilities, never mind 

the… other… properties.” 

Snape nodded. That was undeniably true. The Malfoy he had seen the night before had not looked 

like someone with increased physical and magical capacity. 

Hermione came over to him, to look dubiously at the cloth. Cautiously, she reached out and 

touched it with one finger. She jerked back as if it had burnt her. She shuddered. 

“I can feel it,” she whispered, touching her hand to her cheek where it had been grazed. 

Snape quashed his rising sense of nausea. The other had tasted her blood. She was now as sensitive 

to it, as it was to her. 

How had she found the strength to resist it? 

Meanwhile, Hermione had turned quickly away from the bench. 



“So where would she have hidden it then?” 

He didn’t even pretend to misunderstand the non-sequitur. 

“A good question.” He began to pace, examining the walls of the cellar. 

It made sense that the woman’s works would be here somewhere. The … creature… had returned 
here - to her place - not to Malfoy’s castle. Draco Malfoy had sought to extract the secret of the 

potion here. Hester exerted a powerful pull on those entwined with her, whether by blood or shared 

evil. 

He wondered if that applied to him as well. 

“So, if they’re here, they’re hidden,” she stated. “Presumably, too well for Draco to find.” 

They began to search. They examined scratches on the walls, cracks and chips in the mortar, 

jointing along the vaults, unevennesses in the flagstone floor, as swiftly as they could whilst being 

as thorough as possible. Snape felt his eyes begin to blur with the strain of peering for microscopic 

clues to the mind of a madwoman. 

He began to be possessed with a strange sense of unreality. He was in the cellar of a house 

belonging to a man he loathed, trying the unearth the remains of a past that he had spent a 

significant number of years determinedly burying. He was accompanied by a former pupil, who had 

little reason to even like him, let alone do… what she had done… for him. 

He stood up, easing off his back. 

“Come on Hester, you evil old witch,” he muttered. “What have you done with the damned things.” 

Hermione looked up at that. She had had no more success that he. 

“It must have been something very precious to her,” she remarked. “Something she wanted to be 

certain wasn’t found by anyone she didn’t want.” 

“I wonder why Malfoy chose to put her in a cottage here rather than in France,” he wondered aloud, 

more for something to distract his mind, than in any expectation of a response. He was surprised, 

when Hermione answered. 

“Maybe he was living here at the time.” 

He looked at her suddenly. 

“Malfoy owned another house here?” 

“More than a house. A manor and about five or six parishes together with all the income. I found 

the royal grant at the Land Registry.” 

He felt a sour frustration building up. 



“You didn’t think to tell me this before?” 

She looked defensive. 

“Well, at the time, I seem to recall that we were more concerned with actually avoiding Malfoy, 

than delving into his family history,” she said with asperity. 

She had a point there. 

He looked away. There was some significance to this, he knew. 

And then it came to him. Hermione had asked the question in the church and he had passed over it. 

“Come on,” he said abruptly. “We’re looking in the wrong place.” 

He strode towards the door. He was aware that she was following, from the sudden shaft of light 

that arced up the stairs in front of him. He walked straight out of the cottage into the cold air, back 

along the path, and into the churchyard. He paused at the small door they had used to enter earlier, 

and waited for Hermione to catch up. 

“Not that I’m not grateful to be out of that place,” she said slightly breathlessly, “but could you 

explain to me what is going on?” 

“The writings aren’t in the cottage.” 

“They’re in the church?” she began, puzzled. “But where would they…..” She trailed off and he 

saw the light of dawning comprehension. She was nodding. “Of course. Dorothea’s tomb.” 

“You asked why there would be a Malfoy tomb in the church.” 

She already had her wand out, and was tapping the door with it. It opened as smoothly as before. 

“Who would look for something belonging to a wizard in a Christian place of worship? Especially 

something belonging to a Dark Witch.” 

They were back in the dingy vestry. Purposefully, now, they climbed the stairs to the main body of 

the building. Threading their way around the pews, they got back to the ugly, low, black tomb. 

“All we have to do is work out how to get into it,” murmured Hermione softly. She began to trace 

the design with her hand, thinking, sketching out the snake and moving towards the circled M. 

With a premonition, that he couldn’t really explain, Snape’s hand shot out and seized her wrist 
before it could touch the rune. Her startled eyes met his. 

“Careful,” he said. “It would be inconvenient if whatever is here were to be activated by touch.” 

She seemed to be breathing slightly fast, and he could feel the rapid pulse in her wrist under his 

grip. She nodded slowly. 



“What do you suggest?” Her voice sounded a little unsteady to him. 

“I would propose that you cast a disclosure charm to see if anything is revealed.” 

She nodded again but didn’t move. He waited. Finally she said, a little diffidently: 

“Um… I’m right handed.” 

He was still gripping her right wrist firmly. Discomfited, he dropped it, and moved back a fraction. 

Hermione tapped the tomb with her wand, muttering the words of the charm. 

An eerie, greenish, glow surrounded the ornate, black, sepulchre. Currents whirled and  eddied 

within the phosphorescence. As the disturbances settled, it was clear that there was a vivid patch of 

green above the M. 

In addition there were intense areas of colour in the centre of each side of the tomb. Within that 

colour symbols were forming. A vertical line, crossed with a left to right descending oblique stroke 

at the north end, a lightning slash at the south point, what looked like a triangular P at the west, and 

a jagged fishhook at the east. 

A Dark Rune spell. 

Snape nodded, thanking whoever he might that he had managed to stop Hermione touching it. His 

guts lurched at the thought of what Hester’s booby trap might have consisted of. He wanted as 
much information as possible, before he went anywhere near it. 

“What can you tell?” he asked quietly. 

Hermione was shaking her head. 

“Well, I don’t mean to sound flippant, but it’s almost like four catches and a handle. The charms 
around the sides have to be released first and then the top one… I would assume that it all has to be 
done in a certain order though.” Her brow furrowed in thought. 

“You are correct,” he said, rising disquiet sharpening his tone again. 

“Do you know the sequence?” 

“I don’t know the sequence for sure,” he replied carefully, “but I know enough to estimate the most 

probable combination.” 

She looked at her hands at that. After a few moments she looked up again, her face resolute. 

Whatever her internal debate had been, it was now resolved.. 

“Guesswork, then. You know how much I like that.” She raised her wand. “Let’s hope that you 
know as much about the Dark Arts as we always imagined. Which one first?” 



She was looking at him tensely, obviously waiting for his instructions. 

For a moment, he couldn’t speak. She had been in that church, barely hours ago, and he had seen 
her terrified nearly senseless by the thing that looked like him. Now, even after his treatment of her, 

she was sitting here prepared to risk her safety, possibly her life, on his best guess. 

“Hermione,” he said eventually, “give me your wand. This should be my task.” 

She moved it away from him, looking annoyed. 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She said flatly. “In the first place this isn’t your wand. In the second place, 
the Ministry will be alerted as soon as you touch the first seal. If they’re not here by the time you 
reach the second one, they will be before the third one. Either you will be arrested, or the sequence 

will be wrong and hell knows what will happen. Assuming I’m not dead myself, or in custody for 
helping you, I’m going to be faced with a half open tomb, with no idea how to proceed, together 
with that thing after me. I prefer to take my chances with your estimate of the probabilities, thank 

you.” 

Her tone brooked no argument, and he found he couldn’t actually muster one that wasn’t 
irrationally emotional. 

For the first time, it truly struck him that she had proved to be a remarkable ally. Better than he had 

any right to expect. Far better than he deserved. 

It also occurred to him that she would make a formidable enemy. 

No wonder that thing preferred her to Draco Malfoy. 

He suppressed a shudder at the thought. 

“Do you know anything about Dark Runes?” he asked evenly. He doubted it. Dark Runes were 

decidedly not part of the general Hogwarts syllabus. Even in his days as a Death Eater, there had 

been few enough practitioners of that particular Dark Art. 

Hermione shook her head. The set of her shoulders betrayed her apprehension about the whole 

process, but she was calm, and she held her wand in a steady hand. 

“Very well, I shall try to explain as we go along.” 

He took a deep breath, and began to speak softly, precisely, outlining the steps as much to clarify 

his own mind as to inform Hermione. 

“The tomb is aligned with the church. The minor runes are set at the north, south, east and west 

centres of the tomb. They must be initiated in a certain sequence to activate the central one. In order 

to open the casket, the runes must be countered in reverse order.” 

This had better be right, Severus. 



“The whole spell is formed from four interwoven powers, symbolised by the compass points. 

Nauthiz guides the power, Eoh invokes the transformation, Sygel activates the power of the four 

and Wynn compels obedience … “ He was almost talking to himself now. 

Time to make the decision. 

“The South one first.” 

Hermione touched her wand to the centre of the south side of the tomb. Green light pulsed under 

the tip. He watched her eyes close briefly and her body go rigid. She was muttering words under 

her breath as the light flared briefly and then died. 

The intense area of colour, delineated by the disclosure charm, faded to a muted glow. 

She looked at him, breathing a little heavily. 

“That seemed to be right. What’s next.” 

He let out a breath that he didn’t know he’d been holding. The next choice was between the north 
rune and the west one. Would obedience come before power or not? The risks for Hermione in this 

were enormous. And she had little enough reason to trust him. He thought that Hester would have 

wanted to ensure that she had compliance before unleashing any power. 

His throat was dry and aching from the tension. 

“The north rune,” he said hoarsely. 

Again, Hermione placed her wand, this time on the opposite side of the memorial. Again the 

surrounding luminescence flared. This time, a stronger reaction passed through her body. Her lips 

moved, but he couldn’t hear the words. Another bright patch gradually faded. 

This time, he could see her visibly pull herself together, as she removed her wand from the site of 

the rune charm. She nodded briefly. 

“So far so good,” she said, with a slight waver in her voice. “Next.” 

Half way there, he thought. Don’t lose it now. Don’t lose her. 

“The west one.” 

Once more, the placing of the wand, and the flare of light. This time a tangible shudder passed 

through her, and a faint sound of pain escaped her lips. He fought the urge to touch her - to break 

her concentration now could prove fatal. As the light faded, and she began to relax, he could see 

her body sag slightly. Another poisonous spot went dull. 



He could see the faint sheen of sweat on her forehead, and her throat moved in convulsive 

swallowing. He wanted to reach out to her, but she was closed to him, fighting to get her breathing 

under control. 

“OK,” she said shakily. “The east one I assume.” 

He just nodded. 

She touched her wand to the final site, and this time her gasp was clearly audible. Now her hand 

trembled as she dispelled the last rune charm. The toxic miasma settled to a lacklustre throb. 

Hermione sat back. He could see that she was trying to control the shaking in her limbs. 

“Are you all right?” It was a stupid question, and he couldn’t help himself. 

She shot him a glance, and then nodded. She took some deep breaths to steady herself. 

“What about the centre one?” 

“It should be inactive now.” 

Damn, he was shaking himself. 

She reached out and laid her wand on the centre M. There was a sudden flash of light and a grating 

noise. She pulled back, and they both watched the lid of the tomb shimmer faintly, and then phase 

out of existence. 

Snape leaned forward cautiously, to see what was inside. 

There was a space, enclosed by black stone walls, about the size of a small adult woman. It did not 

contain the remains of Dorothea. In fact, it did not appear to contain anything at all. 

Bitter disappointment and frustration welled up within him. 

He could feel Hermione’s eyes on him. He knew that she would have looked as well. His mouth 

went dry. How did he tell her that he had put her through that for nothing? 

Over his shoulder he was aware of her casting another disclosure charm. This one revealed nothing. 

She leant in to test the base. 

In order to give himself time to think, he began to check the sides. 

Nothing. There was no sign of anything there. That anything had ever been there. 

He had been so certain that the sarcophagus held the answer…. 

“It’s empty.” Low and dangerous. 



He could hear that the build up of tension and fear over the past two days was beginning to fray her 

voice. He stood up, trying to formulate a response. She stood as well, body so taut that he thought 

that, if he touched her, she might shatter. 

“It’s empty,” she repeated, rising stress edging her tone. 

Their gazes locked, and her expression was unreadable. Angry, scared… something else too 
shadowed for him to fathom…. They were both silent for several moments. 

Unable to control his own acrid sense of defeat, he retreated into his old, familiar, response pattern. 

“Obviously,” he said caustically. 

Without warning, she drew her hand back and hit him hard, open handed, across the face. The force 

of the blow rocked him off balance. Stinging pain flared across his cheek. He could feel it 

beginning to bruise. For the moment, fury had won out within her. 

“You really are the most complete and utter bastard that I have ever met,” she spat in low, 

venomous tones. Even he could detect the layered undercurrents in that statement. 

Well, she undoubtedly has the right, Severus. 

She had turned away from him, and her shoulders were rigid with tension. How the hell did he say 

he was sorry in any meaningful way? 

“Hermione…” he began, uncertain of what exactly was going to follow. 

She turned to face him, and raised her wand. He braced for another assault, but instead she took a 

step forward so she could touch his cheek with the tip. Her lips moved. The dull pain faded. He 

touched his face with his fingers. If there had been any bruising it appeared to have gone. 

Once again, she had completely thrown him. 

He was about to speak again, when she held up her hand. 

“Don’t, Severus, just don’t.” She looked away. “I need to go back to the pub I think. I need some 

rest.” 

He wasn’t about to argue with her. 

She turned and headed for the door of the church. Without another word, he followed. 

********** 

The disruption to the wards on the cottage door had been obvious, even to Draco. 

They had been here. Her and Snape. Snooping about. Invading his domain. 



He was beginning to hate her more than he could believe possible. It was not enough that she had 

humiliated him at school. Now, she threatened to take his power away. 

He was conscious of the dark figure behind him. He had managed to appease it for the time being. 

A young girl. Barely eighteen, cycling home from school down deserted country lanes. 

Her last mistake. 

Lying in wait. Stopping her. Asking for directions. The other coming from behind. The chase. The 

capture. Pain, fear, and satisfaction. 

One less Muggle polluting the world. 

Food had calmed the insistent hunger gnawing at his guts, but not the panicky sense that control 

was passing from him. 

The earlier experience in the church had shaken him. He had realised that the other’s need for the 
Mudblood had very nearly overridden his tenuous domination. His grip was slipping. The other was 

drawing more and more from him, carelessly ripping at his essence, no longer bothering to excite, 

simply plunging him into cold terror. This power was beyond seductive. It threatened to consume 

his very being, snapping his last threads of self, one by one. 

A hand rested on his shoulder. Hard, insistent, pressing him to his knees. He resisted the urge to 

plead like a child. 

“It is nearly time,” the sibilant voice murmured. “Time for you to enter.” 

Tendrils of ice spread down Draco’s shoulder into his chest, then on through his guts and into his 
groin. The chill infused his entire body, diffuse at first, then focussing more and more intently, 

until, laser-like, it pierced his heart. 

Pain knifed through him, stopping his breath. Distantly, he was aware of his heart ceasing to beat, 

paralysed by the internal glaciation. 

He could feel existence slipping away from him and into the other. There was no more he and it… 
just a merging into they… 

And there was a strange sense of double vision. He knew the other was touching him, and yet, he 

could feel his hand resting on the shoulder of another, the blonde head in front of him bowed in 

supplication. He could feel the fear, the pleading, the hatred, the desire… 

Two bodies, one perception, no life. 

And then sense of them… her… was everywhere now… he… they could feel her presence 
splashing itself across their awareness like bold, sweeping, strokes of colour. They followed her 



trail, across the room, to the entrance to the cellar. They touched the door, like a lover, tracing the 

path her fingers had made. 

They drunk in the residue of the charms, the lingering trace of her perfume. 

And that moment when she was aware of him. They could feel the pain, the anger, the need, the 

wanting… they reached out to taste the air, sipping at the dregs of stale arousal. 

They tracked the fading tension into the cellar. She had been there for a long time, they could feel 

it. Searching, probing, seeking… Her essence was everywhere, mingled with his… the one who 

would take her, but dare not…. 

They felt a brief contempt for the one who could not seize the prize offered so freely. 

She was so much more deserving of them…. 

Yet, a faint disquiet arose within them. They did not all want this. A weaker side feared her. But the 

stronger presence stilled it. It would absorb and grow. 

She had sought something too. Knowledge. The knowledge of Hester. It was not here, they knew 

that already. 

They needed the knowledge, and she would find it for them. She would release it in preparation for 

their joining. Then, she would be ready for them, truly worthy of them. She would surrender to 

them and they would be invincible in the power of two worlds. 

The task would be the proving. 

Then she would come to them. They could feel the pull. 

She would come. She could not resist. She wanted what only they could offer her. 

The time for appeasement was over. 

********** 

Hermione fought her way out of a fitful sleep, one which was punctuated with fleeting dreams - and 

a nagging, pervasive, feeling that something obvious had been overlooked. Not quite the anxiety 

dreams of  her student days, but something similar. 

Beverly had been a little surprised to see them back so early, but gave them the key to their room 

without comment. Once inside, Hermione had simply removed as many clothes as she could, whilst 

still remaining decent, and collapsed on the bed. 

Moments later, she had been asleep. 

Waking, she realised that she was wrapped in the quilt, which was odd, as she hadn’t recalled 
actually getting into bed as such. 



He must have done it. 

Oh dear Gods, this was getting complicated. 

A dull ache in her right hand reminded her of what had happened in the church. Inwardly, she 

cringed, both at having hit him at all - although part of her was inclined to feel that he had richly 

deserved it -  and at the additional turmoil that would now have to be sorted out. 

…complete and utter bastard… her words came back to her. 

Bastard for the wild goose chase? Not his fault that the tomb was empty. 

Bastard for getting her into this in the first place?  Wasn’t it you who approached him, my girl? 

Bastard for treating her like he had this morning, after last night? Yes, well… 

She rolled over on to her back, and sat up slowly. 

Evening had begun to fall, and the room was full of dull twilight. There were none of the fiery hues 

of a crisp, winter sunset, simply a progressive blurring round the edges, as unremarkable day 

imperceptibly darkened into night. 

Snape was sitting, staring out of the window again. 

He hadn’t drawn the curtains, and the room began to fill with distorted shadows, thrown by the 
street lighting. He gave no sign that he had heard her moving. She drew her knees up, hugging her 

arms round them. Resting her chin, she just observed  him in silence. 

His body was tense - no surprises there, she mused. She could count on the fingers of one hand the 

number of times she’d seen him relaxed. She pushed that thought aside. But his shoulders were 
slightly bowed, almost an expression of defeat. 

Despite her best intentions, her heart went out to him again. She had always had a tendency to flare 

up and then quickly forgive. The anger and frustration and fear of the last days having now been 

vented at him, her compassion was reasserting itself. She wondered what would happen if she just 

got up, and put her arms around him. 

Best not to. Enough damage has been done for one day. 

Half-light finally ceded to darkness as she watched. His silhouette gained definition as the contrast 

sharpened. Silence stretched between them, not oppressive, yet not restful. More infused with a 

sense that their existence had somehow been suspended in a moment of unresolved probabilities. 

That the tossed coin had landed on its edge, leaving them neither heads nor tails, both wave and 

particle. An oddly perfect equilibrium. 

The first move would disturb the system, send it spinning back into motion. The coin  would fall, 

the probability would be determined. 



The game of consequences would begin again. 

As it must. 

“Severus…” 

He didn’t move. 

“Severus, I’m sorry.” 

“You have nothing to apologise for.” His voice was expressionless. 

Well, at least he had spoken to her, even if he still hadn’t moved. 

“I shouldn’t have hit you.” 

A long pause, then: “I truly believed that the tomb held the key to the enchantment.” Still dull, 

lacking any of the familiar bite. 

“Well, yes,” she conceded, “it seemed only logical.” 

“The logic was clearly flawed.” 

There was another unresponsive period of silence. 

Hermione began to push the pieces round in her mind. Nothing in the cottage. An empty wizard 

tomb in a Muggle church. A Malfoy tomb at that. No better wards on the cottage than Draco could 

devise, whereas the tomb itself… 

“Severus,” she said cautiously, “doesn’t it strike you as just a little odd, that there should be such 

heavy enchantments on an empty tomb. I mean, it’s a lot of effort to go to to  protect a useless piece 

of ugly stonework.” 

“Who knows how her mind worked?” he said with a trace of his usual ill humour. 

Hermione paid him little attention. Her mind was still chasing something elusive about the tomb. 

The enchantments… 

She nearly had it, she could feel it. 

“Severus,” she said again. He didn’t answer, but she continued nevertheless. “When I was opening 

the tomb, you named the runes and mentioned their properties. Tell me about them again.” 

He looked at her for the first time since she had woken, but the darkness was now so deep that she 

could only see the movement, not the features. For a moment, she thought that he was going to 

refuse, but then he just shrugged, uninterestedly. 

“If you insist.” 



“Yes. I do.” 

He looked back out the window again. 

“The rune of the north point is Nauthiz. It is the general rune of constraint. In its dark uses it 

activates repressed needs, particularly the emotional,” he paused briefly, “… and sexual… ones, 
and guides that power. The more extreme the need, the stronger the power.” 

The darkness seemed to be making it easier for him to talk. His voice was freer, more confident, 

more comfortable in the role of teacher. 

“The rune of the east is Eoh, or the death rune. It represents the yew tree, which, in some readings, 

is thought to trap the souls of the dead. Dark Rune practitioners use it for location spells. It can also 

serve to gather and hold power, and as an invocation of profound change or transition.” 

Hermione closed her eyes, and for an instant she was back at Hogwarts, listening to him lecture on 

Shrinking Solutions. Only the awareness that she was sitting on a bed, half-wrapped in a quilt, told 

her she was elsewhere. 

“West is marked by Wynn, the dark rune of control and compulsion, It forces others to submit to 

your will and authority. And the south rune is Sygel, symbol of invincibility… inevitable triumph. 
It is also used to activate the other runes.” 

He fell silent again, lost in his own thoughts. Hermione tossed this information about her mind. She 

could see the pattern, slowly coming clear. But he had missed one. 

“You said those were the minor enchantments. What about the centre one?” she prodded gently. 

“The centre one,” he repeated, almost reluctantly. “Yes, I suppose you may as well know. The 

centre rune - the symbol on the sword hilt and the bottle - is Ior. It invokes movement, transitions, 

shifts. It opens the mind to the influence of other minds. Some call it the rune of transportation. It 

serves to unite the streams of power.” There was a hesitation. “Some readings also call it the rune 

of the fetch.” 

Hermione sat very still. Her speculations about the tomb were halted dead by her dawning 

understanding of, precisely, why Snape had been so devastated the previous night. He was still 

speaking, his voice dry and precise, devoid of expression. 

“The part of man that is the beast. The part that may be ridden between the worlds. The part that 

displays the inner nature of the one that it serves.” 

It wasn’t just the fact that she had thought it was him. He had thought it was him as well. 
Recognised it as himself, in some way. His inner nature given form. His fetch. 

Gods. 

She pulled herself together. 



“Severus,” she said sharply. “That thing is not you.” 

He gave no signs of having heard her. 

“Are you listening to me? I said that thing is not you.” Her voice was harsh, demanding, 

emphasising each word. “If it’s the inner nature of anyone it’s Draco Malfoy. He’s the one feeding 
it with his nasty little fantasies. It certainly doesn’t serve you, not if the state you’re in at the 
moment is anything to go by.” 

He flinched at that, and she wondered if she had gone too far. Then, he drew a shaky breath. 

“You thought it was me.” He sounded uncertain this time. 

“Yes, and I told you I was wrong. I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. I really wish you 
could accept that. Because, I don’t know what else to say, or do, to convince you otherwise.” 

Frustration was giving an edge of exasperation to her voice. 

“You don’t know what sort of a man I am. What I did.” Derisive self-cruelty was creeping back 

into his voice. Hermione barely resisted the impulse to go over and shake him. 

“No. I don’t. Not fully. I don’t imagine I ever will. But I know that you were a Death Eater, and 

I’m perfectly prepared to accept that you did things that I would consider repellent. But we’re not 
talking about a man who committed repulsive acts, which he now appears to deeply regret, I might 

add, we’re talking about evil given human form. I don’t know why it looks like you. As it must 
have come back with us, I can only assume that it could just as easily have taken on my 

appearance. It may be many things, but it is not your fetch. No matter what magics Hester used to 

construct the gateway,” 

She was breathing heavily, irritation heavily overlaid with desperate need to make the man in front 

of her hear her. 

“That thing is evil,” she stated quietly, deliberately gentling her voice. “I know this. It touched me, 

it kissed me, it tasted my blood,” she still found it hard not to shudder at the remembrance. “What 

you were… what you are … has nothing to do with it. When it comes near me, I can still feel the… 
filth… of it. If there was any of it within you, I would have felt it. There isn’t. I can assure you of 
that.” 

“And, under the circumstances, I think I would know.” It was the closest she dared to get to a direct 

reference to what had happened between them the night before. 

“Hermione, I don’t want your pity.” Quiet. Hurt. 

“You don’t have it.” Careful response. 

“Then, why?” Odd tone. Defensive, almost plaintive. 

So many reasons… 



She sensed that he was far too fragile to accept the whole truth. 

“Because I care about you. Because I needed you. But mostly, because I wanted to.” 

“Women do not fuck me just because they want to.” Simple, bitter, brutal, statement. 

“I do not fuck men just because I pity them.” Matching him tone for tone. 

A challenge issued and accepted. 

She uncurled herself from the quilt, ignoring the protests of her stiff limbs. Slipping off the bed, she 

walked softly over to where he was still sitting by the window. She leant past him to pull the 

curtains closed. Then, she sat on the sofa beside him, and drew him close to  her. At first, he just 

rested, rigid, against her. Then, suddenly, he turned into her embrace and wrapped both his arms 

around her like a drowning man. 

They sat, holding each other, for a long time. Then, he pulled away from her a little. She could see 

the outline of his head, just distinguishable in the glow filtering through the curtains. He bent and 

his lips touched hers. 

Gentler than before, and more sure. A slow exploration of her mouth, sometimes deep, sometimes 

barely touching, tongue softly tracing the outline of her lips. She responded, tasting him, nibbling at 

his sensual mouth, burying one hand in his hair. He ran a finger along her jawbone and down her 

neck, brushing over her breast. She shivered in pleasure, arching against him, feeling an ache begin 

deep within her. His mouth left hers to explore  the same path as his finger, along her jaw, and 

down her neck to pause, at the base, tasting  her skin. She drew in the scent of him, cypress and 

musk, mixed with roses - her soap again - and let out a sigh of pleasure. 

He stilled suddenly, pulling her fiercely to him and burying his face in her hair. She felt a shudder 

run through him, swiftly suppressed. 

“Hermione,” he whispered, voice muffled against her shoulder. “I can’t do this… not now….” 

She put a hand up to stroke his hair. 

“It’s all right,” she murmured softly. 

“… that thing… all this… I need time… I’m sorry…” 

She was still caressing his hair gently. 

“It’s all right,” she repeated. “I understand. I need to get it sorted out in my head too. Just… don’t 
push me away… please…” 

His embrace tightened in response. 

Once more they simply held each other in the darkness. 



As they sat there, Hermione began to remember their other problem. 

“Severus,” she said without moving. 

“Hmm?” 

“I think you might have been right about the tomb.” 

That got his attention, and he pulled away enough to be clearly audible. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I think it does hold the key to the enchantment.” 

He waited for her to explain. She sat up as she strove to marshal her thoughts. 

“I think we were looking at it the wrong way. You said that the minor enchantments performed in 

the correct sequence activated the central one - the transportation rune.” 

She could feel him nodding. 

“Well, if you bound the same enchantments, in the same sequence, into some sort of object, 

wouldn’t it act like the talisman did?” 

She felt him go very still. She continued, thinking aloud. 

“The tomb might act as a gateway, but it couldn’t be a talisman, it’s not exactly portable. And 
there’s nothing in the tomb from that other place to activate it. I would have felt it, like I did with 

the potion. And I was pretty upset when I was touching it, and it didn’t activate anything either….” 

She needed light. She disentangled herself from him and got up from the sofa, searching for the 

table lamp. Finding it and flicking it on, the room was bathed in a muted rose glow. After so long 

sitting in the dark, she blinked even at that, little, brightness. Snape was still sitting on the sofa, 

watching her intently. 

“The tomb didn’t contain Hester’s work - it was Hester’s work,” she concluded. “She must have 

put the sequence on the tomb to… to what… leave a message to her descendants … I don’t really 
expect it matters…. Anyway, we need to work out a way of binding those spells into an object.” 

She began to look around the room. 

“We need something to act as a talisman.” 

Snape had not responded. 

“I should have seen it,” he eventually said, bitterness tinting his voice again. 

Hermione was only half listening. 



“What?” she said distractedly. 

“I was just thinking that it’s a good job that one of us hasn’t completely lost the use of their brains.” 

That got through to her. 

“Oh, for pity’s sake, don’t start that again. We both missed it. Our mistake. End of story. Now, if 
I’m going to recreate this thing, I need you to help me.” 

Totally wrapped up in working out what she was about to do, she turned to him, and fixed him with 

an unconscious glare, speaking in exactly the same, impatient, tone that she used to chivvy Cyrus in 

the lab. 

“Releasing those seals was damned hard. Binding them is going to be harder. And, as you pointed 

out, I have no knowledge whatsoever of dark runes. You’re going to have tell me what to do. 
Again. Now, do you think that it matters what we use as a talisman?” 

She turned to pull out a small drawer, and managed to miss the look of utter, dumbfounded, 

amazement on Snape’s face, and the beginnings of something much deeper. 

She rummaged through the meagre contents of the drawer and pulled out a small, hard backed, 

book. She looked at it, and sighed. 

“I don’t suppose the Gideon Bible is really the right choice.” 

“And, although they richly deserve to have something awful done to them, I don’t think that any of 
these will serve either.” His voice behind her was still threaded with sarcasm, but the tenor of it had 

changed. Surprised, she looked round. He was looking with distaste at a small shelf, upon which 

someone had placed an assortment of cheap ornaments. 

 “Oh Gods, I’d forgotten how appalling Muggle tat can be sometimes. I think that a large hammer 
is the only answer to that lot.” 

“At least none of them are moving or waving,” he pointed out dryly. 

And, at least, he seemed to be back and functioning again, she thought with relief. Disarming the 

enchantments in the church had left her weak and shaking. She really didn’t want to figure out how 

to actively create them on her own. 

“We need to find something suitable to use,” she said, a smile tugging at her lips. 

“The enchantments are powerful,” he responded. “Something metal would probably be best. 

Conductive properties are also useful, although not essential.” 

They resumed their search of the room. 

In the end it was Hermione who found it, tucked at the back of another drawer. 



“How about this?” she asked. 

She held up a metal letter opener about eight inches long. It looked like a small dagger, although it 

was far too blunt to ever be any use as a weapon. It was clumsily decorated, and, whilst it might 

once have been silvered, the blade was now blotched with tarnish. 

Snape came over to her, and took it in his hands, turning it over and over, as he examined it. It was 

dull in the subdued lighting. 

“Yes, that should do. The metal is inferior, but should suffice.” 

She felt a sudden clutch of fear. They had reached the moment of truth - when she actually had to 

put theory into practice. And once again, she had no way of cross-checking, or testing, her theory 

beforehand. She had only her own instinct, and the fact that Snape hadn’t denied her. Suddenly, 
there was something that she needed to know. 

“Tell me,” she said, “do you know how to do this, or will it be your best estimate? Honestly.” 

He was very quiet. 

“Honestly?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, then, honestly, no, I don’t know for certain that this will work. However, your success in the 
church gives me cause for some confidence.” 

She noted that he hadn’t said our success. There was still a long way to go. 

“Shall we got on with it, then?” she said, a little more harshly that she intended, wanting to do this 

before her nerve failed her. 

He just nodded. 

“First, the talisman has to be aligned with the points of the compass.” 

She nodded. Moving to the window she placed her wand on the sofa, and murmured a simple 

direction finding charm. Her wand spun, so the tip was pointing north. Hermione laid the dagger 

beside the wand, with the blade pointing south. 

“Yes, that way round is correct.” Snape had come up behind her. He drew breath to continue the 

instruction, but something had occurred to her. A blunt dagger was no use to anyone. She cut across 

him. 

“Wait, there’s something I want to do first.” 

Picking up her wand, she touched the metal trinket. When she pulled it away, the ornament had 

been transfigured into a wickedly sharp stiletto. 



He didn’t say anything, but she felt a perverse need to explain herself anyway. 

“It made me feel better,” she said a little defensively. 

“Are you ready now?” was his only response. Neutral, unchallenging. 

“Yes.” 

She seated herself on the sofa. She suspected that this was going to be hard. She didn’t want to 
collapse half way through and disrupt the spells. 

“Then, first, you need to set the rune Ior into the talisman.” 

Rune setting, she understood. The outline of the rune was traced onto the talisman, and then a small 

enchantment bound it there. The tracing had to be exact. Even the slightest error could lead to 

unwanted results. Generally, unpleasant ones. She raised her wand to begin. 

“Wait. The rune has to be exactly drawn.” 

“I understand the proportions.” 

“The proportions for the dark runes are different.” 

He sat behind her, close enough for her to be aware of his chest, barely touching her back. His right 

arm reached around her side, and he laid his hand over the back of hers, matching fingers, always 

careful not to touch the wand. Guiding her movements, he marked the shape onto the blade of the 

little dagger, as she spoke the words of binding. As she finished, it flared bright. The light faded 

and she could see the M figure, now engraved into the patchy metal. 

“Now for the other enchantments.” His breath was warm on the side of her neck. She swallowed 

and nodded. 

He moved her hand to place her wand at the right hand tip of the miniature pommel, the east point. 

Carefully, he traced a sharp, fishhook, shape. She began to repeat the words of binding. 

As she spoke, she could feel her wand begin to tremble, and tensed to, physically, steady it. Dimly, 

she was aware of the pressure of another hand on hers, keeping it in place. She could feel 

something welling up from under the wand, something unclean, something that was searching, 

seeking… it was looking for her, she knew it… she could feel the tendrils winding themselves 

around her… into her… the other hunting her…building its power… preparing her for their 
joining… 

And then, the binding was done and the sensation faded. 

She was breathing fast, and her heart was pounding. Snape was holding her right hand very tightly 

in his. His touch steadied her. Swallowing, she simply said: “Next one.” 



He shifted her wand to the opposite pommel tip now, using it to mark out an angular P at the west 

point. Once more, she began the spell. 

Now, she could feel it again. And this time, it had found her and she would submit to it. It would 

mould her into its own, it would control her, shape her, direct her. She would do its bidding 

unquestioningly. And there would be glory in it, yes, and riches. It would reward her for serving 

faithfully. And there was pressure, an almost tangible thing, forcing her to kneel, prostrate herself, 

beg to be part of this overwhelming being, beg to surrender her will to the darkness. Some part of 

her felt her body begin to obey, and she tried to cry, no, but there was no one to heed her protest. 

Clinging to her self, with every ounce of willpower that she possessed, she choked out the final 

words of the binding. 

And the compulsion lessened, and was gone. 

Her breath came in painful gasps, and her heart was racing. In fact, it was beating so hard that it 

was creating a physical echo, resounding off the back of her ribcage. Then her perception cleared, 

and she became aware of Snape’s left arm across her diaphragm, holding her against him, painfully 

tightly, so closely that his heartbeat seemed to be an extension of her own. She rested her head back 

against his shoulder, as her breathing slowed. She lifted her left arm a little shakily, and laid it 

along his, squeezing his hand where it held her, in mute gratitude for supporting her, grounding her, 

helping her through this. In response, his grip loosened a little, and his own breathing relaxed. 

“Next,” she managed. Her voice sounded old and croaky, as if she had somehow become the ghost 

of Hester. 

This time, he guided her right hand to the top of the dagger hilt, the north end. He made on straight 

vertical stroke, and then crossed it with a sharply raked, left to right, oblique stroke. She began to 

cast for the third time. 

And was plunged into sickening, formless, grey despair. She was empty, she was nothing, she was 

powerless, she needed… oh great Gods how she needed… there were things in the grey -  greasy, 

roiling, leathery, slimy, unclean, things that wanted to touch her, drain her, use her to fill their 

emptiness. She was hollow, not flesh, not muscle, not sinew, not bone, just a diaphanous 

membrane, laid over aching, agonising, gnawing hunger. Something had to fill this, it wasn’t 
possible to exist like this, she would die, she deserved to die, she had to have something to sustain 

her, something to maintain her will, that faint spark guttering in the void. And, she saw the thin 

thread of proffered salvation, the guide that would show her how to use this, focus this, send out 

her own hunger to feed from others, others who had what she did not, what she needed to possess 

for survival…. 

Clinging to the diminishing flame with all her might, she fought the need to seize that thread, to 

reach out like a falling man to grasp the branch, knowing that it would break, but clutching 

anyway… 

Syllable by painful syllable, she completed the third binding. 



The void began to dissolve around her, and her normal surroundings emerged. This time, she was 

physically shaking, and she realised that her face was wet with tears, her breath coming in jerky 

sobs. Snape was still holding her tightly, rocking her gently now, his chin on her shoulder. His 

mouth was close to her ear, so close she could feel the whisper of his breath, hear the low, 

hypnotic, murmur of his voice. 

“Come back, it’s all right, you’re safe, you’re not alone, come back….” 

Gentle, rhythmic movement… soft, repeated words of comfort… all falling into the lingering 
memory of the void. Inexpressibly soothing. 

Her body began to quieten, and her breathing to even, but she didn’t yet trust herself to speak. 
Instead, she again reached blindly for him with her free hand. He stilled, and fell silent, as she held 

on to him, turning his hand so he could return her grip with equal fierceness. 

To her relief, he did not ask if she was all right. He simply waited until she was calm, before he 

said: “The worst should be over now.” 

She certainly hoped so. Steeling herself, she said, “Last one then.” Her voice was still slightly 

shaky, but he made no comment. 

He placed her wand at the tip of the dagger blade. In one firm stroke, he drew a jagged, lightning 

slash, S figure. Closing her eyes, Hermione prepared to complete the enchantment. 

He had said that the worst was over. And so it was, in one sense. And in another, this was the 

hardest one of all. This time she felt no fear, no compulsion, no hunger. She was suffused with 

light, a  bright, hard, glittering light. Light that had physical form, light that could be moulded, 

shaped, wielded. With this light there was nothing that she couldn’t do, nothing that she couldn’t 
achieve. She was brilliant, beautiful, powerful, glorious. All the abasement, the suffering made 

sense now - how could anyone be worthy of such magnificence without being purified first. Now 

she had the light, she was the light, the light was her, together they were Goddess. She was 

invincible. She would conquer. The universe would not dare deny her. 

All she had to do was reach out and it would be hers…. just surrender… just reach out… 

And, in the back of her mind, she knew that it was a lie, an empty promise, fool’s gold… but she 
wanted it anyway, wanted it with a longing she could never acknowledge, and she wondered, just 

for a moment, what she could do if she just took it, claimed it as hers… 

A tiny shift was all it would take, a change of emphasis here, a juxtaposition of words there, and 

she would be radiance given form… she could do it… she could see just where the alteration 
needed to be made… she heard the words in her mind, formed the shape of them in her mouth… 

… and knew that she couldn’t do it. That the price was too high. That she wasn’t prepared to 
surrender that stubborn, persistent, inquisitive, bossy, driven, demanding part of herself in return 

for false glory grown from a handful of dust and ashes. 



Anger began to burn inside her. Anger at the lies, the deception, the manipulation. 

How dare it do this to me? How dare it? 

Fury lent a hard edge to her voice, as she bit off the words of the final binding. 

The vision faded, and the light took on a much more mundane, Muggle, quality. She was shaking 

again, this time from anger, and pure physical tension. Nausea swam in the pit of her stomach. She 

opened her eyes. The very ordinariness of the room brought her to some control. 

Snape was still holding her to him. She felt his voice in her ear. 

“It is done.” 

At that, she let her wand drop out of her hand. Before she could move, his hand closed over hers, 

and he brought it back, crossing both their arms around her body. She could feel him trembling 

against her back, his breath in her hair. 

Finally, he asked the question. 

“Are you all right?” 

Was she? She didn’t know. Was that what Dark Magic felt like? What it offered you? Was that 
what it had offered him? 

“I… I’m not sure. I need some time to think about this.” 

He didn’t press her. 

“Just tell me something,” she said suddenly, needing to articulate at least one of the questions. “Is 

that what Dark Magic always feels like?” 

He was silent for a moment. When he did speak his voice was cautious. 

“It is different for each individual. But it is never an easy thing to wield.” 

“Why would anyone ever want to touch something that… dreadful?” she burst out. She felt him 

stiffen, and realised, too late, what she had said. She tightened her grip on his arms to stop him 

pulling away from her. 

“Severus…” she began, but he interrupted her. 

“No,” he said calmly, “you have the right to ask the question.” He was quiet again, and although his 

grip had loosened, he did not let go. She was beginning to realise that his long silences meant that 

he was struggling with something he found difficult to verbalise. So she waited. Eventually, he 

continued, very slowly, “It is difficult for those… who have never been completely dependent on 
the whims of others… never been powerless… to appreciate the … lure… of that kind of power… 
the apparent … safety… that it offers. Of course, the offer is empty, the refuge an illusion. But at a 



given moment, the need to believe that it can be real becomes overwhelming… and the payment 
demanded is something that one has been taught to hold cheap. To trade a thing of such little value 

for the possibility of… control… over one’s life… seems… acceptable. Of course, the details of the 
bargain only become completely clear over time.” He fell silent. 

Hermione felt an appalled sense of understanding come over her. Not the impulsive sympathy that 

she had felt for him on New Year’s Eve. Not the naïve reaching out, believing that she could, in 
some way, comprehend his motives. He had been right to lash out at her, she reflected. It had been 

an arrogant action on her part, demanding his confidences, expecting an explanation for something 

like this. 

No, insight now sprung from direct empathy. From the fact that she had seen that deceitful promise, 

and she had considered it, weighed it, revelled in the image of herself that it projected. And, she 

had been a hair’s breadth from taking it, one step from that line. She saw with cold, almost 
impersonal, clarity, exactly how, given another set of circumstances, the pieces placed in a different 

arrangement on the board, the outcome could have been different. 

She fought the urge to be sick. 

“I saw it,” she whispered hoarsely. “The power, the glory… I was brilliant and  beautiful… I could 
have had it.” She felt his arms tighten again. “I… wanted it so badly… I nearly… took it…” She 

trailed off, ashamed. “And I was so angry that it wasn’t real…” 

She waited for him to say something, anything, probably I told you so. What he did say left her 

speechless. 

“Dark magic is a hard thing to wield, I told you that. It is powerful and complex and seductive and, 

occasionally, very beautiful. To hold that tool in your hand, and not be tempted by it is, I think, 

impossible. To use that tool, without being consumed by it, and to turn away from it at the end, 

requires an exceptional degree of strength. Consider only that you did not take the final step.” He 

paused there, and when he continued his voice was low and intense and a little rough, “and 

Hermione… never again let anyone tell you that you are not brilliant. Or beautiful.” 

Feeling the prick of tears at his unexpected words, she rested back against him, letting   the visions 

recede. A feeling of calm and safety crept over her as she sat there, cradled in his arms. She wanted 

to stay like that, didn’t want to move. So, she was resistant when he pulled her to her feet. 

“Come along,” he said briskly, “let’s go downstairs and see what the evening food is like in this 
place.” 

Hermione protested. 

“I just want to sleep.” 

“I’m sure you do,” he remarked dryly. “However, as I recall you have eaten nothing since 

breakfast, and, amongst other things, you have handled some very difficult magic. You are, almost 

certainly, dehydrated, and your salt and potassium levels will be depleted, to say nothing of other 



trace minerals. I also anticipate that your blood sugar levels are now bordering on the hypo-

glycaemic. Food appears to me to be a priority.” 

Hermione didn’t have the strength to argue, and allowed herself to be led downstairs, and forcibly 
fed with soup, bread and cheese. She had forgotten how implacable Snape could be when he 

wanted something to happen, she thought, idly, as he insisted that she eat at least two bananas and 

an orange from the fresh fruit selection. 

“Potassium and vitamin C,” he curtly informed her, when she pulled a face. 

After the meal, he simply told Beverly to add it to their bill, and then steered her back upstairs 

again. 

In a haze of exhaustion, she got ready for bed, and slipped under the quilt gratefully. After a while 

she was aware of Snape coming out of the bathroom, and opening the wardrobe, searching for 

something. She pushed herself up onto one elbow. 

“What are you looking for?” 

“Blankets,” he said tersely. “For the sofa.” 

Hermione considered this for a moment. The whole thing was faintly ridiculous, but she wasn’t 
certain that he would see it the same way. 

“Severus,” she said finally, gently, “the bed is big enough for both of us.” 

He stopped his searching, and stood up slowly, not looking at her. 

“Hermione,” he began hesitantly, “I don’t think that….” 

“Look,” she interrupted him, “I’m not… suggesting… anything. I’m just saying that the bed is big 
enough to let both of us get a decent night’s sleep.” She took a bit of a chance on her next words. 

“And I’m pretty certain that you need one as much as I do.” 

He didn’t say anything to that, just closed the wardrobe door. She lay back down in bed, waiting. A 
moment later, the light went out, and she began to mentally curse his stubborn idiocy. Then, she 

felt his weight on the bed, and the movement of the quilt as he settled himself beside her. 

Comforted by the thought of him, lying next to her, Hermione drifted into sleep. 

Sometime later in the night, she half woke to feel a hand, touching her. Sleepily, she turned, 

reaching for him. 

He didn’t push her away. 

********** 



A subtle change in the light disturbed Snape from sleep, pulling him back to consciousness. For the 

second morning in a row, he registered that there was a warm presence beside him. A soft, 

comforting, female, presence. 

He had a half memory of waking, with the certain conviction that this couldn’t be real, of reaching 
to touch her, laying his hand on her back, her skin warm and soft under his fingers, and her, moving 

into his embrace, curling against his body, settling into sleep again. And to lay there, with her 

holding him like this, felt so perfect that it almost hurt. 

He couldn’t bear to disturb the moment. 

Something that he had barely permitted himself to even contemplate, appeared to have just 

happened to him.  He was with someone who genuinely seemed to want him. Who had placed 

herself at risk to help him. Who had grasped Dark Magic, opening herself to it, trusting him to 

show her how to wield it, and survive, soul intact. He was damned certain that that was a level of 

faith he didn’t deserve. 

He felt a rush of unfamiliar emotion, choking him, seizing him with the desire to hold her, to never 

let her go. Was this love, he wondered? He allowed the unfamiliar possibility to edge its way into 

his mind. All he knew was that he could no longer imagine an existence that wasn’t shared with 
her. 

Of course, some deep, cold, hard, part of him pointed out that this was 

hardly normal circumstances. Once they got back to their respective lives, harsh reality would show 

this for the illusion that it was. There would be discomfort, embarrassed silences, and then she 

would excuse herself from his life, with as much grace as she could muster. 

But until that happened… if it happened…. 

His thoughts were interrupted by something much more prosaic. His right arm had gone to sleep, 

where she was lying across it. It was now quite uncomfortable, and he had a pressing need to get 

the circulation back. Carefully, he edged it out from under her, flexing the fingers. The movement 

disturbed her. 

“Severus?” Sleepy, momentarily disorientated. 

He pushed himself up on his, slightly numb, right elbow, to look at her, noting the wary expression 

in her eyes. Unsurprising, he supposed, after his reaction of the previous morning. Her hair was still 

tousled from sleep, falling across her face. For once giving in to instinct, he reached out with his 

other hand to push it back, and tuck it behind her ear. 

“I just needed to get the blood back into my arm,” he said dryly. 

Her expression cleared at his touch, and she smiled. 

“Sorry.” 



“No need to apologise.” 

He lay there, eyes on her face, not wanting what he knew - what they both knew - had to come 

next. In the end, it was she who said it. 

“I suppose we should get up, and get on with it.” 

No need to ask what it was. 

No, he wanted to say. Let’s just stay here, not move, let it all happen to someone else. But in his 

heart he knew that there was no someone else. They had all the pieces in place. It was time to make 

the play. 

Reluctantly, he rolled away from her, out of bed, and headed to the bathroom to dress. 

No matter how long they both took, how much time they spent flicking round the room, making 

certain that nothing was forgotten, in the end they had to leave. As they checked and cross checked, 

he noticed that she was getting more and more edgy. His own responses were also increasingly 

terse. By the time they left the room, they were barely speaking - not out of hostility - they simply 

had no desire to discuss what was about to happen, and idle chit-chat was impossible. He was 

relieved that she didn’t seem to be hungry. His own stomach was distinctly unsettled, and the smell 
of food, and Beverly’s cheery morning chatter, was more than he could cope with. Hermione 
pocketed the talisman, and the room key, and they left, slipping out the front door whilst Beverly 

was  occupied with the details of another guest’s Full English Breakfast. 

Outside the weather was grey again, coating the village in bleached-out daylight. How  suitable, he 

thought grimly. Whilst not exactly raining, the damp seemed to permeate every fibre, leaving him 

feeling clammy and uncomfortable. He was acutely aware of Hermione beside him, walking 

tensely, shoulders set. Unable to think of anything sensible to say, they strode on in silence. 

As they passed the duck pond, she suddenly stopped and turned to him. 

“Listen,” she said abruptly, “I’ve been thinking. That thing obviously wants me for some reason. 

And it can sense me, we know that.” 

He nodded, unsure of where she was going with this. 

“Well, I can sense it too. And I think, on some weird level, I can actually communicate with it. I 

mean, in the church yesterday, I’m sure that it could feel my thoughts… I don’t know. Anyway,” 

she continued grimly, as if she had to get this out, “if it’s after me, then I think that I can distract it, 

to let you get close enough to use the talisman.” 

He gritted his teeth against the desire to protest. She misinterpreted his silence. 

“Well, can you think of a better idea?” she asked, a trifle defensively. 

No. And it was a good idea. 



He said as much. 

“Then what?” she demanded. 

This was a moment that exacted honesty, if ever there was one. 

“I don’t like the idea of you being the bait for that creature. Being alone with it is… too 
dangerous.” That was the closest that he could get to admitting that the thought terrified him. 

He stopped, waiting for the angry outburst from her. But her eyes just widened a little, in surprise, 

and then she spoke, her voice softer: 

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m not wildly keen on the idea either. I only didn’t mention 
it until now, because I was trying to come up with an alternative.” 

It didn’t make him feel better at all, but he just nodded in assent. She reached into her pocket, 
pulling out the enchanted dagger and offering it to him. 

“Here you are,” she said wryly. “You’re certain that it will work without the potion?” 

He nodded. They looked at each other for a long moment. He thought that she was going to say 

something, then she just looked away. 

They resumed their interrupted walk. Behind them, the ducks quacked mournfully, as the prospect 

of a snack faded away. I’ve always hated ducks, he thought irrelevantly. 

Too soon, they were at the beginning of the path to the cottage. The point of no return, he thought 

fancifully, although, for him at least, that point had been reached some while ago. She had paused 

very briefly at the entrance. He didn’t look at her - couldn’t bring himself to, not now, not at this 
moment. Any feelings that he had for her, real or imagined, needed to be pushed down, suppressed, 

ignored, or he would never get through this. He swallowed, mimicking the thought with physical 

action. 

“Let’s get on with it,” he said, hearing his own voice, harsh, uncompromising. 

She just started up the path. 

They were about two-thirds of the way along when she said flatly: “They know I’m here.” 

The ward must have been activated. 

“We weren’t aiming for stealth,” he pointed out tonelessly. 

With no attempt at concealment, they continued toward the cottage. They were within the shadow 

of the walls, near to where they had hidden two nights ago, when Hermione held out a hand to stop 

him. 



“They know I’m outside,” she murmured. “Stay here and watch. I’ll try and distract them 
somehow. If you see an opening, take it.” 

 He nodded, not at all content with this, but seeing no alternative. 

“Just out of curiosity, what did you have in mind as a distraction?” 

She shrugged, her eyes very bright with - fear, adrenaline - he couldn’t tell. 

“I thought I’d make it up as I go along. You seem to bring that out in me.” 

She moved to turn away and he couldn’t help himself. He grasped her arm tightly. 

“Hermione, be careful,” he whispered urgently, cursing the ragged edge to his voice. 

Again, her eyes widened slightly, then she wordlessly put her hand over his, and squeezed gently. 

Then, she firmly removed his hand, and walked away from him down the path. He positioned 

himself against the wall of the house, close to the small window, where he could see her. She 

followed the line of the house to the front door, looked at it appraisingly, squared her shoulders, 

and, to his utter amazement, rapped sharply twice on the door. 

The silence from the house seemed almost as stunned as he was. 

She knocked again, and this time called out in a loud voice, sounding almost irritated. 

“Malfoy! I know you’re in there. You and that disgusting pet of yours. If you want me, here I am.” 

Part of him wanted to cheer at her sheer nerve, even as the rest of him wanted to strangle her. This 

was decidedly not what he had meant by being careful. 

However, the door of the cottage opened, and she disappeared inside. He moved up along the wall, 

until he could see through a window that gave him nearly a complete view of the interior. 

It was little changed from the previous day, save for the fact of occupation. His double was 

standing in the centre of the room - in fact, lounging was probably a better term. Whilst still 

radiating unclean evil, its posture spoke now also of easy, relaxed, confidence, a change that 

disturbed him profoundly. Hermione stood facing it, a little way inside the door. She had purposely 

left it ajar, and sound filtered out to him, eerily disconnected from the images in front of him. 

Don’t think of it as you. Don’t think of what it looks like. Concentrate on her. She won’t survive if 
you lose it now, Severus. 

“Miss Granger, how delightful to see you.” His voice, and yet not. Sibilant, silky, urbane, and 

possessing a curious double quality, as if two people were speaking at once, one voice dominating 

the other. 



“Wish I could say the same.” She was cold, cutting. She looked around her, slowly, deliberately. 

“Where’s Malfoy?” 

The thing smiled. Snape fought to suppress the shudder that teased at his spine. 

“Ah, young Draco. Such a promising young man.” 

“I’m touched that he brings out your paternal side.” Flat, hostile. “Where is he?” 

She was standing tensely, he could see, weight on the balls of her feet, poised to move if 

necessary. Be careful. That thing is dangerous. 

But it was moving back now, spreading its arms, the expansive host. 

“Draco, dear boy, where are your manners? Do come and greet our guest.” There was movement 

from one of the armchairs. Snape hadn’t registered until now that either of them were occupied. 
“Draco, you remember Miss Granger, I’m sure.” 

Snape felt his mouth go dry with shock. The blonde figure now resembled nothing more than a day 

old corpse. His jaw was slack, his eyes vacant and open, barely blinking. There was little trace of 

the luminous, aristocratic, perfection of his features. Snape had the impression that his flesh had 

been removed and replaced with an oily grey putty, which clung precariously to the bones. A 

lifeless membrane, which he supposed had to be skin, held the total in place. He moved around the 

chair in jerky, disconnected movements, like a marionette in the hands of an inexpert puppet-

master. He licked his papery lips. 

“Granger,” he croaked. 

Snape could see that Hermione was shaken, although she was struggling to control herself. A brief 

shifting of her weight told him that she was fighting not to back away from it. 

“Can I have her, now?” he whispered. 

No! 

“No,” murmured the other, echoing his thought. 

“But you promised,” the Draco-thing whined, querulously. A thin trickle of saliva ran down his 

chin. 

The other moved over to Draco, gently stroking a finger along the muddy jawline, wiping away the 

spit, and speaking fondly, as to a beloved child, tone belying the words. 

“That was before you failed me so dreadfully, my shining one. Before I knew that the only one 

worthy of Hester’s legacy was this one.” It gestured at Hermione. Snape felt himself go cold. “Who 

would have thought that her beautiful gift could be given to such a one as this?” It’s tone was 



dreamy, languid. “And she has brought me tribute.” Like a snake, it fixed its eyes on Hermione. 

“Haven’t you.” 

Snape saw the faint tensing that betrayed her surprise, and watched her purposefully look away 

from the shambling figure of Draco Malfoy. 

“Tribute? To you? Hardly.” Her voice was a little high, brittle, conveying her tension to Snape. 

“Oh but I think you have.” It was ignoring Draco, and beginning to move towards her. Snape, 

unconsciously, readied himself to move. She took a step back, still holding on to her self-

possession. 

“Is he still alive?” An attempt to divert. 

“Who? Draco?” The thing seemed faintly amused by the question. “More or less.” It considered. 

“Well, probably rather less than more. Do you wish me to kill him? It would be an easy thing.” 

Snape breathed deliberately, trying not to hear his voice, calmly offering to kill Draco Malfoy, as if 

it were some trifling errand. She was replying. 

“No, I think not.” Voice calm, trying to match its tone. He could hear the traces of strain at the 

edges. She was leaning back now, almost imperceptibly, as if she was trying to counteract a 

physical force being exerted on her. 

“Compassion. How delightful. But that can be easily cured. And there will be time enough for 

games with Draco. After you have given me my tribute.” 

“I don’t know what you mean.” It was closing on her. 

“The talisman. I know you found her secret. I know you touched it.” Hunger in its voice now, raw, 

demanding, eager. “I can smell the darkness on you.” Its tongue flicked out, tasting the air in front 

of her. 

Snape saw her flinch quickly and her hand lift, to be stayed as soon as it moved. Her cheek, he 

thought. She felt that. 

“And him,” it continued greedily, “I can smell him. Was he good? Did you want him?” She was 

flushed red now, but holding her ground. “It will be better with me, you know, better than him, 

better than you can imagine.” 

“I seriously doubt that,” she spat, anger lending colour to the words. “And if you think that this is 

any way to get what you want, then you’re stupid as well as loathsome.” 

That made it stop. Snape let out his breath. She was walking a very fine line, and it was killing him 

to have to just sit and watch. 

“So you do have it,” it said complacently. 



“No,” she retorted, chin up. “But I know where it is.” 

“Where?” Impatient again. 

“Near.” 

Now that she had its undivided attention, she was beginning to move round the room, forcing it to 

turn to look at her. Snape realised what she was doing and began to move towards the door. Away 

from the window, he had to rely on the voices filtering through the half open door. 

“Where?” Repeated, feverish, desire. 

“Get that out of my sight, and I might tell you.” Her voice was lower now, with something like a 

seductive edge. 

Oh, be careful, dearest heart. 

“Draco, go and sit in the corner.” 

Snape had the, faintly nauseating, idea of Draco Malfoy, curling up, obedient as a lap dog. 

“Good boy.” The silken words completed the image. 

“Now,” it pursued, “tell me where.” 

“What do I get out of it if I do tell you?” Purring now. 

He heard a slight change in the resonance of her voice, which told him that she had moved deeper 

into the house. She must have been trusting that he had picked up her cue, for she was trapping 

herself in there with that thing.  By now, he had reached the door and could see through the narrow 

opening. She was halfway down the room, not quite at the beginning of the kitchen section. The 

thing was facing her, back to the door, careless in its eagerness to get at the talisman. He couldn’t 
see Draco, but after what he had seen, he was inclined to dismiss him as a serious threat. 

Cautiously, desperately trying not to attract the attention of the other, he eased the door open. 

When the gap was large enough to admit his body, he slid inside, keeping low. The thing was still 

intent on coaxing the talisman from Hermione. For her part, she was shifting the conversation, now 

enticing, now refusing, keeping up the false negotiations. He could see the strain written clearly on 

her face now, slight sheen of sweat, spots of high colour in her cheeks, eyes over-bright. Her body 

was bow-string taut, unconsciously swaying back and forth, external evidence of the inner struggle. 

The thing was barely fifteen feet away from him, standing by the long table. He looked around for 

something to use as a weapon, silently cursing the bareness of the furnishings. Eventually, he 

noticed some kind of stone jar, which appeared to have been in use as a form of doorstop. Not very 

subtle - hardly in the same category as a potion, or even a charm, but those options were not 

available. He was forced to work with what he was given. Shifting his balance, he inched towards 

it, reaching out to grasp the rim. Trying to tune out Hermione’s voice, verbally fencing with that 



eerie, doubled, echo of himself, he focussed into working his way back to a place from which he 

could successfully attack. 

Don’t listen to her voice. Don’t even think of her there at all. Don’t think of it as you. It is just 
something to be removed. A piece of Dark Magic. A part of that other existence. Discrete. 

Divisible. Destructible. 

And he was in position. He tensed his muscles, adjusted his balance, tested the weight of the jar, 

and moved… and, as he did so, there was a hoarse croak from beside the fireplace… 

“Master…” 

Draco bloody Malfoy. 

He barely had time to curse before the thing whirled on him, utterly evading his blow. Before he 

could recover, it had fixed him with an unpleasant sneer… do I look like that?… and skittered back 

towards Hermione, its robe catching on the jagged edge of the table. Angrily, it pulled away, 

leaving torn threads clinging to the wood. Hermione moved, but not fast enough. It caught her and 

pulled her to it, holding her closely, parody of a lover’s embrace. 

Snape froze, watching Hermione struggle. 

The thing was watching him intently. 

“Now, here we have an interesting situation,” it said, musingly, in its doubled voice. Snape tried to 

focus on the voice, analysing irrelevancies to prevent the reality of the situation paralysing him. 

The echo was familiar, but where from? 

“Master…,” came another feeble whine from the direction of the fireplace. 

Of course, Malfoy. Malfoy before that thing drained him out. It had integrated the boy’s cocky self-
assurance into its own persona. 

“You did well,” praised the voice. “You will be rewarded.” 

Snape found his own voice. 

“Let her go. I have what you want.” He ignored Hermione, frantically shaking her head at him. 

“Yes, I know,” replied his double. “And I have something that you want. You do want her I take 

it?” The implication in its voice was nasty and unmistakeable. It didn’t wait for a response. “In fact, 

I find that she is something that I want as well.” It eyed Snape in a measuring fashion. “Frankly, I 

find this a tedious place. I would prefer to return to my proper domain. But I want her. She has… 
interesting… qualities that will be wasted on others.” It shrugged. “You hold little interest for me. I 

offer you your life in this world in return for the talisman. Otherwise, I will stay here with her, and 

you will die.” 



Memories of the other place prickled at his mind. The whispered voices, echoing his thoughts. Why 

would she want you? How could she bear to touch you? How could you begin to think that you 

deserve her? That you could please her? He moistened his lips. Hermione was still, now, watching 

him intently. He could see the fear in her eyes, the disgust at being touched by… no, not him… it… 
and under that, something else. Confidence in him, that inexplicable trust that she placed in him. 

The creature was also watching him, gauging him. He could feel the pressure, the doubts 

increasing, fuelled, he knew, by the thing in front of him. 

Well, he might hold his own life cheap, but he certainly didn’t hers. 

Drawing on years of painful experience before Voldemort, Snape tried to convey the impression 

that he was considering this offer. He slowly lowered his arm, and placed the jar on the table. 

Gathering his nerve, praying that she would trust him enough, he said: 

“Very well. I accept your terms.” 

He forced himself not to turn away from the look of triumph on the creature’s face. Hermione had 
still not taken her eyes off him. 

“Give me the talisman,” it demanded. 

He reached into his pocket and removed the dagger. The thing’s eyes glittered with something 
verging on lust. It let out a small sigh, obscene satisfaction. It pressed against Hermione, and he 

saw her eyes close briefly, and an expression of disgust cross her face. 

“Give it to me,” it breathed caressingly. 

He settled the hilt in the palm of his hand, and then, with deliberate calculation, drove the talisman, 

point first, into the top of the table. 

“Come and get it,” he said flatly. 

“Go,” it commanded him. 

He shook his head. 

“I want to watch you take it.” 

Suspicion flickered briefly in the depths of its empty eyes, and then lust took over again. Step by 

step, pulling Hermione with it, it moved towards the table. 

Closer. Just a little closer. Almost… 

It reached out one slender hand to grasp the hilt of the dagger… and in one fluid, precise, motion, 
Snape seized the stone jar, and with a fierce backhand swing brought it crashing into the side of the 

creature’s head. It gave a shout of pain and fury, stumbling, and loosening its hold on Hermione. 



Dropping the jar, he pulled the dagger back out of the table top, and looked up in time to see her 

turn towards it and bring her knee viciously up into its groin. This time it screamed, hitting her 

violently across the face, as it shoved her away. 

She stumbled backwards from the force of the blow, blood on her chin, where her lip had split. His 

attention divided between the thing in front of him, and her, Snape was unable to move fast enough 

to stop her catching her foot on the base one of the chairs. As if in slow motion he watched, as her 

momentum caused her to pivot around the trapped foot, and fall, striking her head heavily on the 

stone fireplace. She lay still. 

Movement in the corner of his eye, called him back to the present. The thing was coming for him, 

still in a half crouch. Snape’s awareness narrowed to the creature, and the cold metal in his hand. 
Emotions, long buried, newly awakened, were crowding into his nerves, whirling, spinning 

themselves into something sharp and hard and lethal. He took two steps back, and the face of the 

thing lit with the sure knowledge that it had won. 

He hefted the dagger, and threw it at himself with all his strength. 

Once more, time took on that unsettling, stretched, quality. The knife flew end over end and finally 

embedded itself, point first, in the other’s shoulder. 

And Severus Snape let go his iron grip on every particle of emotion he had ever denied in himself. 

His grief for the death of his brother, his hurt at the behaviour of his parents, his rage and hatred at 

what he had become - the love he was only just beginning to acknowledge for the woman lying 

motionless on the floor - and the sick fear that she was already leaving him. 

A point of light began to appear around the dagger, spreading outwards until it enveloped the other 

completely. The patch of light became three-dimensional, receding into another place. The figure of 

the other began to thin, and then elongate backwards, and then the light folded in on itself, over and 

over, until it was a point again - and then it went out. 

A thin, keening, wail from the fireplace reactivated his brain. Malfoy, separated from the other, was 

rocking pitifully, muttering incoherently. Hermione still had not moved from where she had fallen. 

Almost absently, Snape picked the torn threads from the other’s robe off the edge of the table and 
put them in his pocket. Ignoring the weeping Malfoy, he moved to Hermione’s side. Blood was 
smearing her chin from the cut on her lip. But worse was the pool of darkness surrounding her 

head, where it had struck the stone. The stain that he had not allowed himself to see earlier. Her 

breathing was shallow. Gently, he raised one of her eyelids with his thumb. There was no reaction 

from her pupils. Cautiously, he supported her head, and explored the injury with his fingers. Warm, 

sticky, matted, hair and a spongy feel to her skull. Fracture, then, he thought with a curious 

detachment. A serious one. Not life threatening, provided she could be got quickly to a decent 

medi-wizard. Unquestionably fatal, if not. 

And certainly beyond his ability to heal even under the best of circumstances. 

There was really no decision to be made. 



He reached across her to pick up her wand, where it had fallen from her sleeve. It felt foreign, hers. 

Her blood on his hands made it slippery. With his free hand he gently stroked her cheek. 

“Don’t worry, dearest. It’s going to be all right,” he murmured, with no idea if she could hear him 

or not. 

Then, carefully placing the tip of the wand to the injury on her mouth, he spoke the words of a 

simple healing charm, and sat back to wait. 

The Ministry Aurors were through the door before the flesh had finished knitting. 

“Stand away from her.” Harsh demand. He complied, setting the wand down beside her. 

Three of them, he thought, still feeling somewhat disembodied. Two he didn’t recognise… and 
Harry Potter. He was kneeling by Hermione, checking her pulse, and then looked up to glare at 

him. 

“Get her to the medi-wizards. Now.” 

One of the other Aurors, crouched by her, drew his wand, apparated. Hermione disappeared with 

him. Snape simply watched Harry in silence. His colleague appeared to be trying to get sense out of 

Draco. 

Harry Potter walked up, very close to him, and said in a low, venomous, voice: 

“I’ll be fascinated to hear your explanation for … this.” 

Snape just looked at him. He could see exactly how it looked. Draco Malfoy reduced to near 

catatonia. Hermione Granger seriously injured. Him, on the run, already under suspicion for 

murder, and found crouched next to her, with her blood on his hands. He wondered how Potter 

would react to being told that the murders had been committed by his evil double from an alternate 

reality, and that said double had just been dispatched off, taking with him the talisman that might 

have served to corroborate the story. With his fear for Hermione’s safety allayed, and reaction 
beginning to set in, he reflected that, from a certain perspective, it was almost funny. 

His lips twitched briefly. It was a mistake. Harry Potter hit him, clenched fist, square across the 

jaw. He rocked back at the blow. That only left Weasley, he thought sourly, and all three of them 

would have taken a shot at him. 

“Strangely enough,” Harry spat, “I don’t think that this is at all amusing. You’d better pray that 
Hermione recovers.” 

You can count on that, Potter. 

“I presume from your attitude that you have no explanation to offer.” 

Realistically, he could offer none without implicating Hermione. He stared at Harry in silence. 



Breaking eye contact with a sound of disgust, Harry looked at his colleague. 

“Get St Mungo’s to deal with Malfoy,” he said wearily, “and let’s take this one,” he gestured at 

Snape, “to Azkaban.” 

********** 

END OF PART 4 

THE OTHER SIDE OF DARKNESS 

PART 5 

Hermione Granger was running down the corridors at Hogwarts, with an essay clutched in her 

hand, frantically trying to find the person that she had to give it to. She didn’t know  why, or what it 

was for, she just knew it was critically important that it was handed in or something dreadful would 

happen. She remembered that she needed to get to the dungeons. If she could just find them, then 

everything would be all right. But every time she found a familiar way, the stairs moved, and she 

was back where she started. And the stone around her dissolved into a thick grey fog that clung 

around her legs, and her arms, and threaded its way into her hair, until she couldn’t move, and the 
fog lightened and her body got heavier and heavier, and all she could think was that she hadn’t 
handed her essay in on time…. 

And then, she became aware of whiteness. A white ceiling, in particular. Odd, she thought. She 

could have sworn that the ceiling at the Rose and Crown had been much dirtier. She tried to focus 

and the brightness brought tears to her eyes. Instinctively, turning away from it, she realised that 

her head hurt. A lot. 

A figure swam into her blurry vision. It didn’t look hostile, but it didn’t look right either. It was not 

tall enough, and the hair wasn’t dark enough, or long enough, and the serious expression behind the 
glasses (glasses?) didn’t look right either. 

“Hermione… Hermione… can you hear me?” A voice from a long way off, familiar and not-right 

as well. Anxious, calling for help. 

Help? Why did she need help? 

Then another figure was at the bed. It seemed to be mostly white, like the room. Her forehead was 

felt, her skull was prodded, her wrist was held. 

“She’s coming back to us, Mr Potter. Give her a chance, that was a nasty bang she took there.” 

Older voice. Competent, practical, with the hands of a professional carer. Recalling Madam 

Pomfrey, but not the Hogwarts matron. She remembered her dream. She still had to hand the essay 

in. She struggled to say something. Hands restrained her. 

“It’s OK, Hermione, you’re safe now, it’s over, you’re going to be fine.” Evoking the memory of 

another voice, darker, richer, comforting her… it’s all right, you’re safe, you’re not alone…. 



She couldn’t hear him, she wanted to know where he was…. 

“Severus,” she tried to say, but couldn’t form the word. The not-right figure next to the bed heard 

something though. 

“Snape?” it said, in a tone laden with contempt and disgust. “Don’t worry ‘Mione, he can’t hurt you 
any more.” 

No, no, you don’t understand, she wanted to say, I need to know where he is, what happened, but 
the white was fading to grey, and the stone was solidifying under her feet again. The essay was in 

her hand once more, and the stairs were moving. 

As she began to search again for the dungeons, a fleeting thought drifted away from her like dust. 

He would never call me ‘Mione. 

The next time she woke the throbbing in her head had eased considerably. She opened her eyes 

gingerly, blinking against the brightness. Movement beside the bed caught her attention. A round 

blob with a red halo resolved into the face of Ron Weasley. He was grinning inanely. 

“Welcome back, ‘Mione.” 

She smiled weakly, and looked around the room. It was obviously a hospital room, 

indistinguishable from just about any other hospital room. Mostly white. Very, very clean. 

“Where am I?” she asked. 

“St Mungo’s. You were apparated here after,” he paused, uncharacteristically for Ron, “after Harry 

found you.” 

He looked uncomfortable. Hermione took in as much of her surroundings as she could from a prone 

position. A vase of flowers stood by one side of the bed, and a basket sat on the other side. Without 

needing to look she guessed that it contained - or at any rate had once contained - chocolate frogs, 

and supplies of Bertie Bott’s Every Flavour Beans. 

“Nice flowers,” she said, to fill the silence. 

He grinned. 

“Mum sent them. The basket was from me and Harry - it’s a traditional Weasley family remedy.” 

“Have you eaten all of it,” she asked, in a feeble attempt at humour. 

Ron pretended to be outraged. 

“Course not,” he said virtuously. “But then again, these things do go off you know….” 



She managed a small laugh at that, and shut her eyes again, trying to order her thoughts. Something 

that Ron had said, now registered. 

“Ron,” she said, opening her eyes to look at him. “You said that Harry found me. How did he find 

me?” 

Ron looked awkward again. 

“Dunno the full details,” he said shifting slightly. “All I know is that he found you in some cottage 

in the middle of nowhere. You’ll have to ask Harry the rest.” 

“Ask Harry the rest of what?” came the smiling voice from the doorway. 

Ron jumped up in relief. 

“’Mione was just asking about what happened. I said you were the one to ask.” 

The smile on Harry’s face slipped a little, but he quickly recovered. She was beginning to feel a 

faint sense of unease stirring. 

“Harry,” she said, seriously, “tell me what happened. The last thing I remember is falling and 

hitting my head. How did you find me?” 

Harry’s face went closed. 

“He made a mistake,” he said briefly. 

He? Which he? 

She sighed, with a trace of her usual manner asserting itself. 

“Harry, just tell me what happened.” 

Ron grinned again. 

“Sounds like she’s feeling better. Tell you what, I’ll leave you to your chat, and go and send owls 

to everyone who wanted to be told, when you were awake.” With unusual tact, he slipped out of the 

room, closing the door behind him. 

Hermione pushed herself carefully up, until she was sitting upright. Harry moved to adjust the 

pillows until she was comfortable. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to wait for a while?” 

“Absolutely.” She was now certain that something had happened. Something bad. “Tell me.” 

Harry ran his hand through his unruly hair, a habit from boyhood that he had never managed to 

break. 



“Well, you know that Snape disappeared, when we went to arrest him,” she nodded, and he grinned 

ruefully, “well, yeah, I suppose you would really wouldn’t you. We lost him, but the IUMO had a 
trace on him,” he frowned, “I told you that didn’t I?” She nodded again. “A lot has happened over 

the past three weeks.” 

Three weeks? How long had she been here. 

Harry continued. 

“Well, about three days ago the IUMO magic alert was triggered, so we followed it up. We 

apparated to this cottage somewhere, and inside we found Draco Malfoy turned into a snivelling 

vegetable, and you with a fractured skull. He was…” he hesitated, “beside you, and your blood was 

all over his hands. He must have used your wand to cast a spell or something. I guess he thought 

that we wouldn’t be able to trace him, if he didn’t use his own wand. Anyway, we got you out to St 
Mungo’s.” 

She went cold. 

“And him?” Her voice was a whisper. 

“Azkaban,” said Harry with grim satisfaction. “So, don’t worry about him, he’s safely locked up.” 

She felt sick, and her vision blurred. She shut her eyes and leant her head back against the pillows, 

shaking her head. 

Azkaban. Oh Gods. 

Harry had his hand on her arm. 

“It’s OK ‘Mione.” 

No, it was most definitely NOT OK. 

“Did he say anything?” she asked, faintly. 

“No. Not a thing. I asked for an explanation, and he just smirked. I don’t think he’s said anything to 
any of the other Ministry people either.” 

She fought to process this information. Why hadn’t he just told them what happened? She opened 

her eyes. 

“Harry,” she said, “when the Ministry searched the cottage, did they find anything like an 

ornamental dagger, a bit battered, about eight inches long, with a capital M on it?” 

Harry was shaking his head. 

“No, nothing like that.” 



“And Draco and Sev… Snape were the only other people in the cottage?” 

“Yes.” 

Which meant that he had probably managed to send the other back, unless… 

“Was there anything… odd about S... Snape when you arrested him.” 

Harry snorted. 

“Nope, nothing at all. Same supercilious, miserable, git that he ever was.” 

Hermione felt a paradoxical sense of relief at that statement. She rubbed her head, where it still 

ached a little. Harry looked sympathetic. 

“You said I fractured my skull,” she said curiously. 

“Yes. Quite badly, apparently. The medi-wizard said that if we hadn’t got there when we did you’d 
have died.” 

She shut her eyes again. She remembered the thing hitting her away, stumbling backwards, 

catching her foot, falling, and then nothing. A fractured skull. If the Aurors hadn’t got there in time, 
she’d have died. He had cast some charm with her wand, knowing that the Ministry would arrive 

immediately. He’d said nothing about what had happened. If she, also, said nothing the matter 
would go no further - he would remain in Azkaban, she would carry on with her life as if nothing 

had happened. 

I pay my debts, Miss Granger. 

The man’s sense of honour was built on a quixotic streak wide enough to host the Quidditch World 
Cup. The idiot. The stupid idiot. The bloody, bloody, stupid, idiot man. How could he have begun 

to think that she would go along with this. 

She felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes, and one escaped to fall down her cheek. Angrily, she 

rubbed it away. She opened her eyes again, to see Harry looking at her in alarm. 

“Hermione,” he said anxiously, “you really are going to be all right, you know. He can’t hurt you 
now.” 

She shook her head, sniffing a little. 

“Harry, you don’t understand, you really don’t understand. He didn’t hurt me at all. Far from it…” 

she trailed off at his look of incomprehension. 

“Listen,” she continued, in a firmer tone, “there’s something that you need to know. You’d better 
sit down because it’s going to take a while, and I don’t think that you’re going to like some parts of 
it.” 



Eyeing her apprehensively, Harry seated himself by the bed. Hermione took a deep breath and 

began to explain. She told him nearly everything - the potion, the other reality, the other, the 

murders, Draco Malfoy, helping Snape, the attacks, the cottage, the talisman, and the final 

confrontation. She reduced the account of their personal dealings to the bare statement that he had 

been helpful and cooperative. Of Snape’s background history, she said nothing at all. 

When she finished Harry put his head in his hands. 

“Oh dear Gods, what a mess.” 

“You can say that again,” she said miserably. 

“I should never have involved you with the potion in the first place.” 

Hermione felt a brief surge of irritation. Was she destined to be forever surrounded by men, 

determined to heap blame on themselves at every opportunity? 

“I could have said no,” she pointed out, with asperity. “I didn’t have to continue looking after we 
got back from the other place. I could have summoned the Aurors when he turned up on my 

doorstep. I made my own choices in this, thank you very much.” 

Harry looked a little hurt at her tone. She realised that she had become used to dealing with Snape, 

whose feelings were much less apt to be affected by lapses in superficial politeness. She 

consciously moderated her voice. 

“Sorry, Harry, I’m just a little… off-balance… right now. I think what’s more important is working 
out what happens next.” 

“Well, the Ministry will have to be told.” He glanced at her. “I don’t think they’re going to be very 
happy… with either of us.” 

“Well, I expected that. Um… Harry, you know, I don’t have to say where I got the potion from. I 
can just say that it arrived in an anonymous package, with a letter or something,  and I was too 

curious to let it go.” 

“Sure thing ‘Mione. And we could just shut up, and let Snape rot in Azkaban. But we both know 

that that isn’t going to happen.” His voice was carefully neutral, as if he hadn’t quite decided what 
to make of her revelation. “I think we’re just going to have to take it on the chin, as they say.” 

She nodded, and rested back against the pillows. She closed her eyes, and wondered if Snape was 

all right. 

********** 

Severus Snape lay flat on his back, on the bed in his chambers at Hogwarts, and looked up at the 

ceiling. The room was cold, not even enlivened by the presence of Sphinx. He assumed that she 



was still hopping around Hermione’s balcony. He had not bothered to light a fire. Food sent down 
via the house-elves was sitting, untouched, on a tray. 

It was three days since he had returned to the school, six since his arrest. 

The intervening three days had been spent in Azkaban. Three days of questioning by the Aurors. 

Three nights of listening to the Dementors, schooling his thoughts to give them no reason to notice 

him. Three days of determined refusal to call her to voice or mind, guarding his feelings closely. 

Unpleasant, but then again he’d spent much of his life in close proximity to the likes of Voldemort. 
He had survived. 

As soon as the bureaucrats had turned up in his cell, murmuring meaningless words of apology, 

indicating his imminent release, he knew that she had told the Ministry what had happened. 

Dumbledore received him back into the school, with a grave expression on his face. He returned 

immediately to his chambers. He made no attempt to contact the other staff, not they him. Poppy 

Pomfrey had once come down to check if he needed anything. 

Nothing that she could supply. 

He wasn’t even certain that the student body knew that he was back. 

And Dumbledore’s only words to him had been to advise him not to contact Hermione until the 

Ministry had finished considering her case. He had only been able to nod agreement. The fact that, 

logically, she must be recovered from her injuries, if she had been able to recount the story, was 

scant comfort. 

He missed her. 

Her smile, her common sense, her quick intelligence. Her warm compassion, and her courage in 

trusting him so much, that, for a moment, he had begun to believe in himself again. 

Alone in his rooms, no longer distracted by the simple need to survive, the feelings that he had 

begun to acknowledge in Hester’s cottage were making their presence felt. That act of recognition 
had in no sense been a catharsis. He was struggling with the upsurge of emotions long denied, or 

forgotten, and having little success in resolving any of them. 

He wanted to talk to her, to take comfort from her presence, from her touch. He ached to  hold her 

again. Her absence only underscored just how isolated he had managed to become. He wondered if 

she would still want anything to do with him. 

He wanted to do just about anything, rather than lie here, waiting for the headmaster and governors 

to decide his fate. 

He wondered what the Ministry would do to her. 

His bleak mood was interrupted by a scratching at the window. Reluctantly getting up, he opened 

the casement. One of the school owls flew in, and landed on his desk, looking at him reproachfully. 



Carefully, he untied the parchment from its leg, and broke off a morsel from his untouched lunch. 

The owl finished it off, and then disappeared through the window. 

The letter was brief. 

Severus, 

I would be grateful if you could stop by my office when convenient. We have some matters to 

discuss. 

Albus Dumbledore 

The tone was friendly, and at least addressed him by his given name. It didn’t seem like a letter that 

heralded his dismissal. Dumbledore tended not to play those sorts of games with people. He tried to 

feel reassured. Tried not to worry about Hermione. 

He might as well go now, he supposed, shrugging a little. It wasn’t as if he had a hectic social 
calendar, at the moment. 

The school was quiet as he walked through it, the majority of pupils in their afternoon classes. The 

few that he did see kept a safe distance. Not that he could draw any inferences from that. 

Pupils always kept a safe distance from him. Reaching the familiar door, he raised his hand, and the 

door swung open. 

How did he do that every time, he wondered irrelevantly. 

Dumbledore was sitting behind his desk, looking benign. 

“Come in Severus, take a seat.” 

Nervously, cursing himself for feeling like a child facing detention, he chose a chair opposite the 

headmaster. Dumbledore’s desk was clear of anything other than the usual knickknacks and trinkets 
that he usually kept to hand. Fawkes was perched on the headmaster’s shoulder. Snape glanced at 
the portraits, to see if he could gauge the mood from any of them. He sat stiffly, waiting for 

sentence to be pronounced. 

Dumbledore steepled his fingers. 

“I think the first thing to be said, is how very glad I am that you have been able to prove your 

innocence.” Snape waited for the rest. “However, it cannot be denied that your rather… 
unorthodox… methods have raised a few eyebrows. There are certainly some  who believe that, 

had you left matters in the hands of the Ministry, the truth would have been revealed in the end.” 

Snape moved to say something at that. Dumbledore held his hand up to silence him. 



“There are those, however, who accept that it is occasionally necessary to adopt a more … direct… 
approach.” The glint in his blue eyes told Snape exactly which view he held. “The governors 

appear to be prepared to accept my recommendations in this matter.” 

Snape began to feel himself relax a little. But Dumbledore hadn’t finished. 

“However, before I come to that, I confess that the connection of Miss Granger with this matter 

gives me cause for a moment’s thought.” 

Snape stirred at that, and found his voice. 

“Headmaster, I assure you I did nothing to coerce her….” 

Again, Dumbledore waved him silent. 

“Ah, Severus, I am quite sure that you did not. Miss Granger is an intelligent and resourceful young 

woman, possessed of a singular degree of determination. I have no doubt, that once she had decided 

to involve herself in the matter, she would have been next to impossible to dissuade.” 

No argument from him there. 

“No, what concerns me a little, are the more… personal… aspects.” 

Snape sat up, startled. 

“I have read the account that she gives, and I sense there are some… ah… omissions from the 
narrative.” He fixed Snape with a piercing gaze. “Severus, tell me honestly, I am aware that you 

and Miss Granger were not on best terms when she was a student. May I assume that any… 
differences… between the two of you have now been resolved?” 

Not entirely certain of precisely what was being asked, Snape sought his words carefully. Not least, 

because he did not want to risk speaking for Hermione’s feelings. 

“No, headmaster,” he said eventually, “There are no difficulties between us that I am aware of.” 

“You understand,” pursued Dumbledore, “that I expect my staff to be restrained, courteous, and 

professional at all times,” Snape nodded cautiously, as the headmaster continued, “and, even if my 

expectations are occasionally unfulfilled, I still have them.” 

Snape really had managed to lose Dumbledore’s meaning now, and said so. 

The headmaster’s face broke into a beaming smile. 

“Of course you don’t, dear boy, I was quite forgetting these.” 

He reached into a drawer and pulled out two envelopes, made of thick, creamy, vellum, reminiscent 

of the letters that students still received at the beginning of each school year. He handed one to 

Snape. 



It was addressed to him. He opened it. Inside was a letter, written on Hogwarts headed notepaper. 

Dear Professor Snape, 

Owing to the recent, unforeseen, departure of the current postholder, a vacancy has arisen in the 

field of Defence Against the Dark Arts. We are happy to offer this post to yourself, effective the 

beginning of the summer term. We would be grateful to receive your response as soon as possible, 

Yours sincerely, 

Albus Dumbledore 

For, and on behalf of, the Board of Governors, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. 

He had to read the letter twice. 

“Defence Against the Dark Arts?” he said stupidly. “What happened to Professor.. um….” He 

supposed he should have learned the man’s name. 

Dumbledore looked regretful for a moment 

“Ah, poor Professor Waldstein. A nasty encounter with a kelpie I’m afraid. Hagrid seemed to think 
that it would be good idea to keep one in the school lake. They were trying to catch it, and the 

Professor managed to get a bridle on to it. Sadly, he was unlucky enough to sneeze during the 

Placement Charm. Fortunately, we managed to get him back, and he was only slightly nibbled, but 

he has been advised to take a long convalescence.” He brightened. “Well, do you accept?” 

Snape nodded dumbly. 

“Splendid!” said Dumbledore enthusiastically 

Snape found his voice again. 

“But, what about the potions syllabus.” 

“You will have plenty of time to hand over to the new teacher.” Dumbledore was still holding the 

other letter, turning it over in his hands. Then, he handed it to Snape. “This one is not for you. I 

could send it by owl, I suppose, but I wondered if, as a favour to me, you might be willing to 

deliver it by hand.” 

Snape took the envelope and turned it to look at the name on the front. 

Miss Hermione Granger. 

He looked at Dumbledore, and nodded again. 

“If I might make another suggestion, although please feel free to ignore an old man.” Snape shot a 

suspicious glance at him. Albus Dumbledore was usually at his most deadly, when overcome by a 



fit of doddery old age. “If you aren’t busy, tonight might be a good time. I have reason to suspect 
that our Miss Granger will welcome a friendly face this evening.” 

Snape stood to leave, and then paused. 

“Thank you, Albus.” 

Dumbledore waved his thanks away. 

“Don’t thank me, Severus. I’m just glad to have you back in one piece.” He smiled. “And Severus, 

I wish you luck and happiness.” 

********** 

Hermione stood before the big walnut desk, smart in her well cut business suit, trying to keep her 

face impassive, as she listened to the sententious tones of the man in front of her. Cornelius Fudge 

had changed very little over the years. He still oozed wounded self-consequence whenever he felt a 

threat to the dignity of the Ministry, and hence to himself. He was currently embarked on a detailed 

enumeration of her failings, in the eyes of that august office. At his side, hovered a thin little witch 

called Euphemia Entwhistle. She was of indeterminate age, with iron grey hair, and a taste in 

clothes which reminded Hermione, forcibly, of a village production of an Agatha Christie play she 

had endured as a child. Her father’s receptionist had had a small part and had blackmailed friends 
and colleagues into buying tickets. 

Miss Entwhistle was, in fact, Hermione’s immediate superior at the Ministry. From the reproachful 
glances that she was casting at her subordinate, Hermione suspected that she had recently been on 

the receiving end of a lecture from Fudge, about allowing junior staff too much latitude. She tried 

not to sigh, as Fudge droned on. She was fairly certain she knew what the outcome of the meeting 

would be. She wished that he would just get on with it, rather than forcing her to endure his 

disappointed, paternal, lecture. 

She had heard nothing from, or about, Snape since she had been discharged from St Mungo’s, save 
a terse note from Harry, saying that he had been released from Azkaban. She had been told, in no 

uncertain terms, that she was not to get in touch with him in any way. She assumed that he had 

been told the same. She hoped that he was all right. 

Fudge was now shuffling some papers, and she decided that maybe she should pay attention. 

“In summary, Miss Granger, you have admitted to Possession of a Restricted Substance, Failure to 

Disclose the Whereabouts of said Restricted Substance, Attempting to Manufacture the same 

Restricted Substance, Theft of a Dark Magical Item, Assisting and Harbouring a Fugitive from the 

Ministry, Practice of a Dark Art,” Fudge shuddered dramatically at this, “and Creation of a Dark 

Magical Item - which I might add also involves the small matter of an additional offence against 

the Misuse of Muggle Artefacts legislation. I won’t even go into the question of misappropriation 
of Ministry equipment and supplies, and the appalling breach of the trust which we must be able to 

have in all Ministry employees. ” 



He paused for effect. 

“Not very impressive is it, Miss Granger?” he asked, rhetorically. 

“No, sir,” she answered evenly. 

Fudge glared at her. He leant back in his chair and steepled his fingers. 

“There are those who feel that you should be subject to the severest penalties for your misconduct.” 

Another dramatic pause. “However, we take into account the fact that Professor Snape appears to 

be innocent in the matter of the recent… ah… deaths.” 

Hermione tried not to bridle at his use of the phrase appears to be. But then, Fudge had never been 

comfortable with Snape’s role within the Death Eaters. 

“We also take into account the fact that the Dark Items in question have been destroyed, and did 

not appear to have been used to harm any person, wizard or Muggle. Similarly, the potion, itself, 

appears to have been destroyed.  We also give you credit for the good work that you have done for 

the Ministry during your years here.” 

He moved his chair back and regarded her gravely. Here it comes, she thought. 

“Miss Entwhistle and I have discussed this at length,” another mournful glance from her superior, 

“and we have, regrettably, concluded that your position within the Ministry is no longer tenable. 

We cannot tolerate employees who disappear off on a frolic of their own, whenever the mood takes 

them, with no regard for proper protocols, or the responsibilities of their position. We, therefore, 

have no option but to terminate your employment with the Ministry, effective immediately. We 

would ask that you remove all personal items from the building, and return any items of Ministry 

property in your possession, by the end of the week. There will be no further disciplinary action 

taken against you. The Ministry will also strive to avoid unnecessary publicity over this…” he 

grimaced in distaste, “… sordid incident.” 

He looked down at the papers in front of him. She stood there, not knowing whether he had 

finished or not. He glanced up again, appearing surprised to see her still there. 

“You may go, Miss Granger.” 

Without a word, she turned, and left the Minister’s office. 

With a faint sense of unreality, she apparated from the Ministry, back to the anteroom that led to 

the laboratories under the British Library. Mrs Gumbelside regarded her with the same air of 

disappointment that had characterised her conversation with Fudge. She took the lift down to the 

lab, walking along the corridor with a curiously numb feeling. When she entered her own - soon to 

be former - lab, Cyrus gave her a half wave and an embarrassed smile. She sketched an 

acknowledgement, as she unlocked her office. 



Her personal space was as cluttered as her home office, despite the order in the lab. Rummaging 

through, she found a box. Pulling out her wand, she began systematically to reduce items to a size 

that made them portable. Books, notes, her own personal supply of ingredients, all went in. 

Carefully sorting through the bottles and flasks on the shelves, she separated off the ones that 

rightfully belonged to the Ministry. 

Her hand stilled on one bottle. About five inches high, made of dark green glass. The front of the 

flask was stamped with a capital M within a circle. The rune of the fetch. Hermione shuddered at 

the recollection, and tried to ignore the sudden pang as she thought of Snape. 

The bottle that started it all, she thought sourly. The bottle that formerly contained the Said 

Restricted Substance, as Fudge had described it.  She wondered if it were technically Ministry 

property, or hers. Part of her mind also wondered if there was any of the potion left clinging to the 

sides. Something that could be used as the basis for a cure. 

She looked at the bottle consideringly. She should hand it over to Fudge. 

Oh, what the hell. What’s one more infraction to add to the list that that idiot already has. 

She reduced it and dropped it into the box with the other things. 

She completed the rest of the task with dispatch. She had no particular desire to spend any longer 

here than necessary. Now that it was no longer her place, she didn’t wish to prolong the goodbyes. 
She found no pleasure in the sidelong looks of awed disapproval that seemed to follow through the 

official corridors. Taking a last look round, she exited the office - no longer hers - and, out of sheer 

habit, locked and warded it. Then she paused. With a few sweeps of her wand, she disarmed the 

personal wards that she had put in place, and then looked at the bunch of keys resting heavy in her 

hand. 

Cyrus was moving about at the far end of the lab, engaged in his habitual non-work as far as she 

could tell. He looked up, as she jangled the keys. He wore an expression of regret, tinged with faint 

respect. He shrugged a little, as she met his eye. 

“Um… I guess you’re off now then, Miss Granger.” 

“Pretty much. I’ve got to sort out the stuff that I have at home, but I think I’ll send that over. If 
Fudge thinks that I’ve kept anything back, he can always get someone to check.” She had a feeing 

that he wouldn’t do that. He didn’t want this to get any more public than it already was. 

Cyrus was nodding. 

“OK. Well… um …goodbye, and thanks for everything. Um… good luck. I hope you find 
something else.” 

Hermione smiled. 



“Oh I expect I’ll survive,” she said more confidently than she felt. On an impulse, she hefted the 

keys again. “Here Cyrus,” she said, lobbing the bunch in his direction, “catch.” He did so, with a 

surprised expression on his face. “Just lock up after yourself when you leave, will you. I don’t think 
that this is my problem any more.” 

Nodding farewell, she picked up the box, and headed for the exit. 

Mrs Gumbelside gave her a hard stare when she got to the antechamber for the last time. Finally, 

she seemed satisfied that Hermione was not making off with the Ministry silver, so to speak, and 

wished her a stiff “Goodbye and good luck.” 

Instead of leaving through the front entrance of the British Library, she apparated directly to her 

flat. She was not in the mood for strolling through Muggle London at the moment. 

Her flat was dark, and chilly. She found it hard to feel comfortable there now. When she had 

returned the rooms had felt… different… somehow. As if an unclean spirit had passed through. 
Objects had been moved, and she knew, on an instinctive level that Draco Malfoy and 

that thing had been here. There was no whisper of anything left, but she needed to do something to 

dispel the sense of oppression that lay over the place. That, or find somewhere else to live. A wave 

of her wand sent light and heat coursing through the apartment, but did little to improve the 

atmosphere. She dumped her box of stuff on the dining table, next to an envelope addressed to 

Beverly at the Rose and Crown in Downham St Cross. The envelope contained a cheque to cover 

their accommodation and food. Hermione, too, paid her debts, wherever possible. Hanging her suit 

jacket over a chair, she sank onto the sofa. She needed to sort out the things to go back, but didn’t 
have the energy right at the moment. 

As she landed on the cushions, there was a stereo noise of protest - a deep meow, overlaid by a 

distinct meep. Crookshanks raised a big, ginger, head to look at her. From the depths of his coat, 

emerged the bald, wrinkled, face of Sphinx. Hermione’s first action, on discharge from hospital, 
had been to transfigure both birds back into their more usual shapes. Not knowing when, or even if, 

Snape would be released from Azkaban, she had, if not adopted, at least taken over the temporary 

care of, his familiar. She would have to get in touch with him, sooner or later, if only to give the 

little creature back. In the meantime, Sphinx seemed perfectly content to be nestled in 

Crookshanks’ fur by day, and snuggled under the bedcovers with Hermione at night. 

She wondered why she felt so flat. It wasn’t as if Fudge’s decision had been a shock to her. She had 
had a pretty good idea of what the consequences would be, as soon as she told the story to Harry. 

Hell, she had had a pretty good idea of what the consequences would be, from the moment that she 

failed to tell the Ministry that Snape had arrived on her doorstep. The decision had, at least, left 

some options open to her. Private tuition, perhaps. She had some money saved up. She could even 

work abroad, if it came to it. In some ways she wasn’t even sad to have gone. Maybe it was time to 

stretch her wings a little. 

She tried to look positively at the situation, but her vision was still clouded by the image of Snape. 

She reached out to pet Sphinx, and was rewarded by a chirrup and an enthusiastic purr. She chewed 

her lower lip absently, wondering, once more, if he were all right. It would be just like him to be sat 



in some dungeon somewhere, blaming himself. He needed someone to tell him to pull himself 

together. 

She was missing him. 

His bad temper, his brusque manner, his sharp tongue, his acerbic wit, his warmth and steadiness, 

his unexpected vulnerability, and his unsentimental compassion. 

Sod the Ministry. Tomorrow, I’ll owl Dumbledore. I refuse to believe that he doesn’t know where 
Severus is. 

She sat for a long time, lost in thought, until she was disturbed by the doorbell. Odd, she thought. 

Harry and Ron were being decidedly distant at the moment, and no one else knew the code for the 

downstairs lock. She was tempted to ignore it - she was not feeling in the mood for visitors, right 

now - but it rang again, insistently this time. Grumpily, she got up, and wandered to the door, 

pulling at her blouse, and straightening her skirt. Out of habit, she looked through the spyhole, and 

almost froze in shock. A tall figure, dressed in black robes, dark, unkempt, hair… 

Him. 

She opened the door, trying not to fumble the catch. Snape stood there. 

“Good evening, Miss Granger,” he said with a twist of his old formality. 

She just stood there, dumbly, looking at him. He was thinner, she thought. It didn’t suit him. He 
was paler than usual, as well, and there were tired lines and dark smudges around his eyes, as if he 

hadn’t been sleeping well. His expression was unreadable. Finally, he said: 

“May I come in.” 

With a start, she realised that they were both still in the doorway. 

“Yes, yes, of course,” she said, a little sheepishly. She stood back, so he could enter, feeling 

unaccountably nervous. 

“It seemed rude to apparate directly into the room,” he offered by way of explanation. 

“Ah. They re-instated your licence then,” cursing the stupid statement as soon as it left her lips. 

“Demonstrably.” His voice was dry, but not cutting. 

He walked into the living room, to be greeting by a furiously enthusiastic burst of meeps, mrrps, 

whirrs and other noises of Sphinxian welcome and approval. He looked slightly embarrassed, as the 

little creature tried determinedly to climb up his robes, onto his shoulder. Hermione couldn’t help 
smiling at the sight of such unashamed adoration. So much easier for cats, she thought. 

“I assumed that she had moved in here, when she didn’t come back to Hogwarts.” 



“Um… I transfigured her back, after I got out of hospital. You were… I mean… I didn’t know 
when you were going to be…” she trailed off, not quite knowing how to go on. 

He carefully removed the ecstatic, bald, cat from his robes and put her down on the sofa. Then he 

turned, and moved closer to Hermione, close enough that she could touch him, if she only stretched 

out her arm. Close enough for her to catch the trace of his cypress and musk scent. The intensity of 

the expression in his eyes made her breath catch momentarily. 

“Are you all right?” he said, very quietly. 

She gave a half nod, half shrug. 

“No lasting damage, I’m told.” 

“And the Ministry?” 

“Sacked me.” Flat, unemotional, statement. 

He nodded, as if the news were not entirely unexpected.. 

“And you?” she asked, equally quietly. “Are you all right?” 

His lips twitched a slightly crooked smile. 

“Likewise, no lasting damage, I believe.” 

She did reach out then, and placed her hand on his chest. She could feel a flicker of reaction, a 

tensing of the muscles, and his heartbeat, fast, under her open palm. 

“Severus, why?” she asked simply. “Why didn’t you just tell them what happened?” 

Her hand rose and fell, with the rhythm of his breathing. 

 “I thought that, under the circumstances, you deserved the choice. As to how the facts were… 
presented… to the Ministry.” 

Her fingers resonated to the deep vibrations of his voice. 

“And did you, for a moment, seriously think that I would tell the Ministry anything other than the 

truth?” 

“I suppose I should have expected that you would wreck my one attempt at a grand gesture,” he 

agreed with a hint of dry self-mockery. His tone became serious again. “But I am greatly in your 

debt, Hermione.” 

“And you pay your debts. So you told me.” 



He was still watching her intently, but warily, as if he were gauging her response. He hadn’t moved 
to return her touch at all, letting her determine their level of closeness. 

Had he really expected her to return to her life, leaving him in Azkaban? That, after 

everything,  she would just walk away. 

“Tell me,” she said very gently, very carefully, “do you factor being betrayed into all of your 

dealings with the world?” 

She felt him flinch, sharply, under her hand, as if she had slapped him again, and, for a brief 

instant, unguarded pain flared in his eyes, causing her heart to contract. Then, he looked away, 

although she noticed that he did not break their contact. He opened his mouth and she could see 

him physically struggling to find words. 

“Old habits die hard,” he said, in the end, with a quiet bitterness, that she suspected covered a much 

deeper hurt. 

She took a step closer to him, moving inside the circle of his warmth, her body now just  brushing 

his.  His hand came up to cover hers, still resting on his chest. The feel of his skin sent a tingle 

running through her. 

“Some habits need to be broken,” she said softly. 

At that, he turned back to her, and she reached up to place her mouth on his, in a slow kiss. His 

mouth opened under hers, hesitantly, as if he still needed to be certain that she meant what she was 

doing. She slid her tongue inside his mouth to taste him, and his free arm abruptly came around her, 

to pull her into him. The kiss deepened, lips and tongues, exploring, searching, caressing. She 

embraced him now, hands running up his back, over his robes, into his hair. He was holding her 

fiercely to him -  she could feel the heat of him, the beat of his heart sensed through her skin. She 

moved her hips close into him, and felt, rather than heard, him gasp into her mouth. There was a 

hard pressure against her and a point of flame ignited, deep within, which began to spread through 

her blood, along her nervous system, and out into the very edges of her. 

She pulled away from him, just enough to breathe, feeling an overwhelming need to get out of the 

clothes that constricted her, that chafed against her sensitised skin. His own breathing was ragged. 

“Hermione,” he managed unsteadily, “there’s something you need to know before…” 

She kissed him again. There was nothing that he had to say that was more important than this right 

now. 

“Later,” she whispered, and pulled him towards her bedroom. 

He didn’t resist. 

Nor did he resist, when she began to slowly undo the buttons on his robes, releasing them one by 

one, until she could slide the heavy, black, material from his shoulders, to let it drop onto the floor. 



Still less did he resist, when she took his hand in hers and raised it to her mouth, brushing the tips 

of his fingers with her lips, taking them into her mouth, kissing the soft skin, exploring the callus 

where his quill had rested, tasting the myriad tiny scars and burns, legacy of a lifetime of acid and 

fire and hot metal. Cupping his hand around her cheek she bit lightly into his palm, lifting off the 

salt sweat of his arousal. As he watched her, she undid the buttons of her blouse, and once again 

placed his hand on her breast, holding it there, pressing her aching nipple into his fingers. He closed 

his eyes as he began to caress her, gently working the lace of her bra, the combination of hot touch 

over harsh fabric making her shiver with delight. 

She now raised her hand to his chest, working at the buttons of his plain, black, shirt until it was 

open to the waist. She ran her hand over his exposed skin, feeling him shudder as she traced the 

contours of him, letting her fingers softly stroke his nipples. He was too thin, his ribcage painfully 

evident. A lump formed in her throat, and she slid her hands round his back, under the shirt, pulling 

it loose, and catching him to her in a sudden, impulsive, hug, almost at odds with the mood. He 

returned the embrace with equal strength. 

“I would never have left you there,” she whispered, fiercely, against his skin. 

His arms tightened almost painfully around her. 

“I know,” came his voice, low, and so muffled in the embrace as to be almost inaudible. “Forgive 

me.” 

She lifted her head to kiss the base of his throat, then trailed her lips up the line of his jaw. Placing 

her mouth next to his ear, she murmured: 

“Make love to me, Severus.” 

He moved his head to kiss her again, with a passion that sent shocks of response echoing through 

her body. He slid one hand around her waist, under her blouse, freeing it from her skirt. She pressed 

against him again, as he ran his fingers up her back, stroking her spine, and finally, deftly, undoing 

the catch of her bra. She released him, just long enough to shrug off both garments, as his hand 

moved round to cup one breast, rubbing his thumb over her painfully hard nipple. The fire within 

her flared at his touch, and she let out a sigh that was half way to being a sob. 

That sound seemed to release something in both of them. Together they moved towards the bed, 

Hermione pulling him back on top of her, as the edge caught at the back of her knees. A wave of 

need and desire swept over her, and she fought out of the rest of her clothes, pulling at him to do 

the same. He matched her insistence, hands running urgently, almost roughly, over her, kneading at 

her breasts, sweeping down her stomach to linger at the top of her thighs. His mouth followed, 

exploring her breasts, taking one nipple and then the other between his lips, suckling her, making 

her cry out and arch her back, pushing herself into him. His hands had found the place between her 

legs now, and his fingers were teasing, delving, stroking, making her body shudder and jump. 

Incoherent noises of pleasure and desire escaped her lips, her focus entirely on the sensations 

coursing through her. 



The hardness was pressing against her thigh again as well, a hardness that stirred wicked, delicious, 

images in her mind. Without dislodging his hand, she moved, so she could see his face. He sat back 

a little, watching her like a cat, eyes hooded and intense, clouded only by a faint trace of lingering 

uncertainty. Not taking her gaze from his, she ran her fingers lightly down his chest and over his 

abdomen until she reached the top of his legs. Without pausing, or breaking eye contact, she drew 

her hand along the length of him. The uncertainty vanished from his eyes, as his whole body 

shuddered, and he choked out her name. Slowly, she circled him, caressing him, sliding her thumb 

over the head, smearing the fluids there over her skin. Intently watching his expression she brought 

her hand back to her mouth and deliberately licked off the salty liquid, running her tongue openly 

over  her own skin. 

She hadn’t thought it possible for black eyes to get any darker, but his somehow did. Or, maybe 
they took on another dimension of depth entirely. 

“Gods, woman, do you have any idea what you do to me?” Voice, no longer silken, but harsh and 

ragged, and naked with hunger and need. 

The fire burned blue-white within her, and all thoughts of teasing him any longer fled from her 

mind. She pulled him to her, but he was already moving, pushing her onto her back. She steadied 

him, as he positioned himself, reaching between his legs to stroke him,  guide him into her.  She 

threw back her head, his name on her lips, and arched again as he thrust into her, her own love and 

need for him filling her, matching his rhythm stroke for stroke, the pitch of sensation rising ever 

higher, until something inside her convulsed, the flame turned from blue to white, and she was 

falling over the edge into his voice, which was crying out her name. 

When she could think again, she realised that he had rolled away from her and was lying on his 

back. She could see the rise and fall of his chest in the half light spilling in from the living room. 

Nervously, she pushed herself up. She had thought that they had resolved at least some of their 

issues. She reached out to touch him. 

“Severus?” she said cautiously. 

He turned back towards her, reaching a hand to stroke her face. 

“I just didn’t want to have to explain how I’d injured you by collapsing on you.” 

She smiled, the apprehension leaving her. 

“Well, ordinarily I wouldn’t mind, but I’d rather not see the inside of St Mungo’s again for a bit.” 

She moved closer to him, and he tucked his arm around her. Happily, she curled into his embrace, 

and drifted into sleep. 

When she woke again, he was propped up on one elbow, looking at her, his eyes unreadable in the 

dim light. She smiled at him, reaching up to lay her hand lightly on his chest. 

 “Severus, what is it, love?” 



She saw his eyes flicker at the endearment, and wondered at it for a moment. Wondered if she had 

pushed things a bit too far. Then he smiled. It was an oddly boyish, lopsided smile, that lifted the 

corners of his eyes, and took several years off his age. He placed his free hand over hers, and lifted 

it to his lips, kissing it, much as she had done to him earlier. She stroked his cheek, as his tongue 

traced patterns on her palm. Heat began to stir inside her again. From the sudden, intense, look in 

his eyes, she guessed that her body was signalling that fact clearly to him. She was about to pull 

him towards her, when he took her hand away from his mouth, and just held it tightly against him. 

He studied her again, as if he was trying to commit every detail of her to memory. 

“What is it?” she repeated, half amused, half anxious. 

“I’m trying to clarify something that appears to me to be inexplicable,” he said finally. “You have 

given me something most extraordinary, and, for the life of me, I cannot see why.” 

She smiled at the shy question, tangled in the diffident statement. 

“I love you,” she said softly. “Will that do as a reason?” 

He caught her to him in a swift embrace. 

“Dearest heart,” he murmured, turning to kiss her deeply. The combination of his touch and the 

endearment made her heart race. 

“Was it really so unfathomable?” she teased gently, when they broke apart again. She was a little 

startled by his reaction. 

“Hermione,” he said quietly, “I know what I am. Even after what happened between us, I couldn’t 
be certain that you would still want to.. me… once it was all over.” 

She felt tears suddenly prick her eyes at the simple, matter-of-fact, statement. She pulled him to her 

briefly, fiercely. Then she moved her head to nibble gently at his earlobe. 

“Be reassured on that point,” she murmured. “I want you.” 

To emphasise the point, she ran one hand down his back, skimming over his hip, and dragged her 

fingertips lightly over his groin. He made a sound, almost like a growl, deep in his throat, and she 

felt him quiver and begin to tighten under her touch. He lay her down on the bed again, his mouth 

seeking hers. As she responded to his caresses, he stopped, and just looked at her, bewildered awe 

reflected in his eyes. 

“I love you, Miss Granger,” he whispered, not even trying to disguise the raw emotion in his voice. 

Heart filled with something inexpressible, she just pulled him back down to her. 

Later, when she was lying, heavy and sated, curled closely against him, she remembered that he 

had been trying to tell her something. 



“Severus?” 

“Hmm?” Sleepy enquiry. 

“You said you there was something you needed to tell me.” 

“Was there?” He sounded muzzy and confused for a moment. Then, he started up beside her. “Of 

course. The letter. It got… pushed out of my head for a moment.” 

He disengaged himself from her, rolled off the bed, and began to pick through their discarded 

clothes. She pushed herself up to watch him. 

Who’d have thought that the Potions Master would turn out to be so damned sexy, she thought 

mischievously, enjoying the sight of him as he searched their garments. Finally, he found what he 

was looking for, and returned to the bed, holding an envelope. He handed it to her. He didn’t say 
anything, but he wore a slight smile, and she thought she saw amusement lurking in his eyes. 

She looked at it suspiciously. It was heavy, cream, paper, luxurious to the touch, setting off familiar 

resonances within her. He was studying her again. Her skin prickled deliciously, and she wondered 

if she would ever get used to the sheer intensity with which he watched her. On the whole, she 

rather hoped not. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

He shrugged. 

“I haven’t read it. Why don’t you open it and find out?” 

She didn’t think he was lying about not having read it, but she did think that he had a fair idea of 

the contents. Eyeing him sceptically, she ran her finger under the flap of the envelope. She pulled 

out a single sheet of thick paper, folded in two. The letter was brief, and handwritten, words 

dancing under the familiar Hogwarts crest. 

Dear Miss Granger, 

An unexpected vacancy has arisen at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry for an 

instructor in the art and science of potion making. We are delighted to be able to offer you the post 

of Potions Mistress, effective the beginning of the summer term. We would be grateful to receive 

your response as soon as possible. 

Yours sincerely 

Albus Dumbledore 

For, and on behalf of, the Board of Governors, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. 



She didn’t believe it. A bubble of happiness began to rise up inside her. To return to Hogwarts, to 

teach, was beyond anything she had hoped for. Then the effect of the letter hit her. She was being 

invited to teach Potions. His job. She looked at him. She could still see the sparkle of amusement in 

his eyes. She waved the letter at him. 

“They’ve offered me a job at Hogwarts. Teaching Potions.” 

He nodded. 

“I thought that might be the case.” 

“But what about…?” 

The boyish smile had returned now. 

“I appear to be destined to be the latest in the long line of Defence Against the Dark Arts teachers.” 

Relief flooded her. She was grinning stupidly, she knew it. She couldn’t help it. She hugged him 
again. 

“I just had this horrible thought…” 

He hugged her back. 

“Don’t worry, I haven’t been dismissed. Albus Dumbledore is a more forgiving superior that 

Cornelius Fudge, it appears.” 

She laughed happily, resting against him, exulting in the thought that she would be with him. Then 

something struck her. 

“Severus,” she said suddenly. “Does Dumbledore know? About what happened… us, I mean?” 

“I didn’t tell him anything, if that’s what you’re asking. But he asked me if we had resolved our 
differences from the time you were a pupil, then he gave me an oblique lecture on appropriate 

conduct, and then he asked if I would hand deliver that letter to you as a favour to him. So I would 

say that he has a pretty good idea.” 

“I’m glad he still knows everything,” she said, contentedly. “It would somehow shake the world if 

he had to be told things.” 

There was a pause, and then Snape spoke, with an oddly serious tone to his voice 

“Are you going to accept the offer?” 

She struggled away to look at him again. 

“Yes,” she said curiously. 



He nodded, his eyes slightly shadowed. 

“And… will you still want to continue… together… us?” Quiet, and slightly inarticulate, but the 

inference was clear. 

“Of course, I will,” she said, touching his face. “Why wouldn’t I?” 

“Living and working in the same place can be… crowding. Awkward, sometimes. I want you to be 
sure.” 

She kissed him again, lightly, just brushing his lips. 

“I’m sure.” She placed a finger at the base of his neck, and began to trace light circles on his skin. 

“Something occurs to me, though.” He just looked at her. “You claimed to be in my debt. Well, I 

don’t start teaching until the beginning of the summer term. Help me find a cure for Seamus. I’ve 
still got the original bottle. There may be some traces left that can help us.” 

His chest began to tremble under her lazy movements. She eyed him, and realised that he was 

actually trying not to chuckle. 

“I’m serious,” she said. 

He shook his head. 

“I know,” he said, eyes glittering with laughter. “I was just thinking that that’s how we got into this 
in the first place.” 

“So, will you help me?” she persisted, amusement edging her voice as well. 

“Don’t you ever give up?” 

“No. Will you help me?” 

He caught her hand and brought it up to his mouth, to kiss the inside of her wrist. 

“Of course, my dearest heart,” he whispered against her skin, the touch of his breath sending fresh 

shivers through her. “Anything you desire.” 

“Anything?” Her lips curved wickedly. 

“Anything.” His eyes were serious now, dark, and bottomless. 

“Then, kiss me, Professor Snape.” 

She lay back on the bed, as he bent to obey. 

********** 



Snape stood, glowering, as the last potions class of the day left the room, with an alacrity which 

only just stopped short of headlong flight. Despite repeated injunctions to tidy away, there was at 

least one bench that still showed signs of scattered ingredients, hastily concealed behind a set of 

scales. He sighed, tapping his wand on the table top, muttering under his breath. The remnants of 

scarab beetle and ginger root whisked themselves into the non-hazardous bin. Selina Hope and 

Bluebell Coleridge, he thought sourly. Two young ladies, who were far more concerned with 

attracting the attention of the Ravenclaw boys on the other side of the room, than they were in 

understanding the finer points of the Wit-Sharpening Potion that had been the subject of the day’s 
lesson. Which was a pity, because few of his pupils needed their wits sharpening more than Hope 

and Coleridge. 

He stalked around to the area of the room that was reserved for his own personal projects. There 

were a number of potions in varying stages of preparation. Picking up a long handled spoon, he 

stirred one reflectively, instinctively assessing the thickness and texture by its resistance to motion. 

It would be ready for removal and filtration soon, he judged. Moving along, he came to a large 

bowl, in which a  liquid had been left to settle. A thick layer of sediment at the bottom told him that 

the viscous, colourless, top layer was now ready to be skimmed off, and used. The carrier mixture 

of Hester’s potion was ready. They could now attempt the creation of an antidote. 

Thoughts of Hester’s potion led, naturally enough, to thoughts of Hermione. She had  now been at 

Hogwarts for just over a fortnight, having packed up herself and her familiar, with no obvious 

reluctance to leave her flat, or her former life. Dumbledore had gently suggested that she take 

rooms near to Gryffindor Tower, for the time being, and they had both agreed that this was a good 

idea. Their… relationship… was still in the fragile, early stages, and he, especially, had to get used 
to the presence of another, in a place where he had become accustomed to solitude. 

Her presence was by turns delightful, and deeply unsettling, to him. Hogwarts had for so long been 

a refuge, a place to hide alone, barricaded against the world, that sharing that space was, 

occasionally, a matter of conscious effort. Much as he wanted to let her in, sometimes he could not 

suppress the reflexive urge to retreat back to simpler territory, almost wishing that nothing had ever 

happened, that he didn’t have to deal with all the conflicting, unfamiliar, feelings within him. 

And then, the other times, when she was with him, holding him, touching him, he felt such a joy, 

that he wanted it never to end. He imagined just folding himself into her,  staying wrapped within 

her forever. Those were the times when he would wake suddenly  in the night, doubting that she 

could really be there, reaching out to her for reassurance. 

She did not spend every night with him by any means, pointing out with a wicked smile, that it 

would do nothing for either of their reputations to be caught sneaking about the castle like guilty 

fifth-years. 

Last night, she had spent in her rooms, telling him firmly that she had to master the potions syllabus 

at some point before the summer term started. And it had been one of those nights for him, when 

fear and self-doubt visited. Missing her at meal times, as she began to sort out administration with 

Minerva McGonagall, and irritable from lack of sleep, he had been more vicious than usual with his 

classes. 



The sound of the door to the room disturbed his thoughts. 

“Class finished ten minutes ago, and I am busy,” he said in an arctic tone, without looking round. 

“Either collect your property and leave, or make an appointment to see me later in the week.” 

“And a good afternoon to you too, Severus,” came the amused response. “I take it that the fourth 

years were trying today.” 

Hermione walked across the room to look at the liquid in the bowl. 

“Trying is the natural state of a fourth year. Today they reached the dizzy heights of intolerable. 

Gods preserve me from rampant, female, hormones,” he said with feeling. 

“Whatever you say, Professor,” murmured the woman beside him, blandly. 

“Adolescent, female, hormones,” he qualified. 

“Better,” she agreed, then, changing the subject, “is the carrier ready? It looks it.” 

He nodded. She reached into the pocket of her robes and pulled out the green flask with the M rune 

on it. He noted that she carefully placed on the bench, turning it so the design faced away from her. 

“I don’t know how useful this is going to be. I decanted it pretty thoroughly.” 

“It may not matter.” 

She looked sharply at him. 

“Why not.” 

He went over to his desk, and opened a drawer, reaching his hand inside to touch the underside of 

the desktop. Attached to it, was a small roll of parchment, tightly bound and sealed. Something that 

he had kept secret, even from her, secured in the one place that he could be certain that she would 

not look. It had been something of a risk, hiding it in the classroom, but he had relied on the fact 

that her innate sense of honour would prevent her going through his private desk. He detached it, 

and brought it over to her, placing it beside the bottle, careful not to let it touch. 

“What’s that?” Her voice was wary. 

He broke the seal, dispelling the ward that he had placed on it. Carefully, he unrolled it, revealing 

several long, black, threads. She looked uncomfortable. 

“What are they?” She shivered, and extended a cautious finger to touch one lightly. She jerked her 

hand back as if it had burnt her, crying out softly. Her hand went to her cheek. “These belong to 

that thingdon’t they? I can feel it. Where the hell did they come from? Why didn’t you warn me?” 

She was obviously shaken. He felt a pang of remorse, and reached out to put his hand on  her arm 



“I didn’t realise that you would still be sensitive to it, or I would have prevented you touching it.” 

She was still breathing a little fast but she was recovering. She put her other hand over his briefly, a 

quick reassurance. 

“Where did they come from?” she repeated in a more controlled tone. 

“The cottage,” he said briefly. “I didn’t think it was good idea to leave them lying around.” 

“How do they help us?” was her next question. 

He couldn’t help but admire the fact that, shock, or no shock, her first assumption was that he had 

had a purpose behind saving them. 

“The creature’s essence was of that place, that shadow reality. You will recall that it carried the 
ability to perform the transfer within itself, which was how it could be sent back without the 

potion.” 

She looked at him quizzically. A frown crossed her face. 

“OK, forgive me for being very stupid here, but I don’t see how that helps us. We don’t want to 
transport anything. We want to awaken Seamus. He’s here, not there.” She bit her lower lip, as she 

thought. The temptation to explain died within him, lost in the sheer fascination of watching her 

work it out for herself. She began to pace as she reasoned aloud. 

“The potion is necessary to transport us and not it. But the Death Eater, or whoever, in Yorkshire 

wasn’t trying to send Seamus anywhere, it was…” she stopped abruptly, her face twisted in 

distaste. “Oh Gods, it was feeding on him, wasn’t it - like that thing was from Malfoy?” She 

shuddered, hugging her arms around herself briefly at the memory, turning away. 

“The potion both activates the transfer, and forms the bridge allowing ‘feeding’ to take place. The 
creature had no need of the potion for either.” He made the statement as dispassionately as possible, 

not taking his eyes off her. 

“Therefore, if those threads contain the essence of the creature, which they do, then they should 

also form the bridge, as you put it. So, we now have an isolated sample of the active ingredient 

which initiates that process and we should be able to identify a counteragent,” she concluded for 

him, flatly, her back still to him. 

“Yes.” There didn’t seem a lot else to say. 

She was still for a long time. Unusually for him, he felt the need to break the silence first. 

“Hermione…” 

She turned at the sound of her name. 



“Don’t,” she said, but her voice was gentle. She walked back to him, and put her arms round him. 

He returned the embrace, simply holding her. She rested there a moment, and then moved away. 

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “So much has happened over the last few weeks, that I suppose I had 

managed to push the memories away, make myself conveniently ignore what actually happened.” 

A smile touched her lips. “The bad parts, anyway. Seeing this, just brought it back.” 

He opened his mouth to say something, but she placed her finger on his lips. He waited. 

“Don’t,” she said again. “Don’t say you’re sorry, or tell me this is somehow down to you. It’s 
hardly your fault, if I choose to stick my head in the sand for while.” 

He didn’t know how to reply to that. She had managed to take his breath away, yet again. In the 

end, he just held her hand, taking her finger away from his lips. 

“So,” he said eventually, lacing his voice with irony, “do you want to see if we can solve this, or 

shall we just stand here until some lost and wandering first-years see us, and start spreading 

rumours around the school.” 

That made her laugh. It still amazed him that he could do that, make her laugh. In fact, sometimes 

that surprised him more than… other things. 

“OK,” she said briskly. “Let’s get on with it.” 

They didn’t solve it that night. Or the next night. Or any night, in the couple of weeks left until the 
end of the spring term. 

Hermione told him that there was just too much going on, and they’d be able to concentrate on it 
more during the holidays, but the truth was the problem steadfastly resisted solution. They couldn’t 
even get much further with the few dregs of the original potion sample. 

Most of the work now fell on him. Although she hated to admit it, handling the fibres actually 

caused her physical pain, legacy of the attack in the alley. She insisted on pressing on, and he went 

along with it, but after having to hold her through nightmares for three nights in a row, he told her 

point blank that he would take over. She, predictably, was furious, and he got a fair taste of just 

what was likely to happen when they were at odds on a subject that they were both passionate 

about. She cared, deeply, about finding a cure, and he cared, deeply, about her. It had ended with 

him telling her, coldly, that as long as she couldn’t handle the materials confidently, she was at a 
serious disadvantage in the work. It was callous, and true, and he hated himself for using it against 

her. She had simply walked out on him, and disappeared for the rest of the day. 

He had worked on, pushing down his irrational fear that he would never see her again. That 

evening she had returned, entered his rooms, walked up to him, and just put her arms around him. 

“I know you’re right,” she said against his chest. “But I still hate it.” 

“I understand,” he responded gently. “But I’m still going to insist on taking over the analysis.” 



And he had done so, but to little effect. 

On the second day of the Easter holidays, Hermione announced that she wanted to spend some time 

in the library. This, in itself, was nothing surprising. He had half expected her to ask for rooms 

adjoining it. She didn’t explain what she was doing, just vaguely muttered something, and 
disappeared. She didn’t explain herself that evening, either, just seemed distracted over supper. 

After they had finished eating, she kissed him deeply, searchingly, and then excused herself, saying 

that she had something that she wanted to work on, and didn’t want to distract him from sleep. 
Puzzled, and trying not to be unduly worried, he slept alone, albeit rather fitfully. The next day, she 

didn’t appear in the lab at all until mid-afternoon, when she arrived, dumped some books down, 

and hoisted herself up so she was sitting on the bench, crossing her legs, resting one foot on a tall 

stool. It was an action that would have earned any of the school pupils detention. 

“Severus,” she said without preamble. “I’ve been thinking.” 

He put down the small beaker he was holding. 

“Go on,” he invited. Hermione’s thoughts tended to be worth paying attention to. 

“I was reviewing some of the results, and something struck me, so I did some research.” 

He settled to listen to her. 

“You know that neurons in the brain transfer information via neurotransmitters.” 

He nodded. 

“Well, comparing the results of your analyses, and the results of these tests,” she opened one of the 

books at a place she had marked and shoved the page at him, “the active ingredient in the potion 

looks a lot like a neurotransmitter.” 

He studied it. She had attached the two sets of results side by side. The profiles were very similar. 

She was still speaking. 

“We already know that the hallucinogens in the potion enhance the telepathic receptivity of the 

drinker. So, what if the ingredient mimics the actions of the neurotransmitters -  making ‘ringers’, if 
you like? When the drinker makes physical contact with the victim, and uses enhanced psychic 

ability to connect with the victim’s brain, the ringers intercept the neurotransmitters between the 
neurons, setting up an alternate neural pathway, and causing the information, emotions, whatever 

the drinker is seeking, to be diverted from the victim to the attacker.” 

He considered the question. If she was right, then he could begin to see a way to a solution. She 

continued. 

“I did a projection based on that assumption last night.” She unrolled a scroll. “Now, 

neurotransmitters are normally self-regulating. The projection suggests that if a diversion of that 

sort took place, the victim would suffer a rapid and catastrophic depletion of their  own 



neurotransmitter supply, leading to catatonia, and death in extreme cases. Which is what we saw in 

Seamus, and Draco Malfoy. Harry interrupted the process for Seamus, and I can only assume that 

the thing was able to internally regulate the process sufficiently for the ‘feeding’ to be controlled, 
hence the fact that Malfoy survived for so long.” 

He took the scroll from her and studied it. It must have taken her the best part of the night, he 

thought. It was a breathtaking piece of work. The logic was flawless, the reasoning closely argued. 

He glanced up from the scroll. She was watching him, her expression almost defensive, as if she 

expected to have to fight to justify her conclusions. He had a sudden memory of her, the first day in 

his class, hand in the air, knowing she had the right answer. She didn’t have her hand in the air any 
more, but the underlying conviction that she had the solution hadn’t changed. 

He nodded slowly. 

“The hypothesis certainly fits the facts,” he said. “Not only that, if correct, I believe that it carries 

within in the basis of the cure.” 

“You think I’m right then?” A little cautious. 

“Yes, I do.” 

Her face relaxed into an expression of relief. 

“I had an awful moment, when I was convinced that you would think that I was an idiot.” 

Sometimes, he was so wrapped up in his own disbelief that she would choose him as a partner, that 

he forgot that his, outwardly confident, lover had her own, buried, insecurities. It hadn’t occurred to 
him that she would worry so much about his reaction. Oddly touched at the thought, and unsure 

how to express it, he took refuge in irony. 

“Rest assured, Miss Granger, I have held many opinions about you, but idiot has never been one of 

them.” 

She looked a little sheepish, and shrugged diffidently. 

“You know, sometimes you see something really clearly, and then you wonder if you’ve missed the 
obvious.” 

The prospect of her ever missing the obvious was so absurd that it made him smile. He caught an 

answering smile from her. He picked up her work again, and re-read it, turning and idea over in his 

mind, and refining it. 

“If this is correct, and I have no doubt that it is, then if the victim’s brain can be  stimulated to 

begin producing neurotransmitters again, and the reuptake mechanism can be blocked for long 

enough to permit optimal levels to be re-established, that should effect a ‘cure’,” he stated. 

She was nodding, as he worked through it. He stared at the two sets of profiles, side by side. 



“I think,” he said, “that we aren’t looking for a counteragent at all. I think that if the structure of the 

ringer substance, as you call it, is altered, we can provoke necessary chemical response.” 

She slid off the bench, and came to stand by him, very close, studying the information. She 

absently tucked her hair out of the way, as she considered his suggestion. He found her beautiful at 

the best of times, but there was something intoxicating about her when she was thinking. 

Something to do with the fact that she was almost completely unguarded, and he could see the 

essence of her, so very clearly. 

“So where would you make the alterations?” she mused. 

He pointed to the pages in front of them. 

“There, and there, and there. Where the disparity between the profiles is greatest. The points where 

the ‘bridge’ will be the weakest.” 

She was nodding again, more vigorously. 

“Yes. Yes, I can see how it can be done.” She paused. “It will be a tricky charm, but it’s possible.” 

She turned to him with a blazing smile. “We did it!” 

“We haven’t created the charm yet,” he pointed out, amused at her enthusiasm. 

She waved him away, eyes sparkling. 

“We will.” 

He was lost in her eyes for a moment, fighting the desire to pull her to him. He wondered just how 

he had managed to get to a position where he was seriously contemplating kissing a woman, a guest 

of the school and future member of the teaching staff, in the middle of his classroom, where anyone 

could walk in, without warning and see them. He was even more intrigued to realise that a large 

part of him didn’t actually care. 

********** 

Hermione followed Harry Potter down the corridors of the secure psychiatric wing of St Mungo’s. 
The surroundings made her uncomfortable, and not just because they brought back memories of her 

own recent, brief, stay. This particular part of the hospital was only a short step from being a 

prison. Magical healing being what it was, the vast majority of ‘minor’ complaints were fairly 
easily treatable. People only tended to end up in St Mungo’s if they were a danger to themselves, or 
others, or, like Seamus, inhabiting the shadowy realms of the living dead. 

The place smelt cold, disinfectant overlaid with the lingering odour of stale food, and other things, 

that no amount of cleaning could disperse. Chilly tendrils wound round Hermione’s nerves, 
bringing back unpleasant recollections of her encounters with the other. She shivered, more at the 

memory, than the temperature. The atmosphere did not encourage conversation, and their footsteps 

echoed on the tiled floor, bouncing back at them off the white walls. 



The corridors were lined with doors, white also, fading into the stonework, the only distinguishing 

feature being handles, and the occasional heavy lock. Flaps in the bottom of the doors allowed food 

to be pushed to the most dangerous, she assumed. Were Neville Longbottom’s parents in one of 
these rooms? Was Seamus? Was Draco Malfoy? As if he caught her thought, Harry paused by one 

of the doors. There was a small rectangular slot at eye level, covered by a latched flap that dropped 

down. Unhooking it, he let it fall, and then stood back so that Hermione could see in. 

“Malfoy,” he said quietly. 

She peered in. The room had a metal framed bed, with a mattress covered by a sheet. Blankets were 

piled in a heap on the floor next to the bed. There was no other furniture in the room, save a bucket. 

By the light filtering through a frosted window, high in the wall, she could see Draco Malfoy lying 

on the bed, curled into a foetal position, wearing a standard hospital gown. Only the shock of white 

blonde hair betrayed the fact that it was him. She could hear a faint, whimpering, sound. Otherwise, 

there was no sign of life at all. An acrid smell drifted out of the room, making her stomach turn. 

She moved away, and latched up the wicket, feeling sick. 

Harry nodded to her to follow him. He had been unusually uncommunicative since they had met at 

the entrance, She knew that the Ministry had disciplined him for his part in the events of January 

and February. She suspected that he had only held onto his job because Fudge did not want to face 

the adverse publicity that would result from the summary dismissal of Harry Potter. She was far 

from feeling resentful about it - she was perfectly content with the way things had turned out for 

her - but she sensed that Harry still felt some awkwardness about it. 

Part of her also wished that Snape had come with her, but he had refused when she suggested it, 

pointing out that it would be unlikely to make for a smooth meeting with Harry. She had to 

acknowledge that he was right, but she still missed his caustic presence. The issue of Snape was 

one that she still had to broach with Harry. 

Turning into a side corridor, Harry halted before another door. This one did not appear to be 

locked, or if it was, the locking wards were keyed to Harry, for the door swung easily open. This 

room was considerably more pleasant than Draco’s. It had a clear glass window with floral 
curtains. There was a table and a chair, and someone had arranged a vase of fresh flowers in an 

attempt to cheer it up. Seamus was lying on the bed, covered with a sheet, apparently unresponsive. 

Hermione felt her heart go out to him. 

A movement behind her made her jump. A medi-wizard in a white coat bustled into the room. He 

was about Snape’s age she thought, shortish and stout, with gingery receding hair and a matching 

gingery moustache. He introduced himself to her as Dr Phineas Affpuddle. He seemed to know 

Harry. He listened to her explanation with an air of polite condescension,  and indicated that if she 

wished to try the potion, he had no objections. 

She pulled the bottle out of her pocket, and unstoppered it. Both men watched her impassively, as 

she nervously approached the bed. Carefully, she tipped a dose of the potion into Seamus’ mouth. 
Then she closed his mouth, tipped his head back, and massaged his throat to activate the 

swallowing reflex. All that was left to do was wait. Neither she, nor Snape, had been able to predict 

how long the potion would take to work, and they had disagreed on the potential number of doses. 



She thought that the effect would be fairly rapid, given that they were using an altered version of 

the substance that had done the damage in the first place. He thought that progress would be slow 

and gradual, necessitating frequent doses to bring the chemical levels back to normal. If the issue 

hadn’t been a friend of hers, she would have taken more pleasure in the debate. 

She began to count under her breath. Snape would expect her to give an account of the procedure. 

As she reached ninety, Seamus began to twitch. He heart gave a somersault of relief. Dr Affpuddle 

pushed past her, as the man on the bed began to mutter incoherently. The doctor passed his wand 

over Seamus a number of times, and turned back to Hermione. This time, his attitude held an air of 

cautious respect. 

“Congratulations, Miss Granger, it seems that this potion of yours has had an effect.” 

She nodded, trying to give the impression that she had never been in any doubt of it. 

“I think that you may need to repeat the dosage at regular intervals until full consciousness 

returns.” She smiled inwardly. Call it a draw, then, Severus. She handed the bottle to the doctor. 

“Can I leave this with you?” 

The doctor practically snatched the flask from her, assuring her that everything would be perfectly 

safe in his hands, and almost pushing her and Harry out of the room in his haste  to be alone with 

his patient. 

Harry and Hermione sat just inside the doors of St Mungo’s. Someone had created an area with 
potted plants and soft seats, no doubt designed to reassure anxious visitors, and give them 

somewhere to wait. Every so often a thin little witch would bustle up and offer them pumpkin juice, 

or cauldron cakes, or chocolate frogs. It was a little like being back on the Hogwarts Express. 

Hermione contented herself with coffee. Harry refused a drink. The silence between them was still 

a little strained. 

“Will they use the potion to cure Draco?” she asked, more by way of making conversation than out 

of real curiosity. 

“I don’t know,” replied Harry reflectively. “I’m guessing not. Lucius Malfoy is becoming a big 

problem for the Ministry. I think they’re going to hold Draco as hostage to Papa Malfoy’s good 
behaviour.” 

Hermione felt a vague distaste at the calculation of the plan. She remembered the firebolts 

embedded in Snape’s flesh. Sometime the Ministry was an ambiguous organisation. 

“That potion was nice work, by the way” Harry said after a while. “The doctor said that it couldn’t 
be done.” 

She sipped her coffee meditatively, considering the best way to phrase her response. 

“Well, we managed to find some of the active ingredient, which helped a lot.” 



Harry’s eyebrow raised. 

“We?” he said questioningly. 

“I worked on it with… Professor Snape.” A slight evasion, but she thought she’d better take this 
one step at a time. 

It was a wise decision. Harry nearly choked. 

“Snape!” he spluttered. “I would have thought that you’d seen enough of that bastard to last you a 
lifetime.” 

She sighed. This was not going to be easy. 

“Harry,” she said carefully, “I told you that we got on all right, didn’t I…?” 

“Yes, but all the same,” he interrupted. “Did it have to be him? I mean, he’s the one that made it in 
the first place.” 

She was a little irritated at the ‘older brother’ attitude. She tried approaching the subject from a 
different direction. 

“You know I’ve been offered a job at Hogwarts?” 

“There were some rumours in the Ministry.” He gave a sudden, mischievous, grin. “I gather that 

Fudge was furious. He was heard muttering about Dumbledore condoning abhorrent conduct.” He 

was serious again. “Are you going to take it?” 

“Yes. I’ve already accepted. In fact I’ve been there for a couple of weeks.” She felt vaguely guilty 

that she hadn’t told him earlier. But she had had no communication from him since Snape had been 
released from Azkaban, and she had been ducking the question, with the excuse that she was 

working on the cure for Seamus. 

“I admire your nerve. Working with him.” No need to ask who him was. “What will you teach?” he 

continued. “Arithmancy?” 

“Potions,” she said simply. 

Harry looked at her, startled. 

“What about him?” 

“He’s going to teach Defence Against the Dark Arts.” 

“So, he finally got it. I bet he’s pleased.” Harry’s tone was scathing. 

“Yes,” she said mildly. “He is.” 



They weren’t going to get anywhere if he couldn’t even bring himself to say Snape’s name, she 
thought miserably. 

Something in her lack of reaction got through to Harry. 

“’Mione,” he said in a worried tone. “Is there something going on here? Are you sure you’re going 
to be all right working with him?” 

There was no help for it. The indirect approach was just not working. She steeled herself. 

“Harry,” she said quietly, “there’s something you need to know.” He opened his mouth to say 

something but she held up her hand to silence him. “Hear me out, please.” He shut his mouth again. 

“Whilst we were dealing with Malfoy and that thing, Professor Snape…” no, damn it, “… Severus 
and I became close.” 

Harry had gone very still. 

“Close?” he said carefully, experimentally. “You’re telling me that the two of you are friends?” 

She sighed. 

“No,” she said, still quiet, calm. “I’m telling you that we’re lovers.” 

He was silent. She waited him out. There was absolutely no way that she intended to apologise, 

explain or justify herself. 

“I see,” was all he said. Then, “did he tell you that I hit him?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

Harry nodded. 

“I thought that he had hurt you.” He sounded betrayed. 

“Well,” she said evenly, “I wasn’t in any position to tell you different, and Severus elected not to 
tell you anything at all. So, I don’t think you can be blamed for the conclusion. And I do appreciate 

that fact that you came after me, you know.” 

He nodded to himself, not looking at her. 

“Are you happy?” he asked finally. 

“Yes. Yes I am,” she answered. 

“Well, I suppose that’s all that counts really, isn’t it?” His tone was strained, bordering on sarcastic. 

“Just don’t expect me to like it ‘Mione.” 



“I don’t. But I do expect you to respect my choices,” she said a little more sharply than she 

intended. 

“Well, you always did do things your own way,” he said, and the hurt was apparent in his voice 

now. 

She ran her hand over her hair. She  would almost have preferred him to shout and storm, rather 

than this quietly wounded air. 

“Harry, I didn’t intend for this to happen. I was as surprised as anyone, believe me. I certainly 
didn’t intend to hurt anyone else in the process, and I really am sorry for that.” 

“’Mione, he’s, what, twenty years older than you, he was a Death Eater, he’s ugly as sin and got the 
most vicious temper I’ve ever come across. I’m sorry, but he’s just not a nice man. Forgive me for 

not immediately being thrilled for you.” 

She paused, struck by the fact that when she looked at Snape, when she thought of him, she no 

longer saw the age, the looks, the past. She saw the intelligence, the wit, the compassion, the 

strength, the infuriating sense of honour… she no longer saw the man  who had taught her potions 

so many years ago. She realised she was smiling. 

“No,” she said reflectively, “I suppose he isn’t a nice man, in many ways.” She looked at Harry.  “I 

don’t expect you to believe this, but he is a good man.” 

Harry let out a sour snort, and stood up. 

“Maybe so, but it’s going to take me a little while to come to that conclusion for myself.” He ran 

his had through his hair. “I need to get back.” 

Hermione nodded. 

“Let me know what happens with Seamus.” 

“Sure,” he said distractedly. He turned to look at her for the first time since she had dropped her 

bombshell. “’Mione, do me a favour. Let me tell Ron. About you and… about you.” 

“Of course,” she nodded again. “You know where to owl me.” 

“Yeah. Take care of yourself ’Mione.” 

“And you.” 

Without any further goodbye, he wandered off through the entrance and apparated. 

Hermione just sat in the foyer staring into space. Whilst she hadn’t expected unbounded joy, the 
open hostility had shaken her. And angered her. Not so much on Snape’s behalf, but for the fact 
that Harry hadn’t trusted her judgement. That he wanted to break the news to Ron, as if she weren’t 



capable of it. Upset and annoyed, she stood, leaving the rest of her coffee undrunk. She walked out 

of the building, and apparated to the edge of Hogwarts, returning to the life she had chosen. 

********** 

It was the beginning of the summer term. Hermione had had one brief letter from Harry since their 

meeting at St Mungo’s. It told her that Seamus seemed to be making a full recovery. She already 

knew that, as Dr Affpuddle had owled her on several occasions asking advice on administration and 

dosage of the potion. He made no mention of Ron. Ron, himself, had made no attempt to contact 

her. Despite her anger with them, they were still her friends and their coldness hurt. Snape, with 

unusual tact, didn’t raise the topic at all. 

Other than that, she felt that she was prepared to face the term. Snape had given her his syllabus for 

the rest of the year, with the sour comment that no doubt she would re-write it over the summer. 

“Maybe some parts of it. Somehow I don’t think I can deliver that speech about foolish wand 
waving to quite the same effect.” 

She heard the quiet chuckle behind her, as he came up and put his arms around her. She leant back 

into the embrace, letting his presence calm her nerves. A scratching at the half open window 

signalled the entrance of an owl. She looked round, half hoping to see Hedwig, or even Errol. It 

was an unfamiliar barn owl. She sighed. It landed and hopped over to her. She untied the message 

from its leg. It was addressed to her, and she unrolled it as the owl flew away. Snape hadn’t 
released his hold on her. 

“Who is it from?” he asked, incuriously, over her shoulder. 

“Dr Affpuddle. It seems that Seamus has been pronounced fit and well, and is being discharged 

today. Dr Affpuddle was so impressed with the potion, he wondered if I would care to consult with 

him regarding a number of other intractable cases under his care.” 

“And would you?” 

“Maybe. Who knows. I’d like to get through my first term’s teaching first.” 

He hugged her more tightly. 

“I foresee no difficulties.” 

She suddenly needed to say something. 

“Severus, I do love you, you know.” 

His lips brushed her neck. 

“As do I you, dearest heart.” 



 He paused, and then went on in a serious voice. 

“You are aware that I have no sentimental fondness for either Mr Potter, or Mr Weasley. However, 

I… regret… that your choice appears to have cost you your friendship with them.” 

It was the first reference he had made to the split between her, Harry and Ron. 

“I think they’re just a little… shocked… by the whole thing. I expect they’ll come round in time.” 

He held her more tightly. 

“I did warn you that this wasn’t going to be easy.” 

She leant back into him again, hugging her arms over his. 

“You did, indeed.” She tried not to think about the likely problems - Harry, Ron, her parents, other 

people’s reactions. All bridges that would need to be crossed in time. She just knew that she was 

certain of the man standing behind her. She tightened her grip on him.  “But somehow, I think that 

it’s going to be worth it.” 

********** 

END 

 



SURVIVALS AND REMEMBRANCES 

By: Abby 

  

PART 1 

  

The antiseptic tiled corridors of the secure psychiatric wing of St Mungo's Hospital for Magical 

Maladies and Injuries were empty. Two o'clock in the morning saw little activity in this, the 

primary wizarding hospital. No midnight emergencies, no frantic scufflings and rushings as some 

obscure injury needed immediate treatment. The night staff were settled in the staff rooms, dozing 

in their chairs, flicking through wizarding magazines, or filling in observational charts - all non-

activities designed to keep the body awake without overly engaging the mind. Occasionally a nurse 

would rise, forsaking the pseudo-home comforts of the common room, to stroll along his or her 

assigned stretch of building, casting a cursory glance every now and then into the rooms... more 

like cells... occupied by the permanent residents. 

The routine was no different on this night that it was on any other night. Griselda Crumble, senior 

staff nurse RWMN (Registered Wizarding Mental Nurse) checked the time and reluctantly pulled 

herself away from her armchair, and her copy of Witch Weekly. It was more of a wrench than usual 

given that not only did the edition contain instructions for Giving a New Look to Old Robes for the 

coming season (Need A New Outfit in a Hurry? Look like A Thousand Galleons With Our Clever 

Make-Do-And-Mend Charms), but her favourite romantic serial had just reached the Important Bit, 

as her fellow staff nurse, Gracie Pluck would put it. Tonight she would discover if the suave-but-

tormented hero Demetrius Buttlescrap, champion Quidditch player who had been crippled in a 

hideous but undisclosed catastrophe, would give in to his secret passion for his beautiful physical 

therapist Soroptima Silverwing. Gracie was convinced that this was the week for The Kiss, an 

event which was sure to be loaded with Searing Passion, Savage Tenderness and Duelling Tongues. 

Griselda was frankly more interested in seeing whether or not Gracie was right than she was in the 

night round. 

At this time of the night there was little to see. The patients - Griselda still couldn't quite get her 

mind round the current fashion for calling them clients - were mostly quiescent; naturally comatose 

or heavily sedated. Picturing the strong arms of Demetrius Buttlescrap around her waist, she didn't 

notice the faint shimmering the air of the corridor, like a distant heat haze. 

As she would later recount to the Board of Enquiry, the secure psychiatric wing of St Mungo's was 

a place that people wanted to break out of, not into. 

Oblivious to ethereal stirrings, she flicked open wickets at random as she worked her way down the 

corridor. Sometimes a patient would shift uneasily, disturbed at some sub-conscious level by the 

almost imperceptible sound of metal scraping against metal. One hunched figure cried out in his 

sleep - whether in supplication or protest she couldn't tell, and had no interest in determining. She 

shut the wicket again, not even bothering to utter words of meaningless comfort. 



Two thirds of the way down the corridor, she reached a door, indistinguishable from any of the 

others, but still one that made her pause, hand in mid-air. Slowly, deliberately, she placed it on the 

latch securing the narrow flap, almost forcing herself to continue. 

The one on the other side of the door was different from the others. There was something... 

unwholesome... about him. Which made you laugh, really, when you thought about 

what was contained within these fortress-like walls. He was no older than twenty-five or twenty-

six. Hardly more than a boy. But this was the one that no one wanted to touch. The reason that you 

tried not to be on duty on Monday mornings on Ward 8C, when it was time for his bath. 

Popular wisdom had it that all patients felt better after a nice bath, and a few charms to deal with 

hair and nails etc; even though the majority of the inmates were drugged into near catatonia, St 

Mungo's regarded the close proximity of sharp metal objects as unwise. Popular wisdom, however, 

had never had to deal with this particular client. 

The emaciated figure with the dirty blonde hair and the dead grey eyes. The living skeleton with the 

slack jaw and the lustreless skin. The cold, clammy, lifeless feel of him. 

Not so much washing him, they said, as laying out the dead once a week. 

Griselda shuddered, and opened the wicket. 

He was sitting on the bed, facing the door, eyes open, staring straight ahead. His hospital gown, 

stained with something brown, had ridden up into his lap, and she could see his legs, bony and 

angular and crossed in front of him. He seemed to be looking at Griselda, although the grey eyes 

betrayed no flicker of recognition as she stared into the dingy room. He didn't even blink. 

She flinched as the sharp stench of human effluent hit her nostrils. She had read the chart in the 

office. The late staff had cleaned him up before they went off duty. The chart said that he had been 

given his Dreamless Sleep Potion. The chart said that he should be asleep, not sitting up on his bed 

staring fixedly into the mouth of hell. 

As far as she could tell, he could well be asleep. 

They had been given little or no explanation for his condition when he had been brought in. His 

notes read Victim of Dark Magic. That covered a lot of things in this place. She thought that it 

might have had something to do with the Auror who had suddenly regained consciousness, and the 

quiet, self-possessed young woman who had arrived one day with a mysterious potion. 

The figure on the bed still hadn't moved. 

She swallowed to moisten her dry throat. 

"Are you awake?" she asked tentatively. 

There was no response - not a twitch of muscle, not a change of breathing. 



As long as he's quiet, I suppose it doesn't matter that he's not actually lying down. 

Feeling that her duty to the healing profession was satisfied by the question, Griselda shut the 

wicket with a sense of relief, and completed her ward round, unconscious of the trembling column 

of air that drifted along in her wake. 

  

As Nurse Crumble returned gratefully to the staff room, and the fate of her current favourite 

heroine, the shimmer in the corridor paused at the door to the room which contained the not-awake 

young man. Part of the shimmer resolved itself into a hand. It was a hand which looked as if it had 

been created by someone working from a description rather than a picture. It had a palm and five 

digits, one of which was clearly an opposable thumb. It seemed to have the right number of joints. 

But the whole thing looked crude and clumsy - a child's first attempts at playing with clay and 

animal hair. 

The hand was holding a long piece of wood. 

The wand was tapped once on the door and a gravelly voice muttered "Alohomora". 

The door swung open. The figure on the bed moved not one inch. 

It became clear that the hand was attached to an arm, which was attached to a body. Two 

invisibility cloaks dropped to reveal two men. They were both thickset and appeared at first glance 

to have been hired for their muscle rather then their mental agility. 

The taller of the two stepped into the room, and stopped dead, his face twisted in disgust. 

"Gods, it stinks in here." 

"Never mind the smell, just get him and let's get out of here." His companion sounded irritated. 

"I'm not touching that. It smells like he's rolled in shit." 

"Do you want to tell our Master that we didn't get him because you got a bit squeamish?" The other 

man was openly sneering. 

The first man looked mutinous, whilst the second addressed himself to the motionless figure. 

"Get off the bed." 

There was no response. The shorter man shrugged. 

"We'll have to carry him then." 

They both looked at the bed. 



The taller one gingerly reached forward to grasp an unresisting shoulder, then jerked back as if he 

had been burned. 

"It's like touching a fucking corpse." His face wrinkled. 

"And you would be the expert on fucking corpses, Goyle," muttered the other one softly. 

There was a nasty laugh. 

"You've got to have a hobby, haven't you?" 

"I don't think our Master would too impressed if you indulged in your recreational activities just at 

the moment," suggested the shorter man. 

He seemed to get agreement on that point, and then the shorter of the two, the one holding the 

wand, pointed at the seated figure. 

"Mobilicorpus,"he muttered. 

The body went limp and then floated off the bed. Taking hold of as little as they possibly could, the 

two men solemnly counted to three and then apparated, taking their nerveless burden with them. 

  

They reappeared in an incongruous setting. 

They were in a wood panelled room. The floor was carpeted in a rich burgundy, and the walls were 

unbroken linen-fold oak panelling. A fire roared in a hearth that was almost tall enough for a grown 

man to stand upright in. In front of the fire were two leather Chesterfield sofas, facing each other, 

with a delicate polished walnut low table in between. A Steinway grand piano stood behind one 

sofa - the objets d'artset along the top suggesting that it saw little or no actual use. Behind the other 

sofa was a large, leather topped walnut desk, with a silver inkstand, and several freshly trimmed 

quills arranged neatly in front of a deep leather chair. 

Upon the low table in front of the fire stood a lead crystal decanter and one, large balloon glass, 

both containing pale, golden liquid. 

As the two men appeared, with their burden, a slender, pale arm reached forward, from the depths 

of one of the Chesterfields, to pick up the glass. 

The filthy figure crumpled to the rich carpet, as the two henchmen released him as quickly as they 

could. The stained hospital gown and the unkempt appearance were even more out of place in this 

achingly elegant salon. There was no sign of movement or interest from the figure on the sofa. 

The two thickset men were obviously at a loss. 

"Erm... we've got him, sir," said one of them. 



"Yes," came the considering, polished voice. "I can smell that." There was a pause. "Thank you Mr 

Crabbe, Mr Goyle. I believe that you may leave us now. Please close the door behind you." 

Crabbe and Goyle almost fell over themselves in their haste to be out of the room, not even 

glancing at the dirty heap on the floor. 

The sound of the closing door echoed away, and a sepulchral silence descended over the room, 

broken only by the occasional popping from the fire. Eventually, the same pale arm replaced the 

empty brandy glass on the walnut table, and a figure rose from the furniture. 

He was tall, and his face was as pale as his arm. Slender, late forties, with immaculate, white-

blonde hair swept back from his forehead. A narrow, patrician face and ice-grey eyes. He moved 

away from the fire, exquisitely cut midnight blue robes moving around his body, giving him the 

hypnotic grace of a cobra. 

He stopped and stared down at the broken man defiling the perfection of the wine dark wool, 

considering the sight with almost clinical detachment. In a perfectly expressionless voice he said: 

"Welcome home, Draco." 

The figure before him stirred for the first time. The older man watched with interest as Draco 

Malfoy painfully lifted himself up on one elbow, and painfully turned his head to look up. His 

mouth worked, and he swallowed twice before he managed to utter the first word he had spoken for 

over seven months. 

"Father." 

********** 

The morning of her twenty seventh birthday found Hermione Granger staring out of the windows 

of her rooms in Gryffindor Tower, and feeling rather like a dispossessed person. 

The view was partially obscured by running water, trickling down the glass. It was not a gentle, 

soothing rain, but a cold, insistent downpour that saturated everything. The sky was grey and 

leaden, and it was clear that there would be no respite in the near future. Despite the fire burning in 

the grate, she felt chilled. With a flick of her wand she lit another lamp, in the hope that more light 

would somehow bring more warmth with it. 

Below her, small figures, wrapped tightly in cloaks, were already dashing across the courtyard, no 

doubt trying to get to breakfast - or wherever it was they were going - without being soaked 

through. Although her rooms insulated her from the hustle and bustle of the school, she could 

imagine the sounds, the vocal complaints about the weather, the previous night's homework, the 

threefold injustices of detentions, loss of house points, and enforced flying practice in the wet - all 

the repetitive, comforting, familiar sounds of a school gearing itself up for another day. 

Hermione was finally beginning to establish herself in her teaching role. She had just begun her 

second full term and her first proper school year. She had watched, feeling a little like a first year 



herself, as the new pupils were sorted, experiencing a stab of pride at each new face joining the 

Gryffindor table. She even felt an unexpected sense of vicarious pleasure when a new student 

joined the Slytherin table - knowing that Snape would be pleased, although she carefully avoided 

catching his eye at those moments. 

Now, she was well into her stride - ground rules set with all of her classes, routine beginning to 

take over. 

And she was feeling more unsettled, not less. 

The circumstances of her arrival at Hogwarts as a teacher had been fairly dramatic to say the least. 

Almost a year ago, Harry Potter had approached her about a mysterious potion sample. Mystified, 

she had - very reluctantly - sought Snape's help. He had - equally reluctantly - given it. They had 

first ended up being abandoned together in some bizarre alternate reality where passions became 

tangible things. Returning to their own world had allowed something to pass through with them. 

That something had gone on to assume Snape's form. Accused of murder, and hunted by both the 

Ministry of Magic and Draco Malfoy, Snape had sought refuge with Hermione. When the creature 

from the other place had attacked her, they had both fled from London to the small village in the 

heart of the English countryside which held the key to their survival. 

Even now, seven or eight months later, Hermione still shivered at the thought of the creature... the 

cold, dead, seeping evil of it... seeking her out... trying to seduce her into joining it. And as for her 

one foray into Dark Magic... she closed her eyes, suppressing the memory. If Snape hadn't been 

there, guiding her... holding her.... 

Severus. 

Somewhere along the line the two enemies had learned to tolerate each other. Then to respect each 

other. Then to like each other. And finally, to love each other. 

Sacked from her job at the Ministry for her part in the affair, Albus Dumbledore had offered her a 

job teaching potions. Snape, in turn, had been offered a job teaching Defence Against the Dark 

Arts. 

Once again, Hogwarts becomes a refuge for the misfits and the unemployable, she thought, with an 

unexpected bitterness. 

She turned away from the window and looked at the cards perched on the mantelpiece. One from 

Dumbledore, attached to a parcel containing a thick scarf in Gryffindor colours. One from Hagrid, 

which had come with a brightly coloured tin containing his famous hand-made treacle toffee. She 

smiled briefly to herself, planning to keep the tin, hide the toffees and tell Hagrid that they had been 

delicious. In a month or so she would secretly dispose of the evidence. She didn't think that she was 

up to a personal and professional visit to her parents just yet. 

There was, in fact, a card from her parents, although without an accompanying present. They 

appeared to accept that owl post, however intrinsically implausible it appeared to be, was effective 



to get letters and cards to her, but she had never been able to persuade them that it was worked 

equally well for parcels. 

"But dear," they protested, "the owl is so small. What if it gets lost, or drops it?" 

No doubt there would be the customary joint Christmas and Birthday present at the end of the year. 

There was nothing from Snape. 

She tried to not to feel put out by this. After all, she told herself reasonably, you didn't 

actually tell him it was your birthday. And he would have no reason to know otherwise. She wasn't 

entirely certain whyshe hadn't mentioned it. It wasn't as if she ever made that much of a fuss about 

it. She shied away from acknowledging that childish part of her that wanted to see if he could 

remember without being prompted. 

And how exactly is he supposed to remember a piece of information that he doesn't know in the first 

place? 

Despite her eminently rational outlook, however, there was unquestionably a part of Hermione 

Granger that was currently seven years old and sulking. 

The thought of Snape made her feel off balance again. 

It wasn't that she didn't love him. It wasn't even that she doubted how he felt about her. It was just... 

just... different from how she thought it would be, was the closest that she could get to it. 

As a lover, Snape had turned out to be generous and passionate. His initial uncertainty had 

gradually disappeared over the summer, to be replaced with a deft skill and sensitivity that took her 

breath away. Regularly. 

As a companion, he was generally undemanding and mostly civil. He spent time with her, but was 

not overly intrusive. They had rarely clashed since they had finally solved the mystery of the 

potion. The summer holidays had been spent getting to know each other, recovering from the 

stresses of the early part of the year and preparing for their new roles. 

He professed absolute confidence in her ability to teach potions. She, in turn, reserved a part of her 

working area for his use, knowing that he would still want to keep his hand in from time to time. 

To summarise, she had the job of her dreams and a gifted and intelligent lover, who made very little 

demands of her and allowed her to pursue her own way as she pleased. A perfect situation.... 

So why did she feel somehow uncomfortable with this perfection? What was the root of this lurking 

dissatisfaction? 

She shook her head in annoyance at herself. 

Typical, Granger. The world gives you everything you want and all you can do is question it. 



She turned her attention back to her cards. There was nothing from Harry or Ron and she realised 

that she felt that absence keenly. It was the first birthday that had passed without hearing anything 

from them. She supposed that they still hadn't forgiven her relationship with Snape. 

I expect they'll come round in time. 

Brave and reassuring words said at the beginning of the summer term, when it was all new and she 

couldn't imagine that they could be angry with her for so long. Seven months later and she was 

beginning to wonder whether her decision had truly cost her her friends. 

She felt a lump in her throat and an unexpected tear escaped to slide down her cheek. Horrified, she 

sniffed and abruptly pulled herself together. 

You have classes to teach today, my girl. This is no time to stand about feeling maudlin. 

Resolutely, she strode back into her bedroom, ignoring the cards over the fire. The big ginger cat 

curled on the bed made a half-hearted attempt to look up from where he was sleeping. From this 

angle he appeared to have two tails - one of bushy ginger fur, and one that was long, dark and rat-

like. Sphinx - Snape's quaint little bald familiar - had clearly opted to spend the day with 

Crookshanks. She picked up her hairbrush and began to pull her hair into its customary pony tail. 

At least our familiars seemed to have settled their sleeping arrangements satisfactorily, she thought 

wryly. 

She was so busy fighting with her appearance that she almost missed the scratching at the window. 

It was only due to the persistence of the scratcher that the sound penetrated her preoccupation at all. 

Wandering curiously back into the living area she peered at the window, at first not seeing what 

was there. Eventually, she opened the window to check outside and a small, soggy bundle of grey 

feathers fell onto a set of bookshelves. She blinked in surprise and not a little disbelief. 

"Pigwidgeon?" she said in surprise. 

The minute owl looked up at her with mournful, golden eyes. It dropped the letter that it had been 

carrying into a steadily increasing puddle of water. Hermione scooped up both owl and 

correspondence and placed them in front of the fire to dry off. The little bird stretched out its wings 

and fluffed up. Its eyes closed peacefully. 

Retrieving the letter, she opened it carefully, hoping that the water hadn't smeared the writing too 

much. The note inside was unmistakeably in Ron Weasley's handwriting. 

Hermione, 

Happy Birthday. 

Sorry there's no card but I don't think that Pig could manage a letter and a card. I'm in Hogsmeade 

today scouting out Zonko's for the dread twin brothers. For some reason they think that I'll be less 



conspicuous than them. Dream on! Anyway, any chance of meeting up this evening in The Three 

Broomsticks for a drink, catch up on old times, that sort of thing? I'm staying there, so I'll be there 

from about 7 onwards. 

Hope to see you soon. 

Best, 

Ron 

She smiled, feeling oddly cheered at this communication from the past. She had nothing pressing to 

do tonight and with any luck this would be the start of a reconciliation with her friends. 

In a considerably better frame of mind, she left to begin her teaching day. 

********** 

Severus Snape was feeling deeply uncertain and it was not a feeling that he enjoyed. 

He knew that today was Hermione's birthday. He had looked at her school records some time ago, 

just to be sure. So he would have known, even without Dumbledore's none too subtle hints. 

The problem was that she hadn't said anything to him about it. Which meant that he didn't know if 

she had said nothing because she wanted him to ignore it. Or she had said nothing because she 

wanted to see if he would remember. 

He sighed, looking blankly at the Dark Arts essay in front of him, abandoning all pretence of 

marking it. He had watched her carefully all the day, hoping to get some kind of clue as to how she 

expected him to behave. There had been nothing, except that she had seemed buoyant about 

something. 

More buoyant than she has been for a few weeks, the voice in his head whispered, bringing with it 

that familiar clench of fear. Maybe seven months was long enough for the novelty value of sleeping 

with your ex-Death Eater, former potions teacher to wear off. Maybe she was beginning to realise 

that there were other... better, the voice in his head prompted... prospects out there. 

On a shelf, across from the desk, rested her birthday present. He hadn't given it to her - unable to 

work out the appropriate time to do so. Life had presented him with little opportunity to learn the 

etiquette of gift giving. Or provide him with much practice in buying things for girlfriends. 

Was she his girlfriend? 

It seemed entirely too adolescent a term to apply to a woman in her late twenties, late alone a man 

in his late forties. It conjured up visions of holding hands in Hogsmeade and furtive groping behind 

the greenhouses. Not images that went comfortably with Hermione. 



He had been making a conscious effort not to crowd her, not to be too demanding of her personal 

space and time, terrified that she might feel trapped by him in some way. Even though he still had 

to fight against the nearly overwhelming urge to hold on to her and never let her go. He was aware 

of the paradox this created in a man who still needed to set his own personal boundaries at a 

considerable distance. 

He looked at the clock. Nearly six-thirty in the evening. There was a stack of unmarked essays on 

the desk in front of him and Hermione's present was sitting on the opposite side of the room like a 

bomb waiting to go off. 

This is ridiculous. There's no chance of getting any work done until this is settled. How hard can it 

be to give someone a present? 

He put his quill down, the red ink now dried on the point in any event. Collecting the neatly 

wrapped blue box, he left his rooms, heading for Hermione's. 

The headmaster had given her rooms near Gryffindor tower. Close enough to the tower to feel at 

home but not so close that there was an endless procession of students trailing past. There was no 

one in the corridor as he paused and then, unusually for him, knocked on the door. Over the 

holidays they been accustomed to coming and going from each other's rooms at will. His caution 

now was partly due to the fact that he could be observed by passing pupils and partly left over from 

his earlier attack of panic. 

"Come in," came the voice from inside. 

He opened the door to see, in surprise, that she was wearing a casual set of robes and looked like 

she was on her way out. She, in turn, looked a little surprised to see him... and maybe there was 

something else... satisfaction maybe... he couldn't quite tell. 

"Are you going out somewhere?" he asked, nervousness and insecurity unintentionally harshening 

his voice. 

He cursed himself as her face darkened slightly. He hadn't intended it to sound like an 

interrogation. Before he could retrieve the situation, she had turned away from him. 

"Yes," she said a little defensively. "I got an owl from Ron this morning. He's in Hogsmeade for a 

couple of days and asked if we could meet for a drink this evening. As I haven't seen him for over 

seven months I thought I would go down." 

You mean he hasn't bothered to contact you for over seven months, he thought. Although he 

avoided the subject around Hermione, he had been angered by the way that Ron and Harry had 

behaved, well aware that their coldness had hurt her badly. 

"Well, it's nice to know that Mr Weasley has not completely lost the power to express himself in 

writing." Annoyance made him sharp. 

He saw her back stiffen at that. This was not going the way that he had hoped at all. 



"Despite everything, Ron is my friend and I at least owe it to him to listen to what he has to say." 

She spoke slightly too slowly, enunciating the words as if she was trying not to lose her temper. 

"Of course." The words and tone were neutral, but she seemed to hear a challenge in them. 

"And," she added pointedly, "I had no other plans for this evening." 

Irritation began to rise within him at that. It wasn't as if he hadn't tried. And he still wasn't clear 

what it was he was supposed to have done, or not done. 

"Is that what this is about?" he snapped, genuinely angry now. 

"What what is about?" she countered. "I'm going out to have a drink with an old friend on my 

birthday. I wasn't aware that I needed your permission to leave the grounds anymore." 

"You know full well that you do not need my permission to do anything." 

"Good," she spat. 

"I merely find myself unable to identify in exactly what way you feel that I have offended you. I 

am aware that it is your birthday. You have given me no indication that you wished it to be 

recognised in any way. From this I tend to deduce that you do not wish it to be marked. If you 

actually intend to test out whether or not I know about it, then I am afraid you need to make that 

plain to me. I admit to a shocking inability to decipher such sub-textual meanings." 

He could hear the words coming out of his mouth, icy and cutting, in a tone he hadn't used with her 

since before... well before it all started, he supposed. But he was driven by a powerful combination 

of fear and hurt and certainty of rejection and he couldn't stop himself. 

Her eyes widened as if he had physically attacked her. Then her face closed. 

"I absolutely refuse to have this conversation with you at the moment. I am going to Hogsmeade to 

have a drink with Ron. Please reset the wards when you leave. Good evening to you." 

With a curt "Accio cloak", she stalked out past him, leaving him standing in the middle of her 

room, anger draining from him to leave a nauseous after taste. He wondered if he had finally 

managed to go too far with her. 

Apparently disturbed by the slamming door, two cats strolled into the room from the bedroom. 

They both looked at him with serious expressions. 

"Yes, yes," he said impatiently, "I know I made a mess of that." Shaking his head that he was 

reduced to discussing his problems with cats, he stuck his hands into the pockets of his robes. His 

right hand encountered the box, still wrapped. The cats looked at him, unblinking. He glared right 

back at them. 



Eventually, he pulled out the gift. Picking up a quill and a scrap of parchment he scribbled a note 

for her. Leaving the box and the note in the centre of the table, he left her rooms to return to his 

marking. 

********** 

Fury carried Hermione nearly halfway to Hogsmeade before she realised that she could just have 

apparated once she was clear of the school grounds. However, the vigorous exercise was helping to 

take the edge off her anger, despite the persistent drizzle. 

Just as well, she thought. Storming in like an enraged harpy would do nothing for any chances of a 

reconciliation with Ron. She firmly told herself to shelve the question of Severus for the time 

being, and concentrate on enjoying the rest of the evening. 

She continued into Hogsmeade as a slightly slower pace, although it could still be described as 

brisk. By the time she reached The Three Broomsticks she had calmed considerably and was 

looking forward to seeing Ron again. 

She glanced around the lounge bar as she entered. In the far corner she saw someone that looked 

vaguely familiar, but before she could identify who it was, her attention was caught by a waving 

hand, attached to an arm belonging to a stocky man, with a pleasant, open face and a shock of vivid 

red hair. Ron had spotted her. Forgetting the stranger in the corner, she went over to the table, a 

genuine smile of pleasure on her face. 

"Ron!" 

"'Mione!" 

He stood up and caught her in a bear hug. 

"What can I get you?" His inevitable first question. 

She took her damp cloak off and settled herself at the table whilst Ron was at the bar getting 

another beer for himself, and a ginger wine for her. Her stomach was still feeling a little acidic from 

the earlier argument and she couldn't face either the sharpness of wine or the sweetness of 

butterbeer. She hoped that the ginger would warm and settle her. 

A small glass of dark, chestnut coloured liquid appeared in front of her. She took a grateful sip as 

Ron resumed his place opposite. 

He just looked at her and she realised that she was going to have to make an effort to get the 

conversation going. 

"How have you been, Ron? How was the spying trip to Zonko's?" 

He grinned. 



"I've been well, thanks. And Zonko's was - well, interesting. Not as good as the stuff that Fred and 

George produce, but there's definitely someone out there copying our ideas and not doing them half 

so well...." 

And with that he was off, regaling her with tales of his trip and the shameless rip-offs of quality 

Weasley merchandising that were apparently everywhere in the wizarding world. Hermione felt 

herself begin to relax and laugh genuinely at his outrageous story telling. He had always had a gift 

for humour and for a while she could pretend that nothing had ever happened and that things were 

the same between them as they ever had been. 

However, even Ron's stock of amusing stories from the magical novelties industry was finite. 

Silence fell as both of them realised that the only subjects of conversation left were the painful 

ones. Hermione finally went for the one that seemed least emotionally charged. 

"How's life at the Ministry?" she asked carefully. 

He nodded, not really looking at her. 

"It's OK." He shrugged. "Fudge is still an arse. Every once in a while I get visited by a group of 

Ministry worthies who want to know what I'm doing. Other than that I get left alone most of the 

time. I produce something concrete every now and then. It doesn't seem to matter whether or not it's 

useful as long as it goes bang. It seems to keep them satisfied. You know what bureaucracy is like." 

"I do indeed." She noticed that Ron was looking a little uncomfortable. "You don't have to feel bad 

about the Ministry. I'm rather glad not to be working there any more. I've come to look on Fudge 

sacking me as a blessing. I would probably have carried on there out of some sense of duty and 

been utterly miserable." 

A rather elliptical way of getting to the subject of exactly why she had left. 

He was still avoiding her eyes. 

"Um, yes, I suppose ... how is life at Hogwarts?" 

"Life is good. Teaching is going quite well I think. I don't seem to have any Nevilles in any of my 

classes, thank heavens." 

He grinned for the first time. 

"Yes, I can just hear you shouting across that classroom 'No Longbottom, you fool, put the scarab 

shells in first. Ten points from Gryffindor'." She stifled a grin. His impersonation of Snape had been 

fairly accurate. "I bet you scare them as much as.... oh." 

He tailed off as his mouth caught up with what his brain was telling him. 

"As much as Snape," she finished for him gently. "He's not Voldemort you know, Ron. He won't 

appear in the room just because you say his name." 



Not that there was any evidence that Voldemort had ever done that, of course. 

Ron had the grace to look sheepish. 

"I take that Harry told you about the two of us?" she continued. Might as well get it out into the 

open. 

He nodded but said nothing, gazing intently at the table. Then he stood up abruptly. 

"I'm going to get another drink," he announced. He waved enquiringly at her empty glass. She 

nodded. It might help to get her through this. 

She had nasty feeling that this conversation was going to go much like the one with Harry at St 

Mungo's. Disbelief followed by anger followed swift departure. Except that he already knew. And 

he had contacted her. Place those facts on the positive side. On the negative side place the fact that 

Ron also did not seem to be able to bring himself to say Snape's name. 

By now her second drink had arrived. Ron sat down again and took a sip from his glass. Then he 

said, awkwardly: 

"I suppose the two of you are still together?" 

"Yes, we are." 

"Oh. I wondered if it might have been one of those things. The result of the stress and being thrown 

together, you know. Like a holiday romance." 

Hermione was speechless. She thought back to the events which had brought her and Snape 

together. Pain, terror and life-threatening danger were her main memories. None of which would 

feature highly on her list of what would make an enjoyable holiday. 

"Remind me never to go travelling with you," she muttered. 

Although she supposed she knew what he was getting at - was it something that owed more to 

adrenaline and hormones than any real feeling for each other? More to the point, he was asking if it 

was likely to wear off in time. She didn't think so. Certainly not on her side. 

"Ron, do you really think that either Severus or myself are the casual relationship sort?" 

"You, no. I haven't really had to think about Snape's love life before now." He was quiet. Then he 

said, grudgingly, "I suppose he always was sort of ... intense... at school." Another pause. "So this 

is going to be a permanent thing then is it?" 

"Yes. I think so." 

"It's just that he's... well... old... and he was a Death Eater and...," he trailed off again. 



"He's not a nice man," she finished for him again. "Yes, I know all of that Ron. But he suits me - 

we suit each other I think." 

He looked at her then. He had always been easier to read than Harry's, his past much less 

shadowed. It had always been easier for him, being only the Best Friend of the Boy Who Lived. He 

had never been as guarded as Harry. Now, he was obviously troubled and struggling to come to 

terms with the reality of her decision. She wanted to help him in some way, but the hard part of her 

that had refused to yield to Harry in St Mungo's knew that he too had to resolve this in his own 

way. 

"Are you happy?" he asked eventually. 

"Yes," she said, then suddenly recalled her thoughts of the morning. "Well, as happy as anyone 

ever is, I suppose," she added honestly. His face clouded at that. 

"'Mione, you are all right, aren't you? He's not hurting you... or anything? Because if he is I'll...." 

She was absurdly irritated by his proprietorial tone, and interrupted him. 

"I'm perfectly all right and of course he isn't hurting me. And I'm more than capable of dealing with 

Severus, thank you very much." 

He flinched at her use of his given name this time, but didn't take the hint to stop the conversation. 

"I mean... who knows what he's able to do... spells... curses... I mean, he's probably used the 

Unforgivables...." 

The latent annoyance from her earlier encounter with Snape rekindled and flared again. 

"For Gods' sake, Ron, I don't need rescuing. I haven't been drugged, I'm not under the influence of 

any curses, legal or otherwise and I'm completely in my right mind. I wish that you and Harry 

could at least manage to respect my choices, even if you can't bring yourselves to be happy for me." 

"Well, we feel responsible for this happening." 

"How the hell do you work that one out?" Her voice was rising and one or two people were looking 

curiously in their direction. Ron glared at her. 

"If Harry hadn't brought the potion to you, if I hadn't suggested that you go and see Snape...," he 

spread his hands, deliberately keeping his voice down. 

"Well, if it makes you feel better, I can assure you Severus is deeply annoyed that he has to be 

grateful to the two of you for anything," she spat back. 

A look of disgust crossed Ron's face. 

"You're even beginning to sound like him." 



"Well, sometimes, I understand what he means about things." 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

She shook her head tiredly, not wanting this to go on any further. 

"Oh, nothing, nothing. Look, let's just stop this right here." 

"No. Let's not. I want to know what you meant about understanding what he means." 

"Well, you really are determined to be martyrs about this aren't you? Both of you? I haven't lost a 

limb or the use of my brain. I have simply fallen in love with someone that you disapprove of and 

you are turning it into some absurd Victorian melodrama." 

"A what?" 

She had to bite her lip to keep from screaming in frustration. 

"Did it ever occur to you," he continued, "that it might be more than just us disliking the greasy git? 

Did you think that we might be worried about you? That we don't want to see you get hurt? In any 

way." 

"I... appreciate... that," she said, trying with difficulty to calm her voice. "but I'm not going to get 

hurt. Not by Severus." 

"Hmm," was his only reply. "In that case, could you tell me why it's your birthday and you're sitting 

in a pub arguing with me? Where is he? Did he even give you a present?" 

She couldn't answer that. He nodded once and then stood. He reached into a pocket, pulled out a 

package and placed in on the table in front of her. 

"Happy Birthday, Hermione," he said. Without saying anything else he walked away towards the 

stairs that led upstairs to the bedrooms. 

********** 

Snape was sitting in an armchair, staring moodily at an empty grate and replaying the events of the 

evening in his mind. He was veering between despair at his own incompetence and annoyance at 

her stubbornness. He loved her beyond belief. That wasn't the problem. 

The summer term had passed in a blur of new lessons and timetables. The holidays had been... 

something that surpassed his wildest hopes. Time spent with her, simply enjoying each other - in 

every way. He had been happier than he ever remembered being in his life before. They had spent 

nearly two months wrapped in each other's company, both content, neither desiring or seeking 

more. 

So he had thought. 



But with the new term and the new year something seemed to have changed and he couldn't put his 

finger on what it was. Apart from the change of teaching subject his life was not very much 

different on a practical level than it had been before. Teach, mark, attend meetings of various 

degrees of tedium. Yet there was something. Something different. A watchfulness in the way he 

was treated by the other staff, perhaps? A new pointedness in the glares that Minerva McGonagall 

shot in his direction? An unspoken sense that he should not have returned? Or, at least, should not 

have returned with her. 

For she was now a part of his life. Whether anyone else liked it or not. 

He snorted at his fanciful thoughts.. But it didn't distract from the very real fear hidden behind it. 

An instinct that she had subtly changed and he didn't understand how or why. He was trying once 

more to convince himself that if she had just told him about her birthday then nothing would ever 

have happened, when the knock came at his door. 

"Come in," he said, without moving, hoping that it would be Hermione, knowing that it wasn't. 

It wasn't. 

Albus Dumbledore - the only other regular visitor to his private quarters - opened the door. 

"Severus. I'm not disturbing anything am I?" 

He made a theatrical gesture at the empty room. 

"I expect that the crowds will part sufficiently for you to find a small space." 

The headmaster entered, making a fairly pointed survey of the room as he did so. He looked hard at 

Snape until the other man pointed his wand at the empty hearth muttering "Incendio". Once the fire 

was blazing merrily, Dumbledore settled himself comfortably in the other chair. 

"I confess that I was rather expecting Miss Granger to be here this evening." 

"Miss Granger had another engagement. Mr Weasley is visiting so she has gone to The Three 

Broomsticks for the evening." 

Dumbledore sighed. 

"I gather from your tone of voice that this visit was a source of friction between you?" 

There was a sulky shrug from the younger man. 

"She is not my prisoner." 

"But...?" 

"But nothing. If she wishes to visit with Weasley I can hardly forbid it." 



"But you would like to?" 

"No. Yes. No. Not like that." 

The older wizard said nothing. He simply closed his eyes, to all intents and purposes dozing 

peaceably. Snape was silent as well, turning over the headmaster's question with half of his mind. 

The other half of his mind was occupied with cursing the cunning old man, who doubtless knew 

that his tactic would elicit information far more effectively than close questioning. There was only 

the sound of the fire for a long time. 

"I disliked Potter and Weasley when they were students," Snape said abruptly, "but they claimed to 

be Hermione's friends." 

The headmaster gave no indication that he was even awake. 

"She told Potter about the two of us on the day that she went to St Mungo's to cure that Auror - I 

forget his name. I do not know exactly what he said to her." That was true enough. On the day in 

question she had returned from St Mungo's, broken a few small pieces of china and then locked 

herself in her room alone, to cry. When she had emerged, pale, a few hours later she had simply 

repaired the damage and said that he had taken the news badly and she didn't want to discuss it any 

further. And they hadn't. She had never told him what Potter had said to affect her so badly. 

"Suffice to say," he continued, "that she was extremely distressed. Neither Potter nor Weasley have 

made the slightest attempt to contact her until today." 

She had chosen to hide her tears from him. Had she thought that he would sneer at her for being 

upset? For caring what Potter and Weasley thought? 

The sour taste of the memory returned, the aching helplessness as he realised that he desperately 

wanted to take her pain away and had absolutely no idea where or how to start. No concept of how 

to touch the woman who was so open to him in strength and so hidden from him in weakness. 

He still didn't. Not in any meaningful sense. 

"I consider that her friends have not behaved well in this." He stopped again. 

"You don't want to see her hurt again?" suggested the headmaster without opening his eyes. 

"No," he agreed simply. "I don't." 

"Does she know that this is why you were less than happy about her meeting with Mr Weasley?" 

"Yes, of course, she does." 

Dumbledore opened his eyes and Snape was fixed with a piercing blue gaze. 

"Severus, did you actually tell her that?" 



"Well, not in so many words, I suppose. The gaze did not falter. "No. I didn't." 

"Did she like her birthday present?" 

"I don't know." 

"You did get her one?" 

"Yes. But she... left... before I could give it to her." He reviewed the events in his mind again. This 

time he came to a different conclusion. "I should just have given it to her, shouldn't I?" 

He slumped lower into his chair. The sense of hopeless failure that had been haunting him all 

evening intensified. 

"Albus," he said eventually, "I can't do this. I don't know how to. I have no experience in being part 

of..." he struggled to even articulate it, "... a couple. I should be on my own. It's better that 

way. Shedeserves better." 

The headmaster sighed and closed his eyes again. 

"Severus, do you really think that any of us know 'how to do this', as you put it?" 

"Well, I always assumed...." 

"... that it just happened? Just like that? That it was always perfect? That you would somehow 

instinctively know precisely what to do when the right person came along?" 

Yes. That's exactly what I thought. That everyone else knew something that I didn't. 

Dumbledore was still speaking. 

"It's not like that. Being with someone else is the most joyful, fulfilling and beautiful experience 

that anyone can have. And I'm not just talking about the more... obvious... physical aspects. At the 

beginning it feels like you have been given the keys to paradise." The old wizard stopped, 

obviously remembering something from his past. Then he went on, "It is also difficult, maddening, 

intrusive, annoying, frustrating and unbelievably hard work. You can't have one without the other, 

I'm afraid." 

Snape shifted in his chair. 

"There is no how to," continued the kindly voice. "No book to follow. It's a matter of trial and error 

- guesswork in a lot of cases. You both make mistakes and then you try to repair them and 

somewhere along the line you both find out how to live with each other. You have to do it by 

yourselves. But that's when you find your true joy." 

Hard work. Would she wait that long? Would she even want to begin? 



"Miss Granger is an exceptional woman," commented Dumbledore, echoing his thought with his 

usual uncanny accuracy, "I have never yet known her embark on anything that she wasn't prepared 

to see through to the end. I could also say the same thing," he added, "about you." 

Snape couldn't find a response to that. 

"You will solve this between you. I have every confidence in you both," the elderly wizard 

concluded. He beamed suddenly. "Tea would be lovely, thank you, Severus." 

Snape blinked. He hadn't offered... ah. His fabled hospitality at its best. 

He waved his wand at the kettle perched by the fire. An instant later steam billowed cheerfully out 

of the spout, leading shortly after to the traditional combination of fragrant dried leaves with 

boiling water. 

Dumbledore watched as Snape added the merest dash of milk to the bottom of one cup, then deftly 

poured in the golden liquid. The headmaster reached forward to claim his drink. 

"Ahh," he said, sipping with evident enjoyment. "I do value the house-elves, but it takes a Potions 

Master to make a really good cup of tea." 

Snape's lips twitched despite himself. 

"Hermione says the same thing about my coffee," he remarked dryly. "It's comforting to know that, 

should you ever see fit to dispense with my services, I could always start a new career in catering." 

Dumbledore's eyes twinkled back. 

"I'm glad to see that we haven't completely lost you to introspection." 

Snape snorted. 

"Was there any particular reason you called, headmaster. Other than to offer advice about my 

woeful inability to deal with my personal life." The hopeless feeling was beginning to recede. 

Dumbledore's words had encouraged him to feel that he might be able to sort this mess out with 

Hermione after all. 

The headmaster's eyes became serious. 

"Yes, there was. And it's why I was rather hoping that Miss Granger would be here as well, for it 

concerns you both." 

Snape felt a sudden chill. He didn't think that was about their personal difficulties. Dumbledore 

hadn't looked this grave since... well, not since the Ministry had come for him all those months ago. 

"What is it?" he said quietly. 

"I received an owl today from Dr Affpuddle at St Mungo's." 



He remember Dr Affpuddle. The medi-wizard who had been responsible for the treatment of that 

Auror, and who had kept up a sporadic correspondence with Hermione ever since. 

"He tells me that two nights ago someone broke into the secure psychiatric wing of the hospital and 

released Draco Malfoy." 

********** 

END OF PART 1 

PART 2 

  

A quiet Sunday afternoon found Dr Phineas Affpuddle pottering around his personal workroom, 

noting down the items that were running low and musing happily to himself. He enjoyed being at St 

Mungo's at this time of day - no ward rounds, no one demanding his attention or advice - just peace 

and time to catch up on his thoughts. Since the Malfoy boy had been taken the place was even more 

deserted. The Aurors stationed at the entrances saw to that. All it needed now was a few Dementors 

and it really would be a second Azkaban, he thought ironically. 

Dr Phineas Affpuddle had long since resigned himself to the more custodial aspects of his work at 

St Mungo's. 

Ayahuasca, powdered unicorn horn, nutmeg, dragon's tooth ... . 

He rubbed a finger musingly across his gingery moustache as he mentally ticked off his supplies. 

Valerian, skullcap, wormwood - can't have too much of any of those. Not in this place. 

He picked up a blue glass bottle and shook it sharply. There was a faint rattling sound. He shook it 

again. 

Hmm. Low on dried Boggart Cauls. Difficult to obtain. Not exactly the sort of things you can buy 

by the pound in Diagon Alley. How annoying. It meant that Ministry requisition forms would need 

to be filled in and sent off to the relevant Department, where the person dealing with the file would 

be on annual leave or long term sick leave or have been temporarily petrified by a Basilisk.... 

He snorted at his own humour. Absorbed in his contemplation of the practicalities of restocking his 

rarer ingredients and the shortcomings of paperwork happy bureaucrats, he did not, at first, notice 

the door swinging gently open. 

When he did, his first reaction was one of irritation. Tutting to himself at the failures of the 

maintenance staff, he bustled over and firmly closed it. He reflected that no one truly appreciated 

what he was trying to do here, working against apathetic staff and shocking budgetary constraints. 

Satisfied that the door was not going to drift open again, he sank back once more into his 

comfortable feeling of brilliance misunderstood. 



He began to hum. 

The noise effectively covered the soft click and low murmur as the outer door was physically and 

magically sealed. Another soft whisper prevented any further noise reaching beyond the confines of 

the room. Behind the oblivious medi-wizard a random patch of air became a tall, slender 

distinguished looking man, wearing impeccably cut dark green robes. 

"Good afternoon, Dr Affpuddle," he said in exquisitely cultivated tones. 

The doctor's first reaction was blustering outrage. 

"Who are you and what do you think you are doing in here? This part of the hospital is off limits to 

members of the general public. I demand that you leave immediately!" 

The ice blonde man was totally unmoved at being peremptorily ordered out. 

"But Doctor, we've come especially to see you." More air became two men who were equally 

unmoved and considerably less cultivated. "And we are hardly members of the general public." He 

said it as if it were some kind of disease. "These two gentlemen are Mr Crabbe and Mr Goyle." He 

paused. "And I am Lucius Malfoy." 

Malfoy. Of course. 

The father of the pitiful Draco. Very dangerous, according to the Ministry. 

"What do you want?" he said, in slightly more cautious tones, wondering if there was anyway he 

could contact the Ministry personnel. 

Lucius smiled. It was a singularly unwarming thing, that smile. An arrangement of the muscles 

only. Not the slightest emotion. Or certainly no emotion that anyone would want to share. 

"Just a small thing, Doctor. Practically nothing, really. There's absolutely no need to contact anyone 

to let them know that we are here. Of course, it would be pointless even if there was a need. This 

room is now far too heavily warded to let any communication through. And if I'm not mistaken the 

Aurors at the entrance to the hospital saw you leaving about a quarter of an hour ago. I believe you 

were going home to spend the rest of the day with your roses." 

He languidly walked around the room. It was large enough to comfortably contain four men as well 

as a large workbench, desk and chair, some lab stools, bookshelves and several storage cabinets. 

However, Malfoy, Crabbe and Goyle were making it seem unusually crowded. The medi-wizard 

watched Lucius carefully, identifying him as the most dangerous of the three. He tried to keep his 

breathing steady and even. 

The blonde man was examining the contents of his store cupboards with interest. 



"What an array of materials you do have here, Doctor. Quite fascinating. Draco, of course, was 

never really gifted with Potions." He sounded mildly regretful. "No doubt he would one day have 

found a niche for himself." His voice hardened. "If he hadn't had that... accident." 

Dr Affpuddle found himself fixed with a gaze like grey chips of ice. 

"You recall Draco, Doctor? Your patient? The one that for whom you had a treatment that you 

elected not to use." The voice was still cultivated but as unyielding as granite. "That Draco." 

The medi-wizard swallowed, and tried to find his voice. 

"The Ministry...," he began weakly. 

"Ah, yes," Malfoy cut across him scornfully, "The Ministry. Withholding treatment from a sick 

person - a sick Malfoy - to ensure good behaviour from his father. Do you think that was acceptable 

Doctor? Ethical?" 

Affpuddle didn't know what to say. The whole posture of the man spoke to him of one who 

delivering a prepared speech, all rehearsed vehemence, more concerned at the disrespect to 

the Malfoy name than with the person behind it. He noticed that his palms were sticky. This man 

was beginning to disturb him more than the most deranged patient. Fortunately, Malfoy didn't seem 

to require an answer. 

"No matter." He waved a hand dismissively. "It simply brings us conveniently to what you can do 

for me." The smile-that-wasn't was back in place again. "As I said, it is a small thing. Just some 

medication. For my son. Just the potion that you used to cure that Auror." 

Just the potion. Devised by the Granger woman and her companion. She'd left the bottle, but not 

the recipe. And they had used the last of it in treating the sick Auror. 

He had a feeling that this was not going to be acceptable to Lucius Malfoy. 

"Sir," he began carefully, his mouth dry. "I know the potion that you mean." The blonde man was 

still smiling serenely. "I'm afraid... that is... there is no more left of it." 

The smile did not falter. 

"Come now, Doctor," Lucius said very gently, "surely you don't expect me to believe that. That the 

Ministry would have retained no small supply to use as a bargaining counter." 

The Ministry might have done. But Dr Affpuddle had none and no idea how to get any. The eyes of 

the man before him were impenetrable. 

"I... I don't know," he said, trying not to sound desperate. "I have none, and I know of no other 

stock." 

"Well," came the considering response, " perhaps I could let you make me some." 



"I... I..." he cursed himself for stuttering, for allowing the other man to have such complete control 

over the situation. The other two men had barely moved. They just stood. Occupying space. He 

fought for some degree of self-possession. "I don't know how to. I didn't make the batch I used on 

the Auror." 

One white blonde eyebrow arched delicately in surprise or derision. 

"You didn't?" Exaggerated tones. "Why then, Doctor, who did?" 

"I don't know." It was beginning to become painfully clear to the doctor that he was very unlikely 

to get out of this. Some deep seated instinct told him that there was no point in putting anyone else 

at risk. 

"Really?" mused Lucius. "So this potion just arrived on your doorstep one day did it? 

Labelled Drink Me perhaps?" He laughed gently at his own joke. A moment later Crabbe and 

Goyle also laughed, as if alerted to the need to do so by their Master's response. Not actually 

understanding, but hoping to divert the man, Affpuddle tried a small laugh as well. Lucius regarded 

him almost fondly. 

"Ah, doctor, doctor. You don't understand my little Mudblood joke but you humour me none the 

less? No matter. I prefer not to get all my information at once. It tends to dull the edge of the 

amusement." 

He nodded at the other two men. They immediately flanked Affpuddle, moving with surprising 

speed. His upper arms were gripped by one, whilst the other cleared the surface of the workbench. 

Glass and metalware hit the floor with random sounds of clattering and breaking. His robes were 

stripped off him - manually, not magically - until he was wearing nothing but his long white 

undershirt. As he was bound to the workbench - this time by the use of magic - some part of him 

hoped that he could still survive this. 

He lay, breathing heavily, staring at the ceiling. The perfect patrician face of Lucius Malfoy crossed 

his vision. 

"I must say," it said cheerfully, "you do have a splendid collection in your cupboards, doctor." 

He turned his neck painfully to see a selection of bottles and flasks. He recognised most of them by 

sight. The caustics. The acids. The irritants. The poisons. 

He closed his eyes. 

"Now," the crystalline voice said comfortably. "We're ready for our little chat. First things first 

though... Crucio." 

Expecting, as he was, the application of one or other of the substances selected by Malfoy, there 

was a fleeting moment of something that was almost relief. Then the pain hit. Searing, burning, 

screaming agony, remorseless, ceaseless, infiltrating every nerve end, every synapse. Unable to 

even pass out, Affpuddle simply screamed. 



And then it ended. 

"So, doctor," came the voice, utterly unperturbed. "Tell me a little about your roses." 

The medi-wizard thought for a moment that he had misheard. That the man who had just inflicted 

an Unforgivable on him could not possibly have asked him a question about gardening. 

There was a sigh. 

"Oh dear." Malfoy sounded quite resigned. "I know that Crucio is still supposed to be the curse of 

choice for these things, but it is such a blunt instrument when you want specific information. I think 

we may have to start again with something a little more refined. Crabbe, the left eye, if you will." 

He felt thick hands grabbing at his face, pulling his left eye open. A finger held the eyelid up whilst 

a thumb dug roughly into his cheekbone, preventing the eye from reflexively closing. Unable to 

blink or look away, he focussed on a small eye dropper held in a flawless, pale and perfectly steady 

hand. The dropper was filled with a blue liquid. He struggled to prevent the professional side of his 

mind identifying it. The hand squeezed very gently and one beautiful, azure drop formed at the end 

of the delicate glass tube. It hung for a moment, pearlescent under the lights, surface tension 

holding it balanced. 

Then it fell, to land with precision in the centre of the medi-wizard's left eyeball. 

His back arched as fire knifed along his optic nerve and directly into his brain. Somewhere between 

the pain and his dying vision he could still hear Malfoy's voice, sounding for all the world like he 

was at a cocktail party. 

"There's so many different varieties of rose available now. But I always feel that somehow in our 

quest for the perfect blossom we have lost some of that unique scent, don't you agree?" 

And Phineas Affpuddle knew without doubt that he was a dead man facing a genuine clinical 

psychopath. 

********** 

Hermione hadn't moved from the table since Ron had walked out. She held the package, wrapped 

in red with a gold ribbon, Gryffindor colours inevitably, and slowly turned it over and over in her 

hands. 

She wondered if it was an immutable law of nature that the less you intended something to happen 

the more certain it was. She definitely hadn't intended to have two blazing rows in the space of 

three hours. What she had wanted to happen was for Ron to at least try to understand how she felt 

about things and give some indication that he would be prepared to give it a chance - give Severus a 

chance. 

What she had wanted to happen was for Severus to give her a birthday present... no, she amended, 

with sudden self-honesty. What she wanted was for Severus to do something to calm the unsettled 



feeling in the pit of her stomach - to take her back to the summer when there was only him and she 

was so sure.... 

Once again, thanks to Snape, Hermione Granger was faced with a situation that she couldn't solve 

by looking in a book. One that she would have to deal with by guesswork. She liked it as little as 

she had when he had been lying, bleeding on her sofa in London. 

And it was just as important to get it right this time as it had been the last. 

Damn the man. Why couldn't anything be simple? 

But she already knew the answer to that thought. 

Because he was Severus. 

Peter, her ex-boyfriend, had been simple. She hadn't loved him. Ron and Harry were, at heart, 

simple. They were her friends. Or, at least, they had been, and in any event would never have been 

more. 

Hermione had never been drawn to simple things. Not truly. 

Severus was not a simple man. And that was one of the reasons that she loved him. 

They would find a way through this. They had to. 

She was about to stand up and make her way back to Hogwarts to find Snape and try to make her 

peace, when her attention was caught by a voice behind her. 

"Er... Hermione?" It was female, with a light French accent and it sounded a little hesitant. "I'm 

sorry, I don't mean to interrupt or anything, but I couldn't help noticing... um... are you all right?" 

She looked up to see a young woman, about her own age or maybe a little older, standing at that 

indeterminate distance which suggested that she wanted to be noticed but was not confident enough 

to actually walk up and sit down. 

She was a pleasant looking woman, a little taller than Hermione, medium build, with dark blonde 

hair, fair skin and hazel eyes. She had regular features, which were presently looking a little 

apprehensive. Hermione knew her. 

Rose Brunarde, the new Charms teacher. The half familiar figure she had noticed earlier. 

She had joined the school for the new school year following the retirement of Professor Flitwick. 

The tiny Charms professor from her schooldays had finally decided to leave from teaching to 

pursue some of his many other interests. She recalled the party at the end of the summer term - half 

tearful, half joyful. Even Severus had found it within himself to express regret at his leaving and to 

wish him luck for the future. The fight against Voldemort had forged some unlikely alliances. To 

put it mildly. 



Rose, Hermione recalled, had been a pupil at Beauxbatons, the French school, and had spent some 

time teaching at Durmstrang. The recollection of Durmstrang brought her to Viktor Krum. Another 

less than successful personal relationship, she mused. The sound of shifting feet brought her back 

to the present and the realisation that she had all but ignored the other woman. 

"Rose, hello." She tried to muster a genuine smile. It wasn't that she disliked her. On the contrary, 

she had been struck with how pleasant she seemed. She was just guiltily aware that her 

preoccupation with her new position and Severus had led her to make less effort with the new 

teacher than she would otherwise have done. 

"I'm sorry, I was miles away for a moment." The other woman was still looking hesitant. Hermione 

waved at the chair recently vacated by Ron. "Do sit down. Please." 

Rose didn't appear to be with anyone. As she sat, it crossed Hermione's mind to wonder why she 

was paying solitary midweek visits to The Three Broomsticks. 

"As I said," Rose continued, a little diffidently, "I couldn't help noticing..." She trailed off 

expressively. 

Well, if you will choose to have an argument in a public bar... 

She shrugged, looking rueful. 

"It was rather obvious, wasn't it?" She sighed. 

"Are you all right?" asked the other woman a little tentatively. 

"Oh, I'm fine," she said automatically. "Ron's just a little, well, volatile I suppose you could call 

it." Childish, idiotic and bloody minded would all cover it as well. 

Rose nodded. She still seemed a little uncomfortable for some reason. There was a pause. 

"How are you settling in?" asked Hermione eventually, uncomfortably aware that she should really 

have asked the question earlier. Several weeks earlier to be precise. 

"Fine, fine. Everyone has been very friendly and welcoming. And Professor Dumbledore is very 

kind." 

Hermione smiled. 

"Oh yes. Albus is a father to most of the school and half the staff. He always has been. He was just 

like that when I was a pupil here." 

A half-wistful look passed over the other woman's face for a moment. 

"I can imagine," she said softly. 

Hermione made a decision. Rose was here alone and so was she, now. 



"Look," she said briskly, "I don't know if you have any plans for the rest of the evening, but it's my 

birthday and for some reason I feel like celebrating it, despite the rest of the world. If I get a bottle 

of something, will you share it with me?" 

Rose's face took on a mischievous look. 

"You ask this of a Frenchwoman?" she said, in tones of mock outrage. "I only ask that if you buy 

champagne, it is authentic and not some méthode champenoise." Her nose wrinkled in a manner 

which strongly reminded Hermione of Snape. If possessed of a little more surface charm. 

Hermione grinned in response, feeling lighter already. 

"Done," she said and headed to the bar to negotiate with Rosmerta. 

Five minutes later she was back with a bottle of champagne, which Rose solemnly pronounced to 

be an acceptable vintage, and two champagne flutes. Settling down, they began to swap classroom 

stories. 

An hour and a couple of glasses of champagne later, they were laughing like old friends at one of 

Neville Longbottom's more spectacular potions mishaps and one of Snape's more memorable 

responses. 

"Ah," sighed Rose, "my Potions classes were never like that." 

"Well, ours were a little nerve racking at times. Between Neville and Severus it was a toss up 

which one would get you first." 

"Our Potions Mistress was Madame Duvallon. She was terribly absent minded. I recall that she had 

a flat in Paris that she used to live in during the holidays. There was a rumour that one day she went 

out for a loaf of bread and disappeared. People were frantic. She turned up three weeks later in 

Madagascar. She was apparently half way to the Boulangerie when she remembered she had run 

out of Madagascan Tree Frog glands. She couldn't understand what all the fuss was about." 

Hermione snorted. 

"Not something that I can quite see Severus doing, somehow." 

"No, he does seem very... organised" agreed Rose. She was silent for a moment. Then she said, "it 

must be very nice for you, to be back in your old school." 

Hermione was surprised at the comment. 

"Yes, in some ways." 

"Everyone's very friendly, but it's like you all belong together. You all know each other and there's 

obviously so much history. I envy that sometimes." 



Was that why she was here alone? Feeling left out? Surely not. No one would do that to her. 

"I suppose it does take some time to fit in to a new place," she replied carefully. She tried to give a 

tactful voice to her thought. She didn't want to provoke a third argument tonight. "I noticed that you 

were here on your own." She wasn't quite certain how to continue but the other woman rescued her. 

"No, no, please don't think that I have been driven out of Hogwarts by anyone." She paused. "It is 

that... sometimes I like to get out of my rooms and I still feel a little... out of place... in the staff 

room - if that is the right word. I have yet to find my feet as they say. Here," she gestured at the 

room, "it is friendly and anonymous and the champagne is good," she looked impish again. "Please 

do not feel I am criticising anyone, time will solve all of this." 

Hermione looked at her glass. She and Severus were the closest of the staff in age to Rose. And no 

one would describe Severus as the meet and greet sort. One more oversight. She needed to start to 

interact with her normal life again. 

Her mouth twisted. 

"Well, if I hadn't been quite so wrapped up in my own personal life I might actually have noticed 

something," she said, dryly. 

The other woman regarded her shrewdly. 

"This has something to do with the young man earlier?" 

Hermione sighed again. 

"Yes, but it's a long and very boring story, and I'm sure you would rather watch paint dry than 

listen to me go on about my love life." 

Rose's eyes twinkled. 

"You forget again that you are talking to a Frenchwoman. After good champagne we like nothing 

better than to listen to someone else's love life. Providing you wish to talk about it, of course." 

Hermione suddenly aware of how tempting the offer was. It occurred to her that she was really 

bereft of a simple friend to talk to. Harry and Ron were not exactly receptive. She couldn't quite see 

herself talking to her parents, and as for the rest of the staff, it wasn't that they disapproved, exactly, 

but.... She felt a sudden wave of loneliness sweep over her. 

Maybe talking about it to someone who didn't already have an opinion about her - or him - would at 

least help to clarify it in her own mind. But where the hell did she start? 

"You know that I'm involved with Severus," she began. 

The other woman nodded. 



"I had thought so." 

Hermione was surprised. 

"No one actually told you?" 

"No. And the two of you are very... discreet... about things. But sometimes there are looks, you 

know." She shrugged. "Anyway, you are involved, as you say." 

"And you know that he was also my teacher at school." 

Again, a movement of the head. 

"Well, we didn't get on at school. Really didn't get on. My best friends were Harry Potter and Ron 

Weasley." She didn't get any further. The woman who had managed to calmly accept that she was 

seeing a former teacher had almost choked on her drink at The Name. 

"I'm sorry," spluttered Rose, losing her composure for a moment, and wiping her lips. "You were 

best friends with Harry Potter? The Harry Potter?" 

"Yes," said Hermione in resigned amusement. "The Harry Potter. I see they really haven't told you 

anything." She grinned suddenly. "I can assure you, you would see him in quite a different light if 

he'd been instrumental in getting you Petrified, half turned into a cat and into more detentions that 

you can count." 

Rose seemed to have recovered a little and Hermione went on. 

"That was Ron who I was meeting tonight. Anyway, when I was at school Severus hated us. I mean 

really hated us. Harry mostly - it's a long story to do with his father - Harry's, not Severus's. He was 

a bastard to us and we hated him right back." She shrugged a little and sipped her champagne. "So 

we left, and that was the last we thought we'd ever see of him. Ron and I went on to do research for 

the Ministry of Magic in London and Harry became an Auror - like they were ever going to let him 

do anything else. Voldemort was defeated - I guess everyone knows about that - and life went on." 

She played with her glass before continuing. 

"Well, about a year ago there was an incident involving some Aurors and a potion. And Harry 

brought me a sample of the potion and asked me to analyse it for him. A... private enterprise as it 

were." She was weighing up telling enough to make the story comprehensible and not actually 

going into too much detail. "I came to a brick wall and approached Snape for help." 

"Even though you hated him?" 

"Even though I hated him," Hermione agreed. "I remembered him as a foul tempered bastard but he 

is just about the best there is when it comes to Potions. I needed his help." She shut her eyes. "Well, 

it is a long story, but some things happened which made me reconsider my opinion of Severus." 



"You fell in love with him." It was a statement not a question. 

"I fell in love with him," she agreed again. 

"And he with you." Another statement. 

Hermione considered that. 

"Yes," she said finally, "I really think he did." 

"So far I do not see the problem." 

The problem... oh, the problem.... 

"To begin with Harry and Ron still hate him. And they don't like that fact that he's older than me 

and...," she sought for a way to explain without actually doing so, "...he has a rather dark past," she 

settled for. "They seem to regard what I did as some kind of betrayal of their friendship." 

The other woman's face suddenly cleared. 

"And this is what you were arguing about earlier?" 

"Yes. Ron still thinks that I'm under some kind of spell or that I'm liable to account to them for my 

decisions. Harry said much the same thing when I told him. Tonight is the first time I've seen or 

heard from either of them since February." Then it dawned on Hermione why Rose had been so 

awkward. "Gods, you didn't think that I was involved with Ron as well, did you?" She snorted. "If I 

wasn't so annoyed about it that would almost be funny." 

Rose looked a little sheepish. 

"He was behaving rather possessively." 

"Wasn't he? I could have slapped him. Maybe I'll get him back downstairs again just so I can." She 

was only half joking. She lapsed into silence again. 

"So your friends are not speaking to you?" prompted Rose after a moment. 

"Hmm? Sorry." She collected her thoughts. "Yes, Harry and Ron aren't speaking to me. And whilst 

it is lovely being back at Hogwarts, it's also very odd. I was a student here, and part of me still 

wants to call them Professor this and Professor that. I can't quite adjust to being on equal terms with 

Minerva. I keep wanting to call her Professor McGonagall, because I'm used to her being that." She 

was almost unaware of Rose as she struggled to put words to her feelings. "I got on well with all 

my teachers - except Severus, of course - they all liked me, but they weren't my friends, they were 

my teachers - does that make any sense? They weren't the people that I would turn to for support, 

except maybe Hagrid. And I just don't feel comfortable discussing this with him." 

Rose was quiet, just watching her. Hermione shot her a rueful grin. 



"I guess I feel that it's not quite my world yet either. It's like I'm part of his world. I'm Miss 

Granger, the ex-pupil, former Head Girl. Or, maybe Hermione, Severus's girlfriend, partner, 

whatever... I don't think they disapprove as such, but I sometimes feel they're waiting for something 

to go wrong. Like Harry and Ron. Waiting for the other shoe to fall my father used to call it." 

Oh dear gods, Granger, do stop whining.... 

"Sorry," she said softly. "You came out for a quiet drink and instead get me being maudlin at you." 

"Don't apologise," said the other woman, gently. "Everyone needs someone to talk to sometimes. It 

seems to me that you're rather short of ears at the moment." 

"Severus does listen, mostly," she said a little defensively. 

"Yes, I'm sure he does, but sometimes you need another ear as well," Rose replied with a hint of 

humour. "You know," she went on, "I think that, like me, this may solve itself in time. I do not 

really know the people involved, which may be a good thing," she added wryly, "but there are 

many changes that you have to make. That you both have to make." She stopped, apparently 

considering her next words. "I do not know Professor Snape very well. He does not come across as 

very... accessible." 

"No," confirmed Hermione. "I'm afraid he doesn't." 

"And," continued the other woman carefully, "he also does not seem to be sort to ... play... at 

anything. I cannot imagine him doing anything unless he is serious about it." 

"No. That's what I said to Ron," sighed Hermione. 

"Maybe you should listen to yourself then," suggested the lilting French accent. 

Hermione was about to respond when another voice cut across them. 

"Time!" called Rosmerta. 

"Heavens! We should get back before they send out search parties." 

Hermione rose and collected her cloak, relieved to see that two glasses of ginger wine and three of 

champagne had not seriously impaired her ability to walk straight. She tucked Ron's present, still 

unopened, into a pocket and together the two women left the pub. They strolled back to the school, 

talking idly of nothing in particular. The drizzle had stopped, she was pleased to notice, and the 

walk did much to dispel the lingering heaviness of the alcohol so that by the time they reached the 

parting of the ways she was simply feeling pleasantly relaxed. 

"Thank you for listening," she said, as they said goodnight. "Next time you're going out for a drink, 

knock on my door if you fancy some company. I promise not to talk about my love life 

the whole time." 



The other woman laughed. 

"It was nice to get to know you finally, Hermione. I shall certainly knock on your door, as you 

say. Bonne nuit." 

Rose disappeared off to her rooms which were somewhere near the Hufflepuff part of the school. 

Hermione climbed to her rooms and disarmed the wards. It made her remember the earlier 

argument. Thank heavens Rose hadn't asked her why she was there with Ron not Severus. At least 

he had re-warded the room, she thought. 

Once inside, she commanded light and hung up her cloak. She idly wondered about making a cup 

of tea before she went to bed. The evening had left her feeling more than a little drained, but some 

part of her felt that she should make an effort to rehydrate her system before sleep. 

She was about to retrieve the kettle when her attention was captured by a determined little Meep. 

She looked round to see Sphinx sitting on her big table, wrinkled face glaring at her, like a little 

angry parent. 

"It's all right, Sphinx," she said, in amusement. "Ron and I argued and then I spent the rest of the 

evening with a woman. Satisfied?" 

"Mrrp. Meep." 

Didn't look like it. 

She wandered over to the table to tickle the little cat on the head and saw the small blue box with 

something attached to it. Her heart missed a beat. She picked up the box and saw that 

the something was a note. Unfolding the parchment, she read. 

Happy Birthday. I believe that a gift is customary on these occasions. I hope that this is acceptable. 

I have little experience in the purchase of such things. No doubt it can be exchanged if necessary. 

S. 

There was something about that note that brought a lump to her throat. It was so very... Severus. So 

much care and thoughtfulness and fear of displeasing her masked by the curt, cold words. Truly, 

not a man to play at anything, she thought. Carefully, she unwrapped the box, opened it and caught 

her breath. 

It was a pendant. A simple, white gold belcher chain with an oval drop, roughly one inch along its 

longest axis. The setting was also simple - just a white gold rim. And inside was the most beautiful 

opal she had ever seen. Dark, almost black, on first sight; but when she held it up the colours 

danced fire deep inside like a living thing. Entranced, she watched the reds and blues and greens 

and turquoises flare and disappear as she moved it in the light of the lamps. 

It made her want to laugh. It made her want to cry. 



With exquisite care she replaced it in its box, and scooped up the little cat, whose smug expression 

turned abruptly to startled. 

"Come along, bald fiend, its time you returned to your master." 

Sphinx gave a strangled Meep, as Hermione shifted to get a firm grip. Woman and cat left the room 

heading for the dungeons. 

  

Unsurprisingly, they encountered no one on their way there. Not even Filch, to Hermione's relief. 

To see the expression on his face when both she and Severus were welcomed back through the 

doors of Hogwarts had been an experience, but not one that she wished to repeat in a hurry. 

They reached the door leading to Snape's private rooms. Adjusting the cat slightly, Hermione 

placed her hand on the door and whispered Dies Irae, day of anger, a curious choice of password, 

but somehow appropriate to the way she felt at the moment. The door swung open and she entered 

quietly. 

The fire in the grate had burned low, but was still smouldering and giving off a little warmth. There 

was no other light. Her eyes adjusted slowly to the dimness. She thought she could make out a 

shadowed form, wrapped in darkness, slumped in one of the armchairs. Sphinx scrabbled out of her 

arms and hit the floor with a chirrup. In a moment she was heading for the chair. Evidently, the 

cat's better eyes had seen him more clearly. 

"Severus," she said quietly, "thank you. It's beautiful." 

There was silence for a moment, then he said: 

"I'm sorry." 

She closed her eyes. She knew he was not apologising for the gift. 

"I know," he continued stiffly, "that you were... upset by Potter and Weasley. Because they did not 

contact you. I simply did not wish to see one of them upset you again. I... did not intend to suggest 

that you should account to me for your movements." 

Her vision adjusted, she walked over to the back of his chair and, standing behind it, placed her 

hands on either side of his neck. Gently, she began to rub his shoulders. 

"It's OK, love. I'm sorry too. I know I've been behaving oddly this last little while." She felt him 

stiffen fractionally under her hands. "It's not because I have any regrets, never think that. It's just 

that this is all... a little harder to get used to than I thought it would be. Today, was... just one of 

those days, I think." 

"Hermione." His voice was very quiet. "If..." He stopped. She heard the deep breath. "If you ever 

have doubts, you will tell me? Won't you? You shouldn't ever feel obliged...." 



She moved to perch on the arm of his chair and laid a finger across his lips. 

"Shh," she said softly. "I have no doubts. None at all. I'm having trouble adjusting to being here 

and not being a student and I don't quite know yet where I stand with the other staff and... ," she 

snorted into the darkness, "... some deeply childish part of me wants someone to step in and make it 

all all right for me, without me actually having to do anything about it myself. But, I'm not having 

trouble being with you and the rest of it I will sort out on my own in time." 

She took her finger away and leant forward to place her mouth over his. As he opened his lips to 

her, she slid her tongue inside to taste him, exploring him deeply and slowly. He curled an arm 

around her, pulling her off the side of the chair and into his lap. Sphinx shot to the floor with an 

indignant Mrrp, narrowly escaping being sat on. They sat like that for a long time, simply kissing, 

savouring the feel and the taste and the smell of the other. 

Eventually, they broke apart and he buried his head in her shoulder. 

"I understand," he said finally, a little muffled. "Albus came to see me tonight. For one of his 

chats." 

One of his chats. That could almost have capital letters, she thought. Albus's chats were usually 

comforting and frightening in roughly equal parts. 

"He said," Snape continued, "that these things were never easy." 

"No," agreed Hermione, slightly distracted by the gentle kisses being carefully placed in the curve 

of her neck. "That's about what we agreed as well." The kissing stopped. 

"We?" Said a little sharply. "I gather you and Mr Weasley resolved your differences then." 

Hermione sighed. 

"Don't prickle, love, please." She felt the touch of lips to her neck again. She decided to treat that as 

an apology. "Actually, no we didn't. It was pretty much a repeat of the conversation with Harry. 

Although, he did have the grace to say it was because they were worried about me. But we argued 

and he stormed off. Just like school, all over again," she added trying for humour and not quite 

succeeding. "No," she continued, moving swiftly over the memory, trying to ignore the sting. "Rose 

Brunarde was also in there having a drink. After Ron left we got talking. In fact, I've been talking 

to her for most of the evening. She's nice." 

"Really?" 

"Yes, really. She's good company." Hermione stifled a laugh. "She only agreed to drink with me on 

condition that I ordered authentic French champagne and not méthode champenoise." 

"She sounds like a sensible woman." 



"I thought you'd approve." She paused then said, "Severus, please don't take this the wrong way, 

but it was so nice to be able to talk to someone who doesn't have an opinion on you... me... us... the 

whole thing - no baggage from school or the war. Someone neutral." 

To her astonishment he didn't withdraw from her. She could swear that he was nodding against her. 

"It has been a little... tense... just recently, hasn't it. I keep expecting Minerva to challenge me to a 

duel." 

Hermione felt relief flood through her. At least it wasn't just her feeling it. She bent to kiss him 

again. Thoroughly. One of his hands buried itself in her hair to cup the back of her head. The other 

hand unclasped her robes just enough to slide inside and caress one breast. She sighed against him. 

When they parted she breathed: 

"We'll get through this. It will work. I love you too much for it not to." 

"My dearest heart," he whispered. 

His endearments were still rare, and all the more treasured for it. One thumb began to circle lazily 

around her left nipple. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the fire building inside her, fuelled 

directly by his deft movements. 

"Severus," she whispered. 

"Hmm?" 

"I think I'd like to go to bed. Now." 

********** 

Lucius Malfoy stretched out his long, elegantly clad legs, leaned back into the corner of the 

Chesterfield and sipped his brandy meditatively. An excellent dinner, served with fine wines, 

followed by a mellow glass of a well aged spirit, was his preferred aid to problem solving. It rarely 

failed him - that sense of physical well-being engendered by possession of the finest things in life. 

Lucius Malfoy was a man who set much store by the finest things in life. 

Although he had been a faithful servant of Voldemort, he had embraced the power vacuum left by 

his death as if he had been born to it. Which, in a sense, he had. The Dark Lord's natural successor. 

Only without the tedious posturing, declaiming and grandiose gestures. Sometimes he wondered if 

Tom Riddle hadn't, in fact, been a closet Gryffindor. All those melodramatics. 

Lucius had no desire to turn into some half human creature. He was more than satisfied with 

humanity and its many and varied pleasures - the more exotic the better. And if that involved pain 

then it could not be avoided. It was his gift to those lesser than himself. Pain was the thing that 



cleansed them, that purified them, that cauterised them. He sighed. So few truly appreciated that his 

motives sprang from the deepest altruism. 

Lucius Malfoy sipped his brandy and performed a mental survey of his world. And he found that it 

was good. 

But for one thing. 

His son and heir. 

A moment's darkness crossed the perfect features. How could he ever have been delivered of a 

creature of such weakness? He could only ascribe it to the influence of poor, fragile Narcissa. 

Narcissa, who had not survived Azkaban. Who must have tainted the Malfoy strength with some 

hidden flaw, so that it shattered at the moment stress was applied. Such a tragedy. 

With distaste he called to mind the puling, snivelling creature that had once been his son. His son?. 

No. Her son. He would not, could not, be responsible for the creation of something like that. The 

very thought soured the taste of the brandy in his mouth. He placed the glass carefully on the table 

in front of him. Standing, he adjusted his robes, these ones a dark blood red, so that they fell just so. 

Satisfied with the effect, he swept out of the room. 

The salon led out into an entrance hall, reaching up the full height of the house and floored in the 

finest marble. Gleaming whiteness was streaked with blacks and greys giving an uncanny sense of 

movement to the floor. First time visitors often stepped hesitantly, as if unsure of their balance. 

Lucius Malfoy liked his visitors to feel off balance. 

Confidently, he strode across the expanse, and climbed the stairs, wide enough for six people to 

walk abreast and yet not crowd each other. Two thirds of the way up the staircase split in two, both 

wings curving out to meet the gallery that ran round the first floor. Taking the left staircase, Lucius 

continued to the gallery, touching his hand briefly on the magnificent marble balustrade. 

Yes, definitely the finest things. 

He swept by several portraits of family ancestors, all nodding their approval as he passed. Any that 

would have dared to frown at him had long since been disenchanted and burned. Wrapped in his 

own thoughts he entered a long corridor, then another and then a third. Finally he paused a dark, 

polished oak door. It was beautifully carved, depicting a woodland hunting scene. As he looked at 

it the leaves of the trees rustled gently in the breeze and a deer briefly glanced out from a thicket, 

freezing as it saw him. He was entranced by it. So very restful. 

He placed his hand on the door and the deer shot back behind the bush. The door swung open to 

reveal a bedroom. It was large; a vast expanse of rich green carpet falling away to the sparkling 

French windows. Blinds were half lowered, giving the room a shaded feeling, but the paler green 

curtains were looped back, yards of satiny material draped over itself luxuriously. The furniture 

was aged walnut, light delicate pieces contributing to the airy feel of the room. The walls were 

covered in eau-de-nil silk wallpaper, and more woodland scenes unfolded in the paintings. A few 

well placed ornaments complemented the whole. 



Lucius felt a certain satisfaction settle over him. It was an impeccably tasteful room. 

Visitors, who had recovered from their encounter with the hallway, were often moved to remark on 

the understated elegance of Lucius Malfoy's home. It was the sort of question that made him 

shudder inwardly. The sort of question that would be asked by the likes of Rosier, Mulciber, Avery 

or the Lestranges - a dreadful couple, practically shopkeepers. 

He closed his eyes at the memory. The Dark Lord had always valued blood over breeding, he 

recalled. Something that had contributed to his downfall in no small way, in Lucius' mind at least. 

Raised in that Muggle orphanage, how could he be expected to know that there were ways of doing 

things, certain expectations, a natural order that should be followed? 

It was not enough simply to give power to anyone who could prove their bloodline back for three 

generations, like some kind of animal. Such people had no appreciation of their rightful place in 

things. Such people would decorate their houses with scenes of slaughter everywhere, utterly 

unmindful of the fact that one just did not put that sort of thing in, say, a bedroom, or a dining 

room. It displayed ill breeding. It was, to put it quite frankly, vulgar. 

Lucius Malfoy prided himself that he was not, and never would be, vulgar. 

No, such people got above themselves. They were dangerous. And things went wrong. This was not 

a mistake that Lucius would ever make. 

Dismissing the Lestranges and their like with a small moue of distaste he turned his attention to the 

bed. Perfectly placed and draped in forest green, it was totally in harmony with its surroundings. 

The only thing to mar that perfection was the figure actually in the bed. 

Curled up, whimpering occasionally, it was distinctly cleaner that when Crabbe and Goyle had 

dumped it on the carpet in the salon, but no more coherent. On the table next to the bed were a 

series of bottles and potions. A dapper little figure, no taller than about five feet six inches, with 

neatly trimmed black hair, oiled and slicked back, and a small black moustache, equally trimmed, 

oiled and slicked, was looking at the bed with a professional air. There was a collection of 

parchments scattered at his feet. 

"Any change, Doctor Wilkes?" 

The man looked at him, exuding professional reassurance tinged with wary caution. 

"Not so far, sir. I've tried the potions that you brought back with you from St Mungo's, but none of 

them have any effect." He gestured rather nervously at the scrolls on the floor. "I've been looking 

through these, sir, but I'm not certain whether I can reproduce Allworthy's work. Not from this." 

Which meant that the fat fool of a medi-wizard had probably been telling the truth 

He nodded. 

"Keep trying, doctor." 



He turned on his heel and headed for the door, no longer able to take pleasure in the charm of the 

room. He noted the flash of relief on the doctor's face as he left. Fear was to be commended. He 

filed it away for future reference. 

Once out of the room, he found that his irritation had risen to such a pitch that it would need to be 

soothed. His lips curved briefly. He knew what would work. Instead of heading back to the main 

hall, he took a side corridor which brought him, finally to a dead end and a door. This door was 

plain, although still highly polished. He placed his hand on it murmuring the password Serenity. 

And entered the place where he could relax until his spirit was calmed. 

Inside was another light, airy room, with a wide hearth and a polished wood floor. It contained two 

deep club armchairs and a simple rosewood table. The walls were ringed by shelves. More French 

windows gave out onto a balcony overlooking a formal garden laid out in the French style. It could 

have been a library, but for the fact that the shelves did not have books on them, but rows and rows 

of shallow stone basins, filled with whitish-silver liquid that swirled and eddied ceaselessly. 

Lucius shook his wand down his sleeve, from the carefully designed concealed pocket which 

completely disguised the wand and did not interfere with the line of the robes. He pointed it at the 

fire, muttered "Incendio" and began to idly survey the shelves as the fire warmed the room. 

His private collection of Pensieves. The place where he stored his favourite memories, the most 

delicate or memorable acts of pain and destruction. A shrine to the artistry of torture and 

degradation. A place where he came to relive those precious moments over and over again, 

confident that not one sob, not one scream, not one plea would be lost or forgotten. He wondered 

about saving his afternoon with Dr Affpuddle, but then decided against it. The years had given him 

some discrimination, he reflected. The stout medi-wizard had not been very interesting in himself. 

A boringly predictable succession of screams, threats, attempts to bargain, and then simple pleas. 

Nothing that he hadn't heard before. 

He clicked his tongue in irritation. It appeared, however, that Affpuddle had been telling the truth, 

no matter how tediously. He did not have the potion. And he was certainly in no position to attempt 

to make it now, being somewhat dead. He had no faith in Wilkes either. A pale shadow of his 

brother. Just useful enough to stay on the right side of being alive. For now. 

That only left the makers of the original sample. 

Their identity was about the only interesting piece of information that the good Dr. Affpuddle had 

managed to impart. Such a pity that it had been with his dying breath. Or near enough. He 

wondered idly if the doctor had been a Gryffindor. It was certainly a very Gryffindor thing to try to 

protect others as long as possible. 

Yes, he mused. The makers of the potion. One Miss Hermione Granger assisted by one Professor 

Severus Snape. 

Add to that the interesting piece of information, filtered back from Hogwarts via the son of friend 

of a friend, that not only was the said former student teaching at Hogwarts herself but 



was intimately involvedwith the said professor. Lucius could barely bring himself to even think a 

word as vulgar as fucking. 

Which led to some interesting possibilities for rekindling a... working relationship... with his old 

colleague. 

Oh, Severus. It will be such a pleasure to meet up again. We have so much to discuss. 

Calmer already, he selected a Pensieve from the shelf and carried it across the thick rug to an 

armchair. Settling himself down he bent over the bowl to gaze into its depths. He closed his eyes as 

the forward lurch and cold, falling sensation overtook him. Then it stopped. He opened his eyes to 

find himself in a familiar dungeon. This was an old favourite of his, a memory of elegant simplicity 

that was guaranteed to clear his mind. He would enjoy this and then maybe there would be time for 

a late evening stroll in the ornamental maze. 

The door to the dungeon burst open in front of him. Two Death Eaters, clad in dark robes and 

masks, strode in dragging a young, Muggle woman between them. One of the Death Eaters pulled 

her arms behind her back as the other one ripped off her clothing. She struggled, naked and 

sobbing, as the Death Eater standing in front of her pulled out his wand and softly trailed it across 

her breasts and her belly. 

Lucius Malfoy sighed in peaceful contentment as the woman in front of him began to scream. 

********** 

  

END OF PART 2 

PART 3 

  

The walk into Hogsmeade gave Snape some physical exercise but did very little to settle his mind. 

Talking with Hermione on her birthday had gone some way to reassuring him, and to clearing the 

tension between them. Certainly their subsequent reconciliation had been fierce enough for his 

doubts to be dispelled, if only for a little while. 

However, there was a world of difference between tentatively putting a name to the problem, and 

actually taking steps to solve it. 

He paused for a moment, closing his eyes as he recalled her fingers lightly stroking the back of his 

neck as they lay together in the dark. 

"Give it time, love," she had whispered. "It will be all right, I promise." 

It will be all right. I promise. 



There was a sudden flare of memory from too far back. From some darkened part of him that hadn't 

seen daylight for a long time indeed. How many times had he heard those words, he thought 

bitterly. Those, or some variation on them. 

I promise. 

Easy words. Quickly said. Quickly forgotten. 

It will be all right. 

Hollow reassurance. 

He opened his eyes again and purposefully resumed his walk towards Hogsmeade. He deliberately 

lengthened his stride, seeking to banish the unwanted resonances with the physical activity. Those 

recollections did not belong to Hermione. They belonged to another woman. Someone he had 

banished from his life a long time ago. Hermione was not her. Hermione was different. Her 

promises held meaning. He was sure of that. 

And yet.... 

Enough. What was it the Muggles said? Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof? In other words 

concentrate on the problems at hand. 

And one of those was the disappearance of Draco Malfoy from St Mungo's. Snape remembered the 

state of the boy when he had last seen him. A broken wreck of a man. From Hermione's account he 

had been little better when she had last seen him. 

He recalled her brief description of his condition - overshadowed as that trip was by 

her conversation with Harry Potter. Despite the fact the she bore no love whatsoever for the heir to 

the Malfoy estates, he could see that it had disturbed her that the Ministry were prepared to leave 

him like that indefinitely when they had the means to cure him. 

Snape's lips twitched softly. Not at the fate of Draco Malfoy, but at his lover's horribly 

impartial Gryffindor sense of justice. There was no sense of insult in that thought now. Someone 

who knew him very well indeed would, in fact, have been able to discern the amused affection in 

his controlled face. 

There was something of an irony in the fact that he, too, thought that the Ministry had been 

mistaken in failing to treat Draco. However, he had a more Slytherin reason than considerations of 

simple humanity. 

He had known Lucius Malfoy for a long time. Too long. It did not cross his mind for an instant that 

anyone other than Lucius had been responsible for the removal of Draco from the hospital. Nor did 

it even begin to occur to him that his motivation was compassion and concern for his son's welfare. 

No, it was much more basic than that. The Ministry had something that belonged to Lucius, and he 

wanted it back. 



It should have been obvious to anyone with half a brain, and more then five minutes experience in 

dealing with the current head of the Malfoy family, that Lucius would retrieve his son sooner rather 

than later. His face twisted sourly. However, when that particular decision had been made "taking 

advice from Severus Snape" not been at the top of the Ministry of Magic's To Do lists. 

When he had told her about Draco - sometime after they had finished making love - Hermione had 

simply kissed him and told him that they would face whatever happened and deal with it then. 

AnotherGryffindor reaction. He loved her for it, even as he sometimes despaired of it. 

Don't leave me, he had almost said. Almost. But he couldn't demand that. He had not been able to 

bring himself to go further than to make her promise that she would be careful. 

I promise. 

Those words again. 

Snape was once again faced with the unpleasant sensation that his control on his life was slipping. 

Scowling, he forced himself to mentally detail the supplies that he needed in Hogsmeade. Anything 

to distract him from the cocktail of apprehensions that were currently swirling around his head. 

Later, he wondered whether, if he had not been trying quite so hard to suppress his unquiet 

thoughts, if he hadn't been quite so concerned to avoid touching the raw places of his mind, he 

might have reacted faster, somehow prevented what followed. 

As it was, he reached the end of the Hogsmeade path, reminding himself that he needed all three of 

the various types of newts' eyes. Even though he now taught Defence Against the Dark Arts, he still 

had a genuine love for Potions. Hermione had understood that without him having to say anything; 

she had simply made part of her working space available to him whenever he wanted it. 

One of the many reasons that he loved her. 

The path now ran along by a stand of trees, a mixed cluster of evergreen and deciduous. The latter 

were now wore their full russet and gold autumn colours, streaking the otherwise dark foliage with 

seasonal fire. Fallen leaves had been scattered across the path by the winds, and pressed into a 

slippery mulch by a combination of the rain and passing feet. Maybe it was the fact that he was 

concentrating on keeping his footing that made him more inattentive than usual. Maybe it was 

because he was focussed on Hogsmeade and the errands that lay beyond the small iron gate with its 

simple, entirely unmagical latch, mere yards away at the end of the path. Or maybe it was the fact 

that, for very nearly the first time in his life, concern for the safety of someone else was occupying 

more of his thoughts than his own survival. 

Whatever it was, he just didn't see them coming. Two of them he thought later, almost certainly a 

Crabbe and a Goyle. It made little practical difference which generation. A simple choice of charm 

really. Simple and effective. 



As he was picking his way through the half rotten leaves on the path, he heard a rustle from within 

the trees. He had already half-turned when there was a muffled sound - a man's voice. A reflexive 

hand was reaching for his wand when the curse hit. 

"Stupefy!" 

  

  

Consciousness returned slowly and piecemeal. Whoever had done this obviously intended to let the 

effects wear off gradually rather than jerking him back to reality with a simple Enervate. He tried to 

keep his breathing even as, acting on a rather belatedly functioning survival instinct, he sought 

what information he could about his surroundings without opening his eyes. 

He was warm. That was the first thing. And seated upright, more or less. He was unbound and 

seemed to be in some kind of armchair. As his senses began to function more accurately he realised 

that he could hear a fire. A large one by the sound of it. There was a mingled smell of burning pine 

logs, beeswax polish and warm leather. An all too familiar scent that triggered a rising physical 

nausea. The sensation of general opulence was finally defined by the gentle crystalline sound of 

glass meeting glass. 

He knew where he was. 

Slowly, he opened his eyes to look directly at the elegant white-blonde man in front of him. He was 

regarding Snape with an intent grey gaze. He was also proffering an exquisitely cut balloon glass 

with a splash of golden liquid at the bottom of it. There was a snowy white linen napkin folded 

across the top of the glass. 

"You look like you could do with a brandy, old friend," he said solicitously. 

"Hello, Lucius," replied Snape, not bothering to hide the distaste in his voice. 

He pushed himself up to a more dignified sitting position. The Crabbe and the Goyle - he couldn't 

help thinking of them in generic terms - had obviously dumped him where he sat and then left. A 

surreptitious shift of position gave him the chance to confirm what he suspected - his wand had 

gone. He gave the room a quick look. He recognised it. The library. Floor to ceiling bookshelves 

only broken on one wall by the French windows framed by deep blue damask curtains. Thick pile 

carpet, this blue so dark that it was nearly black, muffled the sound. Graceful chandeliers, each 

individual crystal piece enchanted to bathe the room in shimmering light, providing clear, but 

somehow restful illumination. He was seated in a comfortable wing backed leather armchair facing 

the blazing fire. Behind him, he knew, was a large walnut desk, in all probability scattered with 

documents. 

For Snape knew better than most that this was a working library. It housed, if not the most 

complete collection of works on the Dark Arts, uses and abuses of political power, torture, killing, 

war, sadism and cruelty, then certainly one of the top three. It was here, many years ago, that Snape 



had spent hours struggling with the arcane writings of Hester Allworthy. Here that he had regularly 

met with Lucius and Voldemort - one of the Dark Lord informal meetings - to update them on the 

progress of his researches. And it was on this splendid carpet that he had writhed 

under Crucio when the desired results had not been achieved swiftly enough. 

He still recalled the look of horror on Lucius' face - not at the sight of someone in pain, of course 

not - but at the casual collateral damage that the use of the curse had inflicted on his impeccable 

furnishings. 

Not a room with happy memories for him. Somehow, he didn't think that this meeting was going to 

change that. 

Lucius was still holding out the glass of brandy. Stiffly, Snape reached forward and took it. It was 

gently warmed, as he had known it would be. He lifted the napkin slightly and the aroma of vintage 

cognac met his nose. Lucius, meanwhile, had taken a seat in the chair opposite and had picked up 

his own glass. Snape put the napkin on the arm of his chair and sipped the brandy. Excellent, he 

conceded grudgingly. Lucius still only selected the best. 

But, there was no getting away from the fact that, however excellent the brandy, he had been 

stunned and dumped here against his will. He didn't have the inclination to play along with Lucius 

in the role of genial host. And part of him was desperately worried for Hermione. It was not at all 

beyond Malfoy to send his Crabbe and Goyle after her whilst he was here. She should be safe at 

Hogwarts. She should. 

He put his glass down. 

"What do you want?" he said abruptly. 

"Can't a man have a drink with an old friend without being accused of wanting something, 

Severus?" 

"No. Not when it's you." 

"Gracious as ever, I see." Malfoy looked amused. 

"As you say," he replied, as ungraciously as he could. 

"You'll at least stay for dinner?" 

Snape really didn't want to play these games. He fought to shake off the last effects of the hex. He 

dredged down inside him to reactivate the behaviours instilled in him from long years spying 

against Voldemort. Actions and reaction that had once been embedded into his personality; now 

appearing to be dangerously rusty from disuse. Observe. Reason. Think. He had already fallen 

victim to a simple attack laid by two of the wizarding world's less gifted assailants. He needed not 

to let that happen again. He looked directly at Malfoy, trying to read what might be lurking behind 

the man's madness. 



I'm sitting in his library being offered vintage cognac and dinner. I'm not bound and I haven't been 

subjected to any of the Unforgivables. Would he have laced the brandy with Veritaserum? 

Snape considered this for a moment. Lucius would probably consider it vulgar to use Veritaserum 

in the library. Not to mention that he would undoubtedly have served a less distinguished vintage. 

Which means that I have something he wants. Badly. Otherwise I would be in the dungeons, 

strapped to a table, screaming my lungs out. 

That might give him an advantage, he reflected. Well, he'd played Lucius Malfoy before. He'd just 

have to do it again. 

He sighed in exaggerated boredom, and crossed his legs feigning an ease that he did not feel. 

"Lucius, you know as well as I do that we aren't and never have been friends of any sort. So, I think 

I'll decline dinner. Pleasant as that would no doubt be. I suggest you tell me what it is you want 

from me, then I can tell you to fuck off, and we can all go home happy." 

That was something of a calculated gamble, but it was close enough to the Snape that Malfoy had 

known as a Death Eater. Arrogant, slightly superior, underlining the fact that the Snape family had 

as much claim to lineage and antiquity as the Malfoys. If not the same riches. 

Lucius' porcelain skin flushed very lightly, but his composure didn't slip. 

"As you say, cousin." 

Snape felt his teeth set on edge. He never enjoyed being reminded of that particular relationship. 

Never mind that it was extremely distant. Their eyes met and for a moment they stared at each 

other like two cats battling for superiority. After a moment it occurred to Snape that he was still a 

prisoner, albeit in very silken bonds. It might be politic to let Malfoy win this round. He blinked 

and looked away first. The slight change in Malfoy's body posture told him that it had been a good 

decision. 

In a leisurely manner, Malfoy reached for the decanter by his elbow and poured another measure of 

spirit. He raised the glass to his mouth and sipped, deliberately prolonging the moment of triumph. 

Snape held himself still. He'd been party to the Malfoy posturing often enough to conceal his 

inward contempt. Finally, Lucius was ready to speak. 

"It's about my son." 

Snape carefully did not change his attitude by a hair's breadth. He simply raised an eyebrow. 

"I thought it might be." 

"You heard that he has been discharged from St Mungo's to my care." 



Snape chose to let that particular revision of history pass without comment. If nothing else it 

confirmed that Draco was currently in the custody of his father. Whether or not it would count 

as care depended very strongly on your definition of that word. 

"I heard that he was no longer at the hospital, certainly." 

Lucius nodded, swirling the brandy around the bottom of his glass. 

"His condition is - unchanged." Snape waited. "My personal physician has made little progress in 

treating his illness." There was another pause. "The situation troubles me." 

Snape shrugged. His lack of concern over the fate of Draco Malfoy was only slightly exaggerated. 

"I never had much confidence in Wilkes," he remarked indifferently. "You are still using him, I 

assume." 

Lucius inclined his head. 

"All very upsetting for you, I'm sure, but I fail to see where I can be of any assistance. Even if I so 

desired." Snape was still aiming for the high-handed approach. Lucius would perceive any hint of a 

character shift as weakness. 

"Modesty, Severus?" The cultured voice was amused. "Not a quality I recall you possessing in any 

great quantity." 

Snape didn't answer. Lucius stood, and walked easily towards one of the bookshelves, scanning 

along the titles with absent interest. After a while he spoke again. 

"You and I have known each other a long time, cousin." Snape tried not to react to the word again. 

Malfoy turned to face him suddenly. "Yes, cousin. For how ever much you try to ignore it, you and 

I are of the same ilk." 

"I think not." Snape couldn't let that one pass. 

"No? Are we not both driven by duty? By our obligation to our blood to improve and purify?" 

"My blood and I parted company some years ago. Any obligation on either side has long since 

ceased." He chose not to address any question of purification. 

The blonde man simply smiled. "As you say, Severus." Snape was aware that his heart was beating 

faster. He needed to move this on. 

"Get to the point, Lucius," he snapped. 

"I am at the point, cousin. You despise me for what I have become in your eyes. I despise you for 

compromising your background to become Albus Dumbledore's pet project - the redeemed Death 

Eater. But the fact remains that we understand each other." 



Snape didn't reply. Not least because there was some particle of truth in the other man's words. He 

had an uncomfortably clear understanding of Lucius Malfoy's motivation. 

"So?" he said eventually. 

"So," was the answer, "we come to Draco." Another reflective swirl of the brandy glass. "I won't 

insult your intelligence, or waste my time, with an impassioned plea from a grieving father. The 

boy has been a frank disappointment to me. Vicious enough I grant you, with commendable tastes 

and a surprising degree of imagination, but not really the sort of quality one would look for in an 

heir. This was even before his recent - mishap." He strolled casually back to the table and splashed 

some more of the gold liquid into the glass. "If I had another child, even a girl, I would simply 

euthanase the wretched child and be rid of him. Unfortunately, he is the only one, so that course of 

action is not open to me. You see my difficulty?" 

Even Snape felt a slight sick sensation at the sound of Lucius calmly consigning his son to the 

category of failed genetic stock. He took a deep breath and sought to clear his voice of any emotion. 

"Undesirable though it is, Draco is the only heir to the Malfoy line. And you would prefer that heir 

to be rather more compos mentis than he currently is?" 

Lucius smiled happily. 

"Precisely. You see, I knew you would understand." 

"I understand." Snape's voice was filled with disdain. "But I fail to see how this concerns me." 

Which was not, strictly speaking, true. He was beginning to have a nasty insight into what it was 

that he was doing here. He once more pushed down his fear for Hermione. "Is there nothing else 

that can be done?" He shrugged again. "If the boy is simply an idiot, but otherwise fully 

functional...." He let the distasteful implication hang in mid-air. It felt rather like discussing the 

unfortunate performance of a prize bull. 

Lucius was shaking his head sadly. 

"It would be so convenient if we could simply have arranged for Draco to conceive an heir, and 

missed a generation. However, no form of stimulation - natural or artificial - has produced a 

response." He sighed. "Very disappointing. I think it must be his mother's blood." He interrupted 

his strolling to lean on the back of an armchair facing Snape. "Which brings me to you." 

Snape waited again. 

"I paid a visit to St Mungo's a week or ago, and had a nice long talk with Dr Affpuddle. Did you 

know he's very keen on roses?" Snape simply watched. They were getting to the crux of it now. 

"He was very informative about his roses, but less so about other things. He was particularly 

unhelpful as regards a cure for a certain Auror. An Auror who suffered from a similar complaint to 

poor dear Draco." Lucius smiled. There was no trace of the urbane gentleman. He radiated pure 

malice. Snape paid very close attention. "I'm sure you know what I am talking about." 



Denial would serve no useful purpose. 

"Yes," he said curtly. 

Lucius strode over to Snape's chair, standing over him so that Snape had to lean back to see his 

face. 

"I want that potion." 

Snape sought to match Lucius' tone, despite his position of vulnerability, despite that fact that 

Malfoy was so close that he could barely breathe. 

"Not possible." 

Lucius straightened. 

"That's not the right answer, cousin." 

Snape tried to let his breath out evenly. 

"Right or wrong, cousin, it's the only one I have for you. The potion that I made," - keep her out of 

it as long as possible - "for the Auror was the only batch. There is no more." 

"Make some." Clear demand. 

"Not possible," he repeated flatly. 

"Cousin, you begin to try my patience." 

Snape gritted his teeth. 

"The potion contained a particular ingredient necessary for its operation. We have no more supply 

of it, and it cannot be obtained. I simply do not have it within my power to make more of it. And no 

amount of threatened, or even actual, torture will change that." He watched a muscle in Malfoy's 

face working. This was dangerous. Very dangerous. He knew that. Even that small indication 

showed that Lucius Malfoy was very, very angry. It was more than likely that actual torture would 

follow, just for the sheer joy of it. But if it kept Lucius away from Hermione, so much the better. 

"I see." The voice was calm now, and the muscle almost still. "I can't say I expected anything else 

from you. I suppose that's it then really." Snape waited for the next move. "I wonder if I'll have any 

better luck with your girlfriend." 

He fought not to react. 

"Girlfriend?" He even managed to raise an eyebrow. 

Lucius chuckled. 



"Yes, girlfriend. What a sweet thought. Severus Snape in love. Who could have imagined it, 

eh?" Even, Severus. Keep your breathing even. Give him no indication how close to the mark he 

is. "I gather from the good doctor that it was she who brewed the potion in any event. Must have 

been a bit of blow to you, cousin. Being bested by a Mudblood." Even, keep it even. "Perhaps she 

can help me." 

He forced himself to shrug, with as close to an approximation of nonchalance as possible. 

"Perhaps, but I doubt it. She can no more replicate the missing ingredient that I can. And somehow, 

I doubt she'd be to your taste as a bed partner." Forgive me, dearest heart. I need to derail his train 

of thought. 

Malfoy's nose wrinkled. 

"Certainly, not twice," he conceded. 

Not even once, I swear. 

He carefully didn't react, just twitched a shoulder again. Malfoy looked at him consideringly and 

then pulled out his wand. Snape couldn't prevent a tiny flinch as he braced himself for a curse to hit 

him. Malfoy laughed again. 

"Ah, Severus, no need to be so jumpy. I simply want to show you something." 

He pointed at the library door and murmured the words that would release the wards. Then he 

gestured with his wand. Snape managed not to outwardly react this time. Instead he rose to his feet. 

His limbs felt heavy and stiff, but not actually painful. He was aware of wanting a glass of water 

but that could wait. Malfoy was already at the door, clearly expecting him to follow. With as 

unhurried a pace as he could muster, he headed for the exit. 

  

  

The surroundings outside the library were familiar to Snape at first. He knew at least certain parts 

of Malfoy's family seat reasonably well. The public areas, some of the family areas, the library of 

course... and the dungeons - an elaborate complex of rooms where Malfoy conducted 

his other business. Once it would have been the business of Voldemort and the Death Eaters. Now 

it was whatever destructive, manipulative endeavour Lucius was currently engaged in to increase 

his power base. The corridors were impeccable, décor immaculate, curtains, carpets, pictures, all 

selected to enfold the visitor in a cocoon of utmost good taste. Snape could feel the portraits glaring 

at him, unspoken displeasure at his untidy hair and crumpled robes. He had a sense that only his 

bloodline was silencing an outcry at his presence, a black spot marring the perfection. A familiar 

feeling of oppression stole over him. He pushed it back, to crowd with all the other uncomfortable 

sensations that he had no time to deal with. 



Malfoy led him up the main staircase and then, abruptly, took a turning that Snape didn't recall. 

Another turning had them heading towards a dead end and a plain polished wooden door. Lucius 

placed his hand on the door and murmured a word too quietly for Snape to hear. The door swung 

open. 

This was a room that Snape had never been in before. It was light, airy and comfortable and for a 

brief moment he thought that it was another library. That he registered that the shelves lining the 

rooms did not have books on them, but stone bowls of varying sizes. 

Pensieves 

He was standing in a room full of Pensieves. 

"Welcome to my favourite little hideaway." Lucius uttered the words with the air of a child sharing 

its den. "This is where I come to ease my mind and soothe my soul." He chuckled softly, as if at the 

extravagance of the image. Snape could feel tendrils of dread begin to weave themselves into his 

mind. Lucius lit the fire. It did nothing to alleviate his inner chill. Lucius turned to him, and there 

was no hint of laughter in his face or voice. 

"I could, I suppose, bring your Mudblood here and have some fun with her." NO! "But, just at the 

moment, she's more use to me with her mind intact. And, regrettably, so are you. So this is what I 

have in mind. I am going to let you go back to Hogwarts. Wand in hand, and as - undamaged - as 

you currently are. Once you get back to Hogwarts, you are going to make me a cure for my son." 

Snape opened his mouth, but Malfoy cut him off. 

"Yes, yes, I know what you say about the secret ingredient. But that isn't really my concern is it? 

Find some more. Find a substitute. I don't really care. What I want is something that will cure 

Draco. How you achieve that is up to you." 

Snape closed his mouth again. Maybe it was time to concentrate on getting out and then dealing 

with the rest later. 

"All right," he said carefully. 

Malfoy smiled thinly. 

"I knew you'd see it my way, eventually. But your word isn't really good enough is it? Not under 

the circumstances. You have a history of betrayal, cousin. I think I need a guarantee of your good 

behaviour." 

He knew he was scowling. He couldn't help it. He had experience of Lucius' idea of a guarantee. 

"I'd like to be able to keep your Mudblood, but I suspect that you'll need her to make my cure." 

Snape tried to keep his relief hidden. He could deal with just about anything else. "No, I brought 

you here to show you these." Malfoy gestured at the shelves. 



He walked over to one stack, surveying them in the same way that he had contemplated his books 

earlier. Finally, he selected one and carried it over to Snape. 

"Do take a look," he invited. 

Snape reluctantly leant over the bowl. As he looked the swirling liquid became clear and he had the 

sensation of viewing everything through a skylight. He was above a dungeon - one of Malfoy's he 

assumed. There was a man chained, naked to a wall. In the middle of the room was a table and a 

single chair. Next to the table were two trolleys. One had knives laid out on them, the other had a 

range of bottles. There were four men in the room that Snape could see. He realised, with a lurch, 

that one of the men was Lucius Malfoy. And one of them was himself. His mouth went dry. At a 

signal the other two men released the prisoner and dragged him to the table. They pulled him up on 

to the table, one securing his torso and the other his legs. The Lucius figure carefully selected a 

knife from the trolley. The Snape figure gestured at the figure on the table.... 

Abruptly, Snape pulled himself upright before he could fall into the memory any further. He 

remembered this incident. Vividly. Nausea flooded him and he swallowed the bile that had risen 

into his mouth. 

He turned to glare at Malfoy. The other man returned his look with equanimity. 

"One of my favourites," he said serenely. "I've always thought that you were inspired that night. I 

still remember it as a rare moment of utter perfection." 

"Very... entertaining," Snape managed. "I still don't see what this has to do with me." 

"No? Well, I was simply thinking about your little Mudblood. I'm sure she knows about your dark 

past - women seem to find that sort of thing terribly romantic for some reason. But I have to 

wonder how much of the actual details she knows." Snape was silent for a fraction too long. Lucius 

smiled in triumph. "I thought as much. You haven't told her anything have you? Or at least nothing 

that matters." 

"Get to the point," Snape said again, trying for boredom in his tone. 

Malfoy's smile was now unpleasantly feral. 

"Good. Very good, cousin. I see how you managed to fool the Dark Lord all those years. But you 

don't fool me I'm afraid. Let me spell it out for you. You will find me a cure for my son. If you 

don't then your little Mudblood will be receiving some direct evidence of exactly what her beloved 

did in the war. Do you understand me?" 

Unable to trust himself to speak, Snape simply nodded. 

"Good," Malfoy said again. He gestured at the shelves. "And there are so many moments to choose 

from, aren't there?" 

********** 



Saturday afternoon found Hermione escaping her rooms to curl up with a book in front of Snape's 

fireplace. Despite the rather sparse furnishings, she found the environment peaceful. There was a 

calmness to the room that she enjoyed. Not to mention that she was only really likely to be 

disturbed by Dumbledore. The other staff were still skating nervously around the topic of her 

dramatically altered relationship with Snape. And she was fairly certain that none of her students 

would think to look for her down here. 

It helped her forget the fact that she was still upset after her meeting with Ron Weasley the 

previous week. She knew, intellectually, that this was his problem, not hers. She told herself this 

repeatedly, just as she had after her argument with Harry. None of which helped her inner feeling 

that she was, in some way, being held responsible for the situation. That it was somehow down to 

her to sort it all out for them. 

Just like school all over again. 

It also helped to still her nagging unease at the thought of Draco Malfoy on the loose again. Snape 

had told her quietly and unemotionally, holding her close against him in the darkness, absently 

caressing her arm with the ball of his thumb; reassuring her that there was nothing to worry about, 

but that repetitive movement had betrayed his concern. She had kissed him then, slowly, 

searchingly, and whispered that they would face whatever it was together and deal with it. The 

caress had stopped then and his arms had tightened around her. And then his voice, shockingly 

intense, even for him, had made her promise to be careful, satisfied with nothing less than the 

words said explicitly. 

For a moment, she had thought that he had been about to say something else. 

Now, at least, she could take comfort from his place, if not his presence. She had lit the fire and 

found herself an article on the uses of bat's blood as a buffer substance, analysed by type of bat. She 

loved the chance to delve into his library uninterrupted by amused commentary from its owner. She 

also relished the opportunity to investigate his taste in music. Her first memory of their re-

encounter was his immobile figure, seated behind his desk, an extension of the shadowed room 

surrounded by the lyrical purity of Johann Sebastian Bach. 

As she got to know the man she thought how very much Bach suited him. So much fire contained 

within the precise structure. So much incredibly controlled passion. She closed her eyes briefly, 

letting the subtle complexities of the Brandenburg Concerti drift over her, stroking her nerves in all 

the right directions. 

Somewhere within her robes a very happy Sphinx was nestling, purring loudly and leaving small, 

sweaty, dusty marks. Unusually, Crookshanks had deserted both feline and human companion. 

Hermione rather hoped that he was out victimising Mrs Norris. Filch was no more pleasant a 

person to her now than he had ever been. She was privately more than a little relieved that he could 

no longer give her detention. 

The sound of the door opening intruded into her thoughts but she didn't open her eyes. There was 

no greeting. That didn't altogether surprise her either. She knew that he had been absent in 

Hogsmeade, and assumed that he had been expending some considerable effort in avoiding his 



students. His distaste for them did not seem to have appreciably lessened over the years, and she 

was rather anticipating a bad mood of some sort. 

"Hello, Severus," she said without looking up. "Good trip?" 

"What?" came the demand. 

She blinked a little. She had been expecting him to be a little stressed, but she was startled to hear 

him sounding so edgy and defensive. She put down her book and twisted around so she could see 

him. He looked pale and drawn in a way that she hadn't seen for a while. It sparked a nasty flash of 

memory. 

"Good trip?" she repeated. "Into Hogsmeade?" 

He just looked at her. There was something in his eyes... an intensity overlain by fear. It reminded 

her of how he had looked at her in the very early stages of their relationship. When he was still 

convinced that she would just walk away from him without warning. Truly concerned now, she 

eased Sphinx off her lap and stood up. The little cat had also caught wind of something for she 

didn't protest as she would normally have done - just settled herself back onto the chair, ears alert. 

"Are you all right," she asked when he didn't reply, concern beginning to show in her voice. 

Abruptly, he moved and the look in his eyes vanished to be replaced by something equally intense. 

"Yes, I'm all right," he answered with a smile. She tried to decide whether or not it was ever so 

slightly forced. In the meantime, he had walked past her to put his purchases on the large table. 

"Hogsmeade was crawling with third years enjoying their first taste of freedom. Naturally, the 

streets around Zonko's and Honeydukes were completely impassable." 

Despite her lurking worry, Hermione felt her lips twitch in response. 

"I remember." 

"Not to mention the insufferable experience of thirteen year olds after their first taste of 

Butterbeer." 

"I remember that as well. I liked it when I was thirteen." 

"I am relieved that you had the good taste to grow out of it." 

"Thank you." The riposte still seemed strained, almost automatic. Could this really be just the result 

of a close brush with over-exuberant pupils? He had his back to her, so she couldn't see his face. It 

felt deliberate. She moved up behind him, hoping to get a clearer sense of what was troubling him. 

"I seem to remember that I disliked you when I was thirteen." Gently teasing. 

"And I disliked you when you were thirteen as well, so that makes us equal, I believe." That was 

better, more natural. 



She laughed softly. 

"Aren't you relieved that I had the good taste to grow out of that as well?" 

"What? Being thirteen? Infinitely relieved, I assure you." 

His fencing was almost back to normal. She placed her hand just above the small of his back as she 

looked round him at what he had bought. She noted, with a faint sense of unease, that he was tense. 

More than usual. Even now, even with her, Snape could not be truly described as 

a relaxed individual. Maybe it was just a fraught trip to Hogsmeade. If it was anything else, he 

didn't seem to be about to tell her about it any time soon. Deciding that this was not the time to 

press the point, she continued to tease him. 

"So, did you get anything nice? Did you get me a present?" 

He looked at her then and she could see nothing amiss in his face. 

"Of course," he said with faint acid, nodding at the table. "You may take your pick. Would you like 

a set of eyes from the Crested Newt, the Red Spotted Newt or the Dwarf Two-Lined Salamander?" 

She pretended to consider. 

"Well, I expect I could do with extras of all of those for my classes." 

"Then get Albus to authorise you to order some then," he said, gathering them up 

unsympathetically. "I have no intention of allowing you to deplete my personal supplies simply so 

that they can be cast into the intellectual wasteland of the average teenage mind." 

She couldn't suppress a real laugh at the disgust in his tone. He turned to glare at her. 

"Miss Granger, might I remind you that I am not to be regarded as a figure of fun in this school." 

The gleam in his eye belied his frosty tone. She loved the way his eyes gave the lie to his voice. So 

few people ever really looked at him, she decided. Not even the ones who were supposed to know 

him. They simply saw the forbidding exterior and accepted it. 

As Harry and Ron had. 

She felt a pang again at the thought. Gently, she reached up to touch his cheek. 

"Not a figure of fun, love. Never that." Serious, this time. 

He caught her hand, and dropped a soft kiss into the palm. 

"Let me put these away," he said quietly. "I didn't brave Hogsmeade on an exeat weekend simply to 

have them dissolve into jelly on the table." There was no sting behind the words. Letting her hand 

drop, he picked up the packages and disappeared towards the room that was still his private store, 

even though it was now within her domain. 



She watched him leave, still feeling vaguely troubled. It was nothing that she could put her finger 

on specifically - just an instinct. His slight air of being off-balance. The strain that was momentarily 

visible on his face. Then again, maybe she was reading too much into something that was nothing 

more than a stressful trip to Hogsmeade. Shopping never was one of his favourite pastimes. 

Perhaps it was just the newness of their situation, after all. That, and the current uncertainty 

surrounding Draco. 

She returned to her chair by the fire, picking up her book and leafing idly through the tables at the 

end of the article. She noted that blood from the Pipistrelle Bat seemed to be one of the most 

effective, but difficult to obtain in the required quantities. Due to considerations of size, she 

assumed. A closing door told her that Snape had finished storing his ingredients, but she was 

absorbed in her reading again, the strains of Bach threading around the room. 

She finished the article and looked up to find Snape, now cradling a mug of something in his hand, 

and watching her intently. She met his gaze without saying anything. His black eyes were 

unreadable and his face was impassive. Although he prowled his classroom like an angry panther, 

in private he was a still man. But there was something taut about this stillness. It reawakened her 

sense that something was not right. 

A pot by the fire told her that he had made tea without her being aware of it. 

"Is the tea still drinkable?" she asked inconsequentially. She doubted that a direct question would 

get any kind of information out of him. 

"It depends if you like three quarter hour old tea," was the response. Fairly unremarkable for him. 

Yet it suggested that he had been watching her for forty-five minutes. She found that... far from 

distasteful... but disconcerting, nevertheless. 

"I think I'll make some fresh," she murmured, putting down her book and gesturing at the teapot 

with her wand. Moments later, a fresh pot stood on the hearth. She uncurled herself from the chair 

to pour a mug. She raised an eyebrow at Snape, who held out his own mug to her. It was still two-

thirds full of now cold liquid. It was definitely unlike him to let his tea go cold. She didn't 

comment, but simply charmed away the cold tea and refilled the mug. She was now convinced that 

there was something that he was not telling her. 

She was not bothered that he might be keeping secrets from her in general. There was plenty about 

his life that she didn't know. But in the past, when Snape had failed to tell her things it has been 

because he was trying to protect her. If he was trying to protect her then it meant that he thought 

that she might be in danger. If she was in danger, then it was probably something that she needed to 

know about. 

Settling herself back in the chair, she studied the top of her tea intently, as if she had developed a 

sudden interest in Divination. Perhaps an oblique approach would be the best. 

"I assume you're going to be out tomorrow afternoon, supporting Slytherin?" The first Quidditch 

match of the season. Slytherin against Ravenclaw. 



"Of course. I assume you won't be?" 

She turned up to support Gryffindor, but otherwise she could take or leave Quidditch. 

"I think not." Although Snape and Draco were uppermost in her thoughts at the moment, she was 

still feeling a raw from her encounter with Ron. Her birthday present from him had been a scarf, 

and Quidditch pennant. Both in Gryffindor colours. "Quidditch isn't really my favourite game at the 

moment." 

The last sentence was said with more sharpness that she really intended. She bit her lip in 

annoyance. Perhaps Snape would be too preoccupied to notice anything. 

"I presume that this has something to do with Mr Weasley?" 

A vain hope, obviously. She sighed feeling tension begin to pull across the bridge of her nose. 

"I always associate Quidditch with Ron and Harry. And Viktor." Now why had she added him? 

That was years ago. Get away from this subject now, Hermione my girl. "I think that maybe I 

should adopt the game as a symbol of how I manage to screw up my personal relationships." She 

tried for a humorous tone, lightly self-mocking, a joke at herself. She thought, on the whole, that 

she managed it quite well. 

Snape, however, was silent for a long time. 

"The fault," he said eventually, "does not lie with you. It lies with those who find it more 

convenient for you to be what they wish you to be, rather than who you truly are." Hermione felt 

her throat tighten. He continued, "It is one reason why I continue to dislike Messrs. Potter and 

Weasley." 

A cutting remark, even in jest, would have firmed her up, enabled her to turn the whole thing off 

with a laugh. But the unexpected, unquestioning support prompted the barely buried pain to 

resurface. 

"I just have this feeling that this is all my fault," she said rather helplessly. "That they blame me 

and that they expect me to be the one to do something to make it right again." 

"You mentioned that Weasley said they were worried about you?" A soft enquiry. 

This time his stillness and the music made it easier to talk than if he had embraced her. She 

struggled to put words to the irrationality that she knew she should be appreciative of Ron's 

concern, but instead it just made her furious. 

"I know it sounds ungrateful, but I don't want them to be worried about me. It's as if... I feel...," she 

trailed off searching for the words. Snape was simply silent. "As if... it's an imposition on them. 

That they're annoyed with me for doing this because they now have to be worried about me. That 

it's my own fault that they're angry with me, because I was thoughtless enough to get involved with 



you. And that I owe it to them to end it, so they can stop being worried about me and get on with 

more important things." 

She was uncomfortably aware that she was beginning to sound petulant. Snape, however, made no 

comment, just letting her speak. 

"I really think," she whispered, "that they expect me to break this off, just because they don't like 

it." 

That was it. That was the root of her annoyance. The expectation that she would go along with what 

was most convenient for Ron and Harry. At the expense of her own life. Not to mention happiness. 

"I thought they were my friends. I thought that they would see that I was happy, and at least try to 

accept that." She bit her lip again, and rested her head on one hand, trying to control the tears that 

threatened, avoiding looking at Snape. She was well aware of his opinion of weeping females. He 

was expressive enough on the subject after classes. A part of her mind was aware of the rustle of 

robes; Snape standing up. 

"I'm sorry," she said, making one last attempt at self-control. "I suppose I should go back to my 

own rooms if I'm going to have a fit of hysterics." She sniffed indecorously. "It's not really a 

spectator sport." 

Then, she felt a weight settle on the arm of her chair. He had perched beside her, as she often did to 

him. To the extreme detriment of the furniture, as he usually told her. This time, however, he 

seemed unconcerned about the fate of his furniture. She felt his arm circle her shoulders, turning 

her, and pulling her towards the fabric of his robes. 

"Stay," he said simply. 

She was overwhelmed by the cypress and musk smell of the cloth. Like a child, she buried her head 

in his lap, her shoulders shaking. 

  

  

It was more a release of tension than a true fit of hysterics. There were surprisingly few tears. She 

just realised how much she needed comfort. The warmth of his embrace and the rhythm of his hand 

softly stroking her hair gave her the space to regain her composure. That, and the knowledge that at 

least one other person didn't think that she was to blame for what had happened. She calmed fairly 

quickly, but lay in his arms for a long time, until well after all six of the Brandenburg Concerti had 

finished and the room was silent, apart from the noises of the fire. Eventually, she turned her head 

so that she could speak clearly. 

"I'm sorry," she said again. "This must be your idea of hell. A trip to Hogsmeade with the third 

years, and then coming back for me to snivel all over you." 



His hand tightened, where it had come to rest on her shoulder. 

"If I recall correctly, you once lectured me about accepting help and support from others. You 

should consider taking your own advice." His voice was gentle. "Although I will concede," he 

added, "that a trip to Hogsmeade with the third years is certainly one element in my idea of hell." 

Hermione felt a giggle surface, and her shoulders shook briefly again. 

"Thank you," she said after a moment. "For being on my side." 

"Why would I not be on your side?" He sounded genuinely puzzled. 

"I don't know. I know you've never liked Harry and Ron. I suppose I thought that if I said anything 

to you, you would tell me that it was the consequence of my decision and I would just have to live 

with it and there was no point in being upset about it." 

"Well," he said, sounding careful again, "it does seem to be the consequence of your decision, and 

you may well end up having to live with it. And, regrettably, your becoming upset does not seem to 

markedly increase the likelihood of Potter and Weasley behaving like reasonable human beings." 

He paused. "However, that does not mean to say that I wish to see you suffer pain because of it. 

Nor that I would not do anything within my power to lessen that pain. I... apologise... if my... less 

than comforting demeanour has given you cause to think otherwise." 

The formality of the last words betrayed the depth of his feelings as clearly as any impassioned 

declaration. She reached up to catch one of his hands. 

"I never thought you wanted to see me hurt," she murmured, "I just didn't want you to think that I 

was acting like a child." 

"I stopped seeing you as a child some while ago, I'm happy to say." 

There was a hint of acid back in his voice now. Hermione smiled and closed her eyes. 

"So am I." 

They sat in silence again for a long time. As she lay, cradled by him, she idly turned over the 

various thoughts in her mind. The pain of Harry and Ron having been soothed for the moment, she 

began to consider Draco, and Snape's behaviour that afternoon. Now completely calm, she decided 

that Snape was definitely keeping something from her. Without opening her eyes she spoke. 

"Severus. Whatever it is that you're not telling me... it isn't something that I'm going to need to 

know about is it?" 

He started under her head. 

"I'm not...," he began and then stopped. "No," he said eventually. "It's nothing that you need to 

know about." 



His voice sounded a little closed. 

"You will tell me if I ever do need to know, won't you?" 

"Yes." 

That looked to be about the best she was going to get. At least he hadn't denied it. 

"Good," she said softly, squeezing his hand. 

********** 

Sunday afternoon after the Quidditch match found Severus Snape trying to make sense of the 

recently rearranged Potions store cupboard. He resisted the temptation to swear out loud, 

contenting himself with simple dark mutterings under his breath. The fact that he was well aware 

that this was no longer his province, and that Hermione had a perfect right, if not obligation, to 

organise her work space as was most convenient for her - this knowledge did not do a single thing 

to alleviate his rising sense of frustration that he could no longer confidently, automatically, put his 

hand to any particular ingredient that he should desire. 

There was nothing wrong with my system, he thought testily. She could easily have carried it on. 

She didn't appear to have any trouble with it when we were working on the cure for that Auror.... 

Stop it, Severus. You're behaving as badly as Potter and Weasley. 

He stopped, stood upright and drew several deep breaths, running his hand through his hair. 

He just had to face it. This was no longer his corner of the world. And, happy as he was to be 

teaching Defence Against the Dark Arts, he was finding it more than a little difficult to let go of his 

Potions. It wasn't that he was an intruder here - far from it. But this room had been his personal 

kingdom for so long that it felt... disconcerting... to be here as the guest of another. A welcome 

guest - but, nonetheless, a guest. The rearrangement of what had once been his storerooms simply 

reinforced the fact that Hermione had taken over here. 

It was curious, he reflected. It was not altogether surprising that a man who had been alone for so 

long should find it hard to share his personal space with someone else. He had never thought that 

he would be so possessive about his professional space as well. And yet his new unfamiliarity with 

the Potions Room rankled. Not helped by the fact that he knew that his whole purpose for being 

there was a betrayal of her trust in him. 

He bit back another curse, this time directed at himself. This was not about Hermione, or the 

organisation of the potions ingredients. He was well aware of that. It was about the fact that he was 

about to attempt to recreate Hester Allworthy's potion without telling her. 

He had not precisely lied to her - he had just not told her everything. And he was well aware that, 

should she ever find out about it, she would be less than impressed. Yet, what he had said the 

previous afternoon had been right, Providing that he could somehow extricate himself from the 



Devil's bargain he had been forced to make with Lucius Malfoy - a fairly big providing - there was 

no need for her ever to know about this. 

There was no way that he could contemplate telling her the full story. He remembered her words 

only too well. 

You don't know what sort of a man I am. What I did.... 

No. I don't. Not fully. I don't imagine I ever will. But I know that you were a Death Eater, and I'm 

perfectly prepared to accept that you did things that I would consider repellent. 

Did that extend to being perfectly prepared to receive direct evidence in the form of a Pensieve? 

There was a distinct difference between accepting it as a general proposition and watching him 

maim and torture specific innocent people? How would she be able to touch him again after seeing 

that? How would she be able to even look at him? He had a nasty suspicion that he knew what the 

answers to those questions would be. 

Maybe, she would accept it. Maybe, she would just put her arms around him and tell him that it 

would be all right. And then again, maybe she would look at him in disgust and turn away. Maybe 

Potter and Weasley would get their wish in the end, courtesy of Lucius Malfoy. 

And he knew, deep down, with sharp, contemptuous insight, that he would never bring himself to 

take the risk of telling her. That if she were, inevitably, going to leave him, then he would do 

anything to put that moment off for as long as possible. Even if that meant that he had to 

surreptitiously retrieve her old notes on the potion from her working papers without telling her. 

Even if it meant that he was now raiding her storecupboard, and preparing to recreate an elixir that 

had brought her nothing but pain. 

You really haven't changed have you, Severus? Not in any way that truly matters. 

The self-loathing had the same acrid taste in his mouth, and was too familiar to dissuade from his 

course of action. Finding the last of the ingredients, he headed into the work room to begin brewing 

the carrier potion. 

  

  

It gave Snape an odd sense of déjà vu to find himself, once again, using the familiar actions of 

potion making to reconcile his conscience to his conduct. His mood recalled other times, nights, 

when he had given his hands and his mind an occupation to distract from the pain in his soul. Or 

what passed for his soul, at any rate. Immersed in the rhythm of his work, he did not look up when 

the door opened behind him. There were only two people who would walk into the room without 

knocking - Hermione and Dumbledore. He could afford to give neither any cause to suspect that 

this was anything other than a private project. It was just as well that the finished carrier was 

colourless - it could be disguised as any number of things. 



The door closed and he was aware of footsteps. They halted, but there was no greeting. Usually 

Hermione or Albus would have said something by now. A cold chill prickled at the back of his 

neck. 

Surely not so soon. It was barely twenty-four hours since he had left Malfoy. 

Slowly, trying to appear unhurried, he turned to face his visitor. 

It was not the person that he wanted to see least in the world at that moment. But it was certainly 

among the top five. 

Standing a few feet inside the classroom, unruly black hair falling over his forehead, and exuding 

unconcealed hostility, was Harry Potter. 

Instinctively, Snape pulled together his familiar professorial persona. He didn't bother to try to 

disguise the sneer that he could feel settling over his features. 

"Mr Potter," he remarked acidly. "To what do I owe the privilege of your company." He didn't even 

have to work at the sarcasm. The memory of Hermione's shaking distress was still acute. 

"I was looking for Professor Granger." The emphasis on her full title was, no doubt, deliberate. 

"As will no doubt be obvious to one with the highly trained observational skills of an Auror, 

Hermione is not here." He didn't stress the use of her given name, but Harry's face darkened and his 

body tensed anyway. 

"Where is she?" came the peremptory demand. 

Snape raised an eyebrow delicately. 

"I would imagine that she is in her rooms, preparing for tomorrow's lessons." He gestured at the 

empty classroom. "However, do please feel free to check the cupboards, if you fear she is locked 

away somewhere here." 

The green eyes radiated contempt. 

"I suppose you think that you're funny." 

Snape shrugged. 

"I've never really considered the matter. Now, if you have satisfied yourself that Professor Granger 

is not here, I suggest you take up your search elsewhere. I have work to do." 

The assumption of his teaching persona seemed to lend itself to the mimicry of Harry's use of 

Hermione's full name. In fact, he fully expected Harry to leave at that point. However, it didn't 

appear that he was about to. The younger man crossed his arms and looked at his former potions 

teacher, and then rather deliberately looked around the classroom. 



"I thought that you were teaching Defence Against the Dark Arts," he said nastily. 

"I am." 

"Then what are you doing here? Checking up on Hermione? Don't you trust her to do her job 

without your interference?" 

Snape sighed. An afternoon with Lucius Malfoy, followed by a confrontation with Harry Potter. A 

perfect weekend. For a moment he was tempted just to tell the ill-mannered brat to get out. 

However, he doubted that that would assist any possible rapprochement between Harry and 

Hermione. For her sake, he bit off his first impulse and tried another tack. 

"You may be surprised to learn, Mr Potter, that I actually possess a genuine interest in the subject 

of Potions. When I am not trying to drum it into the heads of the terminally stupid, that is. Insofar 

as it concerns you, this is a private project of my own, and has nothing whatsoever to do with 

Hermione's teaching." 

Harry nodded, and strolled down the classroom. Snape noted that the boy was taller than he 

remembered, and more controlled. He had the air of someone who had seen and experienced 

enough to be dangerous. Harry was approaching him now, with studied nonchalance. 

"So," he said quietly, "Defence Against the Dark Arts and a chance to keep your hand in with 

Potions. What a lucky thing for you." 

Snape was suddenly tired of the fencing. If he had to have this argument with Harry Potter, so be it. 

He just wanted to get it over with. 

"Mr Potter," he said sharply, "I assume that this pussyfooting around has something to do with my 

relationship with Hermione. If you have something specific to say, then say it. Otherwise, I have 

other things to do." 

Any faint hope that a direct challenge would cause Harry to back off, was dashed when the other 

man simply nodded. 

"Very well. Your relationship with Hermione is frankly disgusting. You're cruel and callous and 

old enough to be her father and you've done Hell knows what in the past. No doubt she felt sorry 

for whatever predicament you found yourself in, and took up your cause. She may be too kind-

hearted to see you as you really are, but I'm certainly not. You don't fool me, Snape, and you never 

will." 

Snape was torn between anger at the boy's dismissal of Hermione's feelings and his own hovering 

fear that much of what he said was true. Both parts made him icy. 

"Do I gather that your penetrating insight is also shared by Mr Weasley?" 

"Yes." Distaste clear in his tone. 



"And do I also gather that neither of you allow for the possibility that Hermione might have 

opinions or judgement of her own?" 

"Hermione is too honourable a person to back away from something once she's committed herself 

to it." 

How odd. An opinion about Hermione that he would also agree with. 

"So," Snape said musingly, "you and Weasley have concluded, that she simply felt sorry for me in 

my predicament, as you put it, and was... what... carried away in the moment? Now, we are back in 

reality, and she doesn't know how to extricate herself from my clutches, or is simply too nice to do 

so. Am I close?" 

"That's about how we see it." 

Snape began to feel genuine rising anger at the young man standing in front of him. An anger that 

had nothing to do with James Potter or the Shrieking Shack or even his conviction of his own 

invulnerability at school. This was an anger that had everything to do with a woman that he loved, 

crying because she thought her friends had deserted her, afraid of being thought a child, knowing 

the truth of what they had done and doubting her own perception of it. 

He nodded. 

"And, of course, if that were the case," he said very slowly, almost conversationally, "then failing 

to contact her for over seven months would be the obvious way for her friends to show her that they 

are there to support her in her plight." 

Harry's face was thunderstruck. 

"I beg your pardon?" he said, disbelievingly. "Are you suggesting that we had anything to do with 

this... this...." 

"What I am suggesting, Mr Potter," he was aware of the anger creeping into his voice now, "is that, 

whilst you are enjoying the view from the moral high ground, you might consider the fact that if 

your theory is correct, then you have left someone that you claim to care for in a situation of deep 

unhappiness, and made no attempt whatsoever to offer help or support." 

"Hermione made it perfectly clear that she neither wanted nor desired our ... help and support... as 

you put it." Harry's voice was cold. 

"Really. You seem to respect Hermione's wishes on a very selective basis, Mr Potter. You find it 

inconceivable that she could choose to be with me, to the point of suggesting coercion. Yet you 

abandon her to that situation. A novel concept of friendship, if I may say so." 

"How could she choose to be with you? You've always hated us. Even at school...." 



His voice was almost plaintive. If the stakes weren't so high, Snape could have almost have 

laughed. As it was he was simply appalled. 

"Gods, boy, do you think that I have done nothing in the eight years since you left, but think 

about you? I can promise that whatever is between Hermione and myself has absolutely nothing to 

do with you. Or anything that happened at school." 

Somewhere along the line Snape had lost his professional façade. Somewhere about the time that 

he realised how self-absorbed the boy before him had become, and how little he or Weasley truly 

understood Hermione. 

"Hermione is my friend," repeated Harry stubbornly. "I don't want to see her hurt." 

"As you say, Mr Potter," he replied, evenly. "And neither do I." 

"Given that you are persisting in this affair with her, I find that hard to believe." 

Snape gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to punch the other man. 

"Mr Potter," he said, carefully. "Hard as you may find this to believe, I care about Hermione"... he 

wasn't going to use the word love - not in front of this... idiot... "she has more depth, more... 

brilliance..." he paused, trying to order his thoughts, hating that he had to explain himself to... to.... 

"She is a far more extraordinary person than you or Weasley ever appreciated." He saw the 

sceptical look pass over Harry's face, and his fury spiked again. "Do you have any idea," he bit off 

suddenly, "just how upset she has been by the fact that you and Weasley have chosen to ignore her 

for over six months? Do you know how distressed she has been because she thought she had lost 

her friends?" 

Harry was silent for a moment and he pressed on. 

"I can tell you this. Whatever... dislike... I feel for you now, stems entirely from your recent 

unpardonable behaviour towards someone whom you are supposed to consider a friend." 

For a moment he thought that the boy was actually going to consider his words. Then Harry's face 

closed again. 

"What would you know about friendship, Snape? Get many Christmas cards from your ex-Death 

Eater chums, do you?" 

Harry had his chin up aggressively, his stance suggesting that he was expecting to be hit. Snape 

was briefly tempted again, and then suddenly felt disgusted with the whole situation. 

"Very well," he said resignedly, "have it your own way. If you wish to cast me as your pantomime 

villain then I suppose I cannot stop you. I imagine that it is easier to do that than to examine your 

own conduct." He turned away, back to the cauldron that was gently simmering, oblivious to the 

raging confrontation. "Feel free to leave whenever you wish." 



"I'm not a student any more, Snape. You can't just dismiss me." 

Snape shrugged. 

"Then remain. As you will." 

"I'm telling you this once, very clearly, Snape." Harry's voice was low and sincere and distinctly 

threatening. "Hermione is my friend, whatever you say, and if you hurt her in any way I will make 

you sorry you were ever born." 

The anger that he had thought damped down returned full force, together with his memory of 

Hermione's voice. 

Thank you for being on my side. 

He turned abruptly to face Harry and within three strides was no more than six inches from Harry's 

face. He had the satisfaction of seeing the younger man flinch. 

"And I'm telling you, Potter," he hissed, words driven home by cold fury, "that I care more deeply 

about Hermione than you can possibly imagine, and if you or Weasley hurt her again, I promise that 

I will make you suffer. And I might remind you that, thanks to many years spent at the side of 

Voldemort, I have extensive experience in making people suffer." 

Harry went white. Any reply that he might have made was cut off by a shocked voice from the back 

of the room. 

"What in the name of Hell is going on here? Severus? Harry? What are you doing here? And what 

is this?" 

Snape froze, and saw Harry do the same. Hermione walked away from the door, closing it and 

warding it, he noted absently. She was as white as Harry, and looked genuinely stunned beyond 

anger. 

He took two careful steps away from Harry. The other man also edged back, separating them even 

more. Hermione was obviously struggling for words. 

"I would like," she finally said, "an explanation." 

Snape looked at Harry, aware from Hermione's frown in his direction, that malice was evident on 

his face. 

"Go ahead, Mr Potter," he said smoothly. "Don't let me..." interfere with your chance to rescue a 

damsel in distress, he was going to say. Consideration for Hermione's position halted him. "... stop 

you," he finished eventually. 

Harry was silent. 



"Well, I'd like someone to explain to me why you feel you can behave like two dogs fighting over a 

bone," Hermione snapped, shock evidently now giving way to anger. "If it helps either of you, I 

came in somewhere around the remark about the Christmas cards." 

"Harry was just explaining to me how he feels about our affair, as he puts it," Snape offered. 

"Really." Her voice was flat. She turned to Harry. "Do I assume, from the general atmosphere, that 

you didn't stop by to wish us both well for the future?" 

Snape was gratified to see that Harry went rather red at that remark. 

"I told you not to expect me to like it." 

"And I told you that I expected you to respect my choices," she said sharply. "I did not say that I 

wished you and Ron to come up with some lurid theory that I was acting under the influence of 

some potion or curse." 

"Well, what were we supposed to think?" 

"Maybe that I'd fallen in love and was happy?" She shook her head. "I don't understand why this is 

so hard for you to accept." 

Snape moved quietly into the background. Both of them seemed to have forgotten his presence, odd 

as that sounded, given that only moments before he had been on the verge of throttling Harry. Part 

of him felt that he should try to leave, and part of him was fascinated at the insight into this part of 

Hermione's life. A part that he had only experienced as a teacher, some eight years before. 

In his reflection, he had missed Harry's response, but he guessed that it hadn't resolved anything. 

She had turned away. He couldn't see her face, but her body language spoke of hurt and 

resignation. He was about to intervene when she spoke again. 

"Harry, was there any particular reason that you were here?" 

The younger man straightened at this, almost visibly assuming a professional role. 

"I've been sent by the Ministry." 

"The Ministry?" Snape couldn't help that interjection. It sounded at the same time as Hermione's. 

"Now what do they want?" she added sourly. 

"Harry was looking for you earlier," he said to Hermione. He glanced at Harry. "I can leave if you 

would prefer privacy," he said reluctantly, unwilling to see Hermione further upset. 

Harry looked uncomfortable now. 

"It concerns you both," he said awkwardly. 



Snape picked up the fleeting look of concern on Hermione's face, hastily smoothed out. Their 

conversation of the day before, together with the cauldron simmering innocently away with the 

beginnings of Hester's potion in it, made him tense. 

"Get to the point, Potter," he snapped. 

Harry looked like he wanted to react, but just glared. 

"Do you remember Dr Phineas Affpuddle?" 

Snape began to feel queasy. Hermione was nodding. 

"From St Mungo's, yes." 

"Well, last Sunday Dr Affpuddle was found dead in his private workroom." Snape heard 

Hermione's indrawn breath. She and the doctor had carried on a small correspondence since the 

preceding Spring. "It looked," continued Harry, with a pointed glance at Snape, "like a Death Eater 

attack." 

"Lucius Malfoy," Hermione said immediately, getting a startled look from Harry. Snape stifled a 

grin of triumph. 

I told you that you didn't appreciate her. 

"There's no evidence of that, Hermione," Harry began carefully, to be cut off by her waving hand. 

"Who else would it be, Harry? Draco's gone from St Mungo's. Lucius must have gone after Phineas 

to get the cure." She visibly considered. Snape wondered uneasily whether she would make the 

next connection. "Phineas never had the cure. But he did know that we made it." She looked at both 

Snape and Harry. "Lucius will come after us next won't he?" 

Yes, she would indeed make the next connection, thought Snape unhappily. 

"That is what the Ministry fears," confirmed Harry. 

She was pale, he noted, but calm. She looked at him briefly. It was an almost automatic gesture, 

seeking support. He nodded slightly. The closed look on Harry's face told him that he hadn't missed 

the small interaction. Hermione, meanwhile was speaking to Harry again. 

"Thank you for letting us know. We'll talk to Dumbledore, and take extra precautions." 

Snape was surprised by a small snort from Harry at that. Hermione broke off what she was saying. 

"You already have extra precautions," he said ironically. "You're looking at them." 

Snape felt his heart sink at the implication. He couldn't possibly mean.... Hermione was looking 

disbelieving. 



"Yes," Harry confirmed. "The Ministry has assigned me to Hogwarts for the time being to protect 

the two of you." 

********** 

  

END OF PART 3 

PART 4 

  

The month that followed ranked as one of the less happy times in Hermione's life. Granted, nothing 

actually actively life threatening happened, but it was still exceptionally uncomfortable. 

Harry's presence might well have been protecting them, but she was beginning to wonder if it she 

wouldn't prefer to take her chances with Malfoy. Insisting that he needed to be within easy reach of 

her - she noted that Snape was absent, or at best an afterthought in his considerations - he had been 

provided with rooms near Gryffindor Tower. Not immediately next to hers, thank heavens, but 

certainly in the general vicinity. It seemed that every time she left her room in the first week after 

his arrival he was there, waiting for her. He escorted her to class, he escorted her to meals. If she 

needed to go into Hogsmeade, he was there ready to accompany her. 

Eventually she had to ban him from the classroom. 

"Harry, I can't teach with you hovering about the whole time. Plus which, the students spend more 

time trying to get a glimpse of the famous Harry Potter than they do concentrating on their studies. 

I have a job to do here, you know." 

He had flinched at her - unconscious - repetition of the phrase used so frequently in the past by 

Snape. She had wanted to apologise, but the look on his face spoke too strongly of yet another 

betrayal, and the words died unsaid. From that point on he waited in the corridor outside for her 

classes to finish. 

Late one evening, at the end of that week, the inevitable issue between them had to be faced. 

Hermione had suggested to Snape, a little tentatively, that it might make things easier in the long 

run, if Harry had a bit of time to come to terms with things. Leaving aside any questions of the last 

seven months. To her surprise, he had agreed fairly readily. However, their discretion didn't seem 

to be having any noticeable effect on Harry's behaviour. The close supervision and the constant 

acrimony were beginning to wear on nerves that were already ragged. She missed Snape, and she 

just wanted to be held by him. And she didn't see any reason why she should be alone simply 

because Harry insisted on being childish. 



So, having finished her marking and preparation for the following day, she left her room to head for 

the dungeons. Closing the door and warding it, she turned to run nearly physically straight into 

Harry, who was blocking her path. 

"Where are you going?" he asked harshly. 

She couldn't clearly see his face in the night lighting of the corridor. She took a couple of breaths, 

knowing that this would have to be dealt with. 

"To the dungeons," she stated, keeping her voice even. 

"To see him?" 

"Yes. To see him," she confirmed calmly. "Harry, we're lovers. That means we spend time in each 

other's company...." 

He cut across her. 

"I don't need to know, thank you." He didn't move. "I don't think that it's safe. You should stay here 

in future." 

Her temper began to rise. 

"What do you intend to do, Harry? Sleep across the entrance to my rooms?" She clicked her tongue 

in annoyance. "I shall be perfectly safe going to the dungeons, although if you insist on coming 

with me I suppose I can't stop you. Anyway," she added with a touch of sarcasm. "I should have 

thought that it would make your life easier - knowing that we're both in one place." 

Harry's face was shadowed, but his body language looked as if she had just cast Petrificus on him. 

Stiffly, he stepped back so she could pass. Without a word, she brushed past. She noted, bitterly, 

that he didn't choose to accompany her. 

She sometimes wondered who he was actually trying to protect her from - Malfoy - or Snape. The 

best that could be said for the relationship between the two men was that it was not yet open 

warfare. Nevertheless, meetings between them were laden with sarcastic insinuations and barely 

concealed attacks. Harry settled to a perpetual air of reproachful hurt, and Snape simply retreated 

into his familiar sneering cold derision. She hated it from both of them but refused to interfere. 

Term progressed with near glacial slowness, not to mention temperature. 

  

  

The night before Halloween found her, sitting in her rooms, sharing a bottle of wine with Rose 

Brunarde and sunk in a general gloom. One of the secondary infringements on her liberty, brought 

about by the near house-arrest that Harry seemed intent on inflicting on her, was that her evenings 



in the Three Broomsticks with Rose had had to be curtailed. Rose seemed to accept that without 

comment and happily moved the meeting place to Hermione's rooms. Hermione had ejected Harry 

by the simple expedient of hinting at "girl talk." Memories of Lavender Brown and Parvati Patil 

had sent him off on some unspecified "official business." Rose simply eyed Harry with thoughtful 

interest as he left. 

Now, Hermione was sipping moodily at her drink and staring into space. Dimly, she realised that 

Rose was saying something. She brought her consciousness into focus with an effort. 

"I'm sorry," she said guiltily, "what were you saying?" 

"I was asking if you were planning to go to the Halloween feast tomorrow?" 

Hermione sighed. 

"I suppose so. Assuming that I get permission from my bodyguard, that is." She knew she sounded 

sulky, and didn't really care. 

"Ah. Mr Potter is definitely very... attentive," the other woman remarked with a smile. 

"Too attentive," said Hermione, with feeling. 

"Although the Ministry must be taking the threat to you seriously if they have sent Harry Potter to 

watch over you." 

Hermione was a little sceptical about that. 

"Maybe," she said, doubtfully. "I think its more likely to be that... well," she paused, again not 

knowing how much to reveal. "What did Albus say about all this." 

Rose shrugged. 

"Not very much. Just that you and Severus were in some kind of danger and the Ministry had sent 

Harry Potter to protect you." 

That was certainly the edited version. 

"Um," she said reflectively, considering, "well, this is all connected with the circumstances that got 

Severus and me together in the first place. Harry was... involved... right at the beginning. And at the 

end. The Ministry weren't too keen on the details getting out. So, I think that they sent Harry 

because he already knows what's going on. And I suspect that they're only doing it at all to prevent 

anything leaking out." 

Cornelius Fudge and Hermione had parted on bad terms. 

"Nevertheless, he certainly takes his duties very seriously," agreed Rose. 



"And very selectively," remarked Hermione. "After all, you don't see him shadowing Severus all 

hours of the day and night." 

"I think that might be a little uncomfortable for both of you if he did," came the bland response. 

Hermione looked at her, momentarily stunned. Then she had a vision of Harry, squatting at the 

bottom of the bed whilst she and Snape.... She choked and her face twisted. Then the sheer 

ludicrousness of it all hit her, and she began to laugh. 

"That is an image that I do not need to live with." 

Rose smiled in satisfaction. 

"But it made you smile, no?" 

Hermione conceded that. 

"All the same, could you think of something less unappealing next time?" 

Nevertheless, the tension had lifted a little. Hermione continued after a moment. 

"To answer your question, yes, I imagine that I will be going to the feast. It's usually quite an event. 

Albus never knowingly under-decorates." She sighed. "I just wish the situation would be resolved. 

I'm not certain how much more of this sniping I can take between Severus and Harry." 

"Yes," agreed the Frenchwoman, "it is distinctly tiresome. The temperature drops noticeably every 

time the two of them are together. Even Professor Binns is beginning to avoid the staff room." 

Hermione looked up sharply. She had truthfully not thought of the impact that all this was having 

on the rest of the staff. 

"Oh dear," she said weakly. "I think that I've been too wrapped up in myself to notice anyone else 

again." 

"No one blames you," said Rose reassuringly. 

"Really," said Hermione, a little acidly. "I'm pretty certain that Harry does. And I sometimes feel 

that I should be more openly supporting Severus. But I just don't want to be involved. I want them 

to sort it out." 

"As they should," stated Rose, with an acerbic edge of her own. "Hermione, they are both grown 

men, not children fighting over a toy. They have to resolve this between them. You cannot spend 

your time placating them." 

"I know. You're right. It's just...." She trailed off. 

"It's hard to see two people that you care about fighting with each other?" 



"Yes. I do still care about Harry. Even though he's behaving like a complete moron at the moment. 

I don't want to be fighting with him. But I can't live my life according to his wishes." She took 

another sip of her wine. "Severus just refuses point blank to discuss it. And on the whole he's been 

quite restrained." She saw Rose raise an eyebrow in scepticism. She grinned suddenly. "Oh, believe 

me he has. You should have seen him when I was a student. This is very mild." Her grin faded. "I 

know he's biting his tongue because he doesn't want to make things worse for me. But Harry seems 

determined to bait him at every available opportunity. I can't really expect Severus not to react to 

that." 

"Indeed not. But neither should you expect to be held responsible for those reactions." 

"I know," she said again. "I love them both, but sometimes I just want to slap them and tell them to 

grow up." 

Rose smiled a little wickedly. 

"Well, then, maybe that's what you should do." 

Hermione blinked at that thought. 

"I don't think that it would improve the atmosphere in the staff room much." 

"You might be surprised," was all the Charms teacher said to that, and the conversation moved on 

to other things personal and professional. 

  

  

The next day the school was abuzz with plans for the Halloween feast. Hermione lost count of the 

number of half heard snatches of conversation about robes, hair and makeup that bounced around 

the corridors. It seemed that everyone was looking forward to the evening with eager anticipation; 

even the ghosts and the paintings. 

Everyone that is, thought Hermione sourly, apart from the usual suspects. Snape was more 

forbidding than ever. And Harry - Harry had managed to achieve a point on the anger/hurt 

continuum evenly poised between The Bloody Baron on one hand and Moaning Myrtle on the 

other. Her last class of the day was over and she planned to go back to her rooms to spend 

a long time getting ready for the evening. With particular emphasis on the bath; that being one of 

the few places that she could escape Harry's near constant oversight. 

Closing and warding the classroom door, she headed off, vaguely aware of Harry detaching himself 

from the side of the corridor and following her. 

"I have to stop by the staff room on my way back," she announced, more to the air than to Harry. 

They had, over the weeks, developed a habit of making general announcements past each other, 

rather then actually talking to each other. 



"The feast begins at seven," came the responding statement. 

It was a form of communication that was almost a code. You had to imply the intervening 

conversation. It could be almost anything - will you be long? - what will you be wearing? - have 

you much marking to do? - I'll meet you at quarter to - have you fed the cat? The trick was 

correctly filling in the blanks. It was also extremely wearing. 

Hermione thought briefly of her conversation with Rose the night before. This was getting out of 

hand. She was actually vaguely surprised that Dumbledore hadn't intervened by now. Arriving at 

the staff room she entered, and resisted with difficulty the urge to vent some frustration by letting 

the door close in Harry's face. Habitual manners made her pause just long enough for him to grasp 

the handle before she let go. 

Five steps into the room were enough to tell her that this was not going to be a happy visit. As she 

came to a standstill, a black robed figure rose from one of the worn armchairs. 

"Hermione," Snape acknowledged impassively, with a slight tilt of his head. This in itself was not 

unusual. They were neither of them given to effusive public greetings. It was more the smile in his 

eyes that told her he was pleased to see her. This time his eyes slid past her to her nominal 

companion, and the pleasure died. The lack of expression became a positive scowl. 

However, he said nothing, just merely failed to give any indication that he registered Harry's 

presence at all. 

"Will you be at the feast later?" he asked, pointedly excluding Harry from the question by his body 

language. 

Left to his own inclinations, she knew that he would have said something cutting. For him, ignoring 

Harry was a considerable concession. She could feel the near tangible dislike radiating from behind 

her. A movement from one of the armchairs became Professor Sprout. The dumpy little witch 

pushed back her flyaway hair nervously. 

"Oops," she said hastily, "I've just remembered something I needed to repot. I'll see you all later." 

She headed for the nearest exit. 

It was obvious that to Hermione that the Herbology professor hadn't even bothered to try and come 

up with a vaguely plausible excuse for fleeing the room. 

That annoyed her. 

In fact, that really annoyed her. 

She turned to look at Harry who was glaring straight past her at Snape. Then she looked at Snape, 

who was staring at a point just above Harry's head with an expression of sneering derision. 

"I may very well be at the feast tonight," she spat, seething with fury. "And let me tell you 

something else as well. I am absolutely bloody sick of this damned stupid pissing contest that you 



two are engaged in. If I go tonight, I will spend the evening with Rose. And I want the pair of you 

to go outside and do whatever it is you have to do to come to terms with life. Because until you do, 

I don't want to set eyes on either of you again. Is that clear? As far as I am concerned, at this 

moment in time an evening with Lucius Malfoy would count as a welcome relief." 

Harry had gone red and Snape had gone white. 

Without a word, the older man whirled and left the room. Harry opened his mouth to speak. 

"I mean it, Harry. I want this to stop." 

His jaw visibly clenched, and he nodded, although it didn't seem to be in understanding. Then, he 

too left the room. 

She slowly let out a shuddering breath, hands shaking from the force of her anger. 

A movement at the back of the room startled her, and the figure of Albus Dumbledore appeared. 

Now, where the hell did he come from? 

She looked at him a little helplessly. 

"I'm sorry, headmaster," she said, not entirely clear exactly what part of the last month she was 

apologising for, and settling for the last five minutes. "I thought that the room was empty." 

He nodded gravely. 

"Well done, my dear," was all he said as he, too, left the staff room. 

********** 

Snape found himself back in his rooms with no very clear idea of how he got there. All he could 

hear was her furious voice. 

... I don't want to set eyes on either of you again.... 

It made little difference that she had been talking to Potter as well. She had thrown him out. End of 

story. Inevitable end of story. 

His head was pounding and his heart was racing. He leant on the back of an armchair, struggling 

not to hyperventilate. 

Breathe. You've done this before. Breathe. 

Blackness edged into his vision and he shut his eyes, fighting the pain in his chest that was as 

impossible to evade as Crucio. 



After a while, he felt something cold and slightly dry nudging his hand. The blackness receded a 

little and he found that he was gripping the back of the chair so hard that his hands had cramped. 

"Meep?" 

Sphinx was sitting on the back of the chair, tapping his hand with her front paw, trying to get his 

attention. 

Consciously forcing himself to release his death grip, he straightened with aching slowness. With 

practised self-discipline he reviewed the conversation in the staff room, recalling the many 

occasions that he had regurgitated the content of meetings with Voldemort - requiring his mind to 

focus past the physical pain of his body. 

She had told them to do whatever was necessary to reach a working compromise. She hadn't 

actually told him to go. 

I don't want to set eyes on either of you again... 

Which meant that there might still be something that he could do to retrieve the situation. What was 

it he had decided earlier? That he would do anything to put off the moment of her leaving him? 

There was another anxious nudge at his hand from Sphinx, this time with her nose. Absently, he 

scratched one of her ears. 

"Anything," he murmured to the cat, who arched her back and purred in response. 

Hell, he was prepared to treat with Lucius Malfoy. He should be prepared to negotiate a truce with 

that self-important little brat Potter. 

His breathing was now easier, although his heart rate hadn't slowed appreciably. All he had to do 

was find Potter and work out what was necessary to get them through this. It wasn't as if it would 

be an indefinite arrangement. 

He could do that. He would do that. 

  

  

Finding Harry Potter proved to be slightly more difficult that he anticipated. He wasn't in his 

rooms. He wasn't in the Great Hall, where the decorations for the evening's festivities were nearly 

complete. He scowled reflexively at the pumpkins everywhere. He was feeling even less 

celebratory than usual. The fact that he would deal with this situation for Hermione's sake, did not 

mean that he was approaching the prospect with anything like enthusiasm. 

It wasn't until he passed the hourglasses indicating the running tally of house points for the third 

time that he was hit by a stray memory of the boy's father. Both James Potter and Sirius Black had 

worked off their frustrations - girls, homework, him - in the same way. 



The Quidditch pitch. 

He pulled his robes round him irritably and headed for the nearest exit. 

It was a good guess. A lone figure on a broomstick was flying around the empty stands. And flying 

dangerously. That much Snape could see, even in the darkness. The broom was travelling fast, and 

executing sharp turns and dives that must have had the rider almost horizontal against the 

acceleration. But for the extra weight of thirty years of additional memories, he could have been 

standing there watching James. It didn't give him a warm fuzzy glow inside. But it did remind him 

of what he was dealing with. 

He made no attempt to signal the rider. He simply waited, motionless, for the broom to land. 

Eventually, the acrobatic fury seemed to be spent and Harry Potter glided to the ground to stand in 

front of him. 

"Enjoy the show?" he asked nastily. 

Snape gritted his teeth. The boy was obviously determined to make this as difficult as possible. 

"Very impressive," he said, as neutrally as he could manage. 

"I assume you're not simply here to give constructive criticism on my technique." 

"I believe we had some unfinished business to discuss." 

"No. I don't think so." 

"Really? I thought that you were supposed to be protecting Hermione." Let's not get into the fact 

that it is actually supposed to be both of us. "That might get a little troublesome if you can't set eyes 

on her." 

"Whose fault is that?" 

Oh, enough of this childishness. 

"Mr Potter, I have a very clear idea of your stance on our situation. I do not believe that much will 

be achieved by simple repetition of opposing positions." He struggled to keep his voice as even as 

possible. And it was a struggle. "I suggest we give some thought to Hermione's request that we find 

a way of living with a situation that neither of us desire." 

We in this case meaning you, he thought savagely, hating the fact that he was being forced to make 

this overture. 

"I believe," said Harry unpleasantly, "that she told us to do 'whatever it took'". 

A swift movement of Harry's hand caught Snape's eye. The boy hadn't moved, but his right hand 

now held a wand. 



For Gods' sake. He wasn't seriously proposing a duel was he? 

He said as much to Harry. 

"Why not?" was the response. 

Why not, indeed. 

There was no denying that he was severely tempted to hex the arrogant prat to Hell and back. And 

he could probably do it. He hasn't been bluffing about his ability to inflict suffering on others. He 

just didn't want to. Not if there was any alternative. He didn't draw his wand. 

He sighed. 

"If it would give you some kind of satisfaction to curse me, Mr Potter, please do continue. 

However, I feel that I must ask you whether you feel that a duel is precisely what Hermione meant 

when she asked us to come to terms with life." That was about the least inflammatory thing he 

could think of to say to that adolescent challenge. 

His lack of armed response seemed to disconcert Harry. So like James, Snape thought, irrelevantly. 

So Gryffindor. James would never have attacked an unarmed man. He was not so certain about 

Sirius Black.... 

Slowly, Harry lowered his wand. 

"I don't like you, Snape," he stated flatly. 

That statement of the obvious was almost laughable. 

"I don't like you either, Potter." 

"The only reason that she is danger from Lucius Malfoy at all is because of you." 

Snape considered this. 

"True," he conceded, after a moment. 

Even in the dark he could see that the simple admission had startled the boy. 

"Although," he continued, unable to resist some degree of needling, "I seem to recall that it was you 

who gave her the sample of the Potion in the first place." 

Harry was silent. 

"I would have thought, however, that rather than deconstructing the process by which we arrived at 

this position, a rather higher priority should be to ensure that Hermione comes to no harm." 

There was more silence and then a very grudging, "Agreed." 



"Believe it or not," Harry added, "that is what I'm trying to do. Not that it's made one whit easier by 

the fact that you act as if I'm just not there. Like I'm one of your annoying students to be ignored at 

all times, rather than a professional with a job to do." 

"I might have more success in accepting that if you behaved more like a Ministry Auror and less 

like an over-protective older brother." 

He could see the younger man begin to bridle, but he didn't respond. Maybe that hour's idiotic stunt 

flying had actually had a beneficial effect on him, thought Snape sourly. He waited for Harry to 

make the next move. 

"All right," he said, eventually. "I'll try to back off. But you can't change what I think about this." 

The last was said aggressively. 

Snape fought the urge to sigh again, and clenched his hands inside the sleeves of his robes, 

controlling his voice. 

"I do not seek to change your feelings, Mr Potter, simply your actions. Very well, I will attempt to 

be less... " Gods, this was almost as bad as dealing with Malfoy... "dismissive in my attitude," he 

finally got out. 

The truce concluded, both of them stood there, unsure of exactly how to finish the conversation. It 

didn't really seem the moment for a friendly handshake. Finally Snape broke the impasse by 

inclining his head briefly in Harry's direction. 

"Good evening then, Mr Potter. No doubt I will see you later at the feast." 

Without waiting for an acknowledgement he turned on his heel and headed back towards the castle. 

  

  

When he got back to his rooms Sphinx was still perched on the back of the chair, chin resting on 

her crossed front paws. She looked at him intently as he came in, following up with an inquisitive 

"Mrrp" when he didn't immediately speak. 

"All right," he said, abruptly, "I did it. I made peace of a sort with the Potter boy. Who would have 

thought that it would come to this?" He snorted. "Now all I have to do is survive the enforced 

gaiety of staff and student alike on this Happy Halloween." 

He was about to begin to change into his dress robes, when he was distracted by a scraping at the 

window. Glaring, and with no very great enthusiasm, he opened the casement to admit a 

magnificent eagle owl, with what looked like a package of parchments attached to one leg. 

Snape's mouth went dry at the sight of the bird. 



"Iago?" he whispered. The bird simply glared haughtily back. 

With hands that were trembling very, very slightly, Snape released the parchments. The bird cast a 

disdainful glance around his spare quarters, clearly judging that there was nothing there to merit its 

further time. It immediately took off and flew out of the open window. 

Snape turned the parchments over in his hand, running the tip of one finger over the familiar seal. 

Then with a determined flick he opened the package. There were two messages, neither of them 

lengthy. 

He read them both and then stood for a long time, feeling curiously numb. Almost empty. He 

vaguely remembered that there were feelings that one was supposed to have at moments like this, 

but he could feel none of them. It was as if some agent had intervened to sever the connection 

between his mind and his emotion, and replaced it with a simple cold... what? Numbness? Dread? 

Something between the two. 

Without conscious thought, he managed to walk to a chair and sit, ignoring the still open window. 

Mechanically, he read the letters again, in the absurd hope that between the window and the chair 

something would have changed. That the content would somehow be miraculously different. 

But the first still read: 

Amarina de Vriess Snape,  

Snape Hall  

Halloween 

Severus, 

I regret to inform you that your father, Darius Patroclus Snape, passed away last night. Your 

presence is requested at the Hall on the evening of 2nd November to begin the usual ceremonies. 

Mother. 

  

And the second, shorter still, also read: 

Chateau de Montnégre de Malfoi  

Halloween 

Cousin, 

I grieve with you in your loss. I trust the work progresses satisfactorily. 

Lucius. 

********** 



Anger and frustration had carried Hermione back to her room, blessedly unaccompanied by either 

Harry or Snape. Closing the door behind her, she sank into a chair and buried her face in her hands 

for several minutes. She had no very great expectation that her outburst would achieve anything 

much, other than even more wounded silence on the part of Harry. 

And as for Severus.... 

Her anger began to subside and his face in the staff room came back to her. That look of absolute 

shock as she announced that she didn't want to set eyes on him again. A brief look of... what? 

Devastation? Something swiftly suppressed by anger of his own. But it had been there nevertheless. 

She raised her head to stare into the middle distance, clenching her hands. 

Not a man to play at anything.... 

But he surely would see past the anger... would realise that all she wanted was some kind of easing 

of the strain - for all their sakes. 

She became aware of her nails biting into her palms; no mean feat, given that considerations of 

safety and hygiene had meant that she had taken to keeping them very short since beginning her 

teaching position. 

But this was Snape she was talking about, she thought resignedly. Of course he wouldn't see past 

her words. In many ways she still hadn't been able to get past his barriers, despite their physical 

relationship. Hadn't been able to truly persuade him that this really was her choice and she was 

happy with it... happy with him. He would immediately assume that she had finally rejected him. 

Oh Severus, for an intelligent man you can be such a fool sometimes.... 

She supposed that she would have to go and find him - to make the first move again. She sighed to 

herself at the thought. She was tired and wound up and desperately wanted this sorted out without 

her intervention. Just for once. 

Couldn't they see... either of them... just how damned frightened she was by the situation? That she 

actually needed them to help her through this, rather than constantly sniping at one another. 

It just simply, she thought, fully aware of the childishness of the complaint, wasn't fair that she 

should be expected to deal with this. So she wouldn't. At least not yet. It was bad enough that there 

was the reasonable chance that Lucius Malfoy would come after one, or both, of them for a cure for 

his wretched son. 

Which led to another problem, she reflected. Even if Malfoy senior did come calling, there was 

nothing that either of them could do. The few threads of cloth that had been the last of the dark 

creature had been completely destroyed in making the cure for Seamus. There was no way to get 

any more and there were no possible substitutions. 



She unwillingly turned the problem over in her mind, more as a way to avoid thinking about Snape 

and Harry than anything else. 

There really was no alternative solution was there...? 

With no real conscious intentions, she stood up and moved towards the cabinet that contained her 

working papers. Part of her was aware that it was ridiculous even to be considering whether a cure 

was feasible. Another part of her, the frightened part, wanted to have something to bargain with if 

the worst came to the worst. She was desperately afraid of what Lucius Malfoy would do if he 

couldn't get what he wanted out of them. 

When he couldn't get what he wanted.... 

Automatically, she flicked through the bundles of notes and parchments, carefully filed, despite her 

normal, rather haphazard, approach to storage. Her fingers paused at the place where her workings 

on the potion should have been, and then froze. 

They were gone. 

She checked again more carefully. They were definitely not there. 

With full attention, she went through every single sheet of paper and parchment that she possessed, 

all to no avail. The notes were just simply no longer there. 

With a rising emotion that was almost precisely equal parts anger and fear, she closed the cabinet. 

There were only two possibilities. Malfoy or Snape. She considered Harry briefly, and then 

discounted him. Harry was being intolerable at the moment, but he wouldn't have broken into the 

room. He would simply have demanded that she hand her notes over and there would have been an 

almighty row when she refused. Harry was fairly straightforward in that respect. 

No, this was a Slytherin act. It remained to be seen whether it was of the friendly or unfriendly 

variety. 

Her need to find Snape abruptly took on a more pressing quality. Either he had taken the notes, in 

which case she wanted an explanation. 

Or Lucius had them, in which case he needed to know as soon as possible. 

There was still some time before the feast was due to start. Which meant that he would more than 

likely be holed up in his rooms. She ran her hands through her hair. Too bad; this just couldn't wait. 

She checked her wand, in an odd need for reassurance, and left her own quarters. 

She made it down to the dungeons without encountering anything sinister. And also, she noted, 

without encountering Harry either. She was actually rather relieved at that. On the whole she 

thought that the situation was better handled between her and Snape first off. Heading towards his 

rooms, she paused by the door of the Potions classroom. There was no earthly reason why her notes 

should be down here; she was pretty certain that she didn't keep anything here that firstly, she 



wasn't currently working on, and secondly, would cause any harm if it was found by inquisitive 

pupils. 

However, it would do no harm to check. Better that than to raise a panic needlessly. She unwarded 

the door and entered. The classroom was quiet and as immaculately tidy as she had left it; her 

habits of keeping her workspace tightly organised had been effortlessly transposed from the 

Ministry to Hogwarts. A quick check through her desk and office revealed nothing, as she had 

expected. In the area of the classroom set aside for personal work, both her own, and Snape's, 

private projects were in various stages of completion. She wandered over and gave hers a cursory 

check. Unsurprisingly, nothing had changed in the last couple of hours since she last been in the 

room. She gave Snape's cauldrons a quick glance. She didn't know what all of them were, and 

hadn't bothered to enquire, although he had certainly been spending a lot of time down here 

recently. She knew that he would share information with her when he was good and ready. 

Spending a lot of time here.... 

She had simply put that down to a, not unnatural, desire to avoid Harry. Now, with a lurch, she 

remembered their conversation of over a month ago. 

Whatever it is that you're not telling me... it isn't something that I'm going to need to know about is 

it? 

Oh Gods... he wouldn't, surely.... 

She examined the cauldrons again, this time with closer attention, trying to quash the faint feeling 

of nausea. They all seemed to be innocent enough, but on a nearby shelf was a large stone bowl, 

containing a thick layer of sediment covered by a clear, viscous liquid. 

Well , that doesn't prove anything. Lots of potions have a clear base. It could be... well... anything. 

But she knew, deep down, that it was not just anything. It was the base for Hester Allworthy's 

potion. And consequently the base for the cure. 

She tried hard to be angry. She wanted, more than anything, to be furious with him. But she was 

mostly terrified. Terrified at the thought of what might have prompted him to start making this. 

Without telling her. 

She ran her hand through her hair again, aware that she was shaking slightly. This really had to be 

sorted out now. Turning her back on the incriminating bowl, she left the classroom. 

  

  

Arriving at the door to his chambers she halted momentarily, trying to compose her thoughts into 

some kind of coherent strategy for tackling this. The last thing that she wanted him to do was to 



withdraw even further. Devoid of inspiration, she realised uncomfortably that she would have to 

play it largely by ear. Knocking lightly on the door, to give him some warning, she entered. 

There was light, but no fire in the grate. One of the windows stood open, letting in gusts of freezing 

air and making the room bitterly cold. Snape was sat in a chair, staring into the hearth where the 

fire should be. In his hand was a parchment, or maybe two; she couldn't quite see. He was utterly 

immobile, not seeming to have registered her entry. For an awful, surreal moment she thought that 

Lucius Malfoy had already got to him. 

All thoughts of her notes and the potion in the classroom fled from her mind. 

"Severus?" she said cautiously, trying not to let the panic show in her voice. 

He didn't answer. She could have sworn that he hadn't even heard her. She moved closer to his 

chair, until she could see the shallow rise and fall of his chest that told her that he was at least alive. 

"Severus, what is it?" 

She half extended one hand to lay it on his shoulder, but something in his body language made her 

hesitate. It had been a long time since she had seen him so drawn in on himself, so inaccessible to 

her. Not cursed - at least not magically. But she had a fleeting memory of a room above a bar in a 

country pub; of a man struggling with unmanageable pain, unable to reach out. 

She placed the hand on his shoulder anyway. 

"Severus," she repeated gently, "talk to me." 

He stirred at her touch and looked at her, his eyes curiously blank. 

"Hermione," he whispered. 

"Yes, love," she murmured. "What is it?" 

He shook his head and looked away from her. She shivered, partly at the bleakness in his face, and 

partly at the actual temperature of the room. Distraction, she thought. 

"It's too cold in here," she said softly. Pointing her wand at the hearth, she lit the fire, and left him 

briefly to shut the window. She paused then, looking back at the top of his head over the chair and 

considering. With the casement fastened, the fire began to warm the room imperceptibly. Slowly, 

she moved back to him, looking at his tense, closed face. If he hadn't said her name, she would 

barely have known that he recognised her. Carefully, as if she was approaching a badly injured 

animal, she knelt beside the chair at his feet and took his free hand into her own. 

"Severus," she said quietly, insistently, "tell me what this is about." 



In response, he simply handed the messages to her. She read them through. The note from Lucius 

Malfoy raised an enormous number of question, but, looking at him, they were not going to be 

answered tonight. And right at the moment there were far more important things that needed doing. 

"Oh, my love," she whispered, holding his hand more tightly, "I'm so sorry." His other hand, no 

longer holding parchment, came forward to rest on her hair. 

"I can't even remember what he looked like." 

The disconnected phrase came out of nowhere. Or perhaps out of the boy who never understood 

how he had failed his father; only that he had. Gently, Hermione pulled his hand to her mouth, 

brushing her lips across the back of it. There was nothing at all that she could say that would make 

this any easier for him to bear. All she could do was make sure, as far as he would let her, that he 

didn't have to face it on his own. 

"I suppose," he said inconsequentially, "that I shall have to speak to Albus about this." 

"He'll understand," she replied absently. 

She knew a little of his background. The death of his brother. The subsequent near abandonment by 

his father, and the fact that his mother had become an alcoholic, as far she could gather. The 

thought of him dealing with this alone disturbed her profoundly. 

She wondered how best to phrase her concern. 

"Will you be all right? Going back I mean?" was all that she could come up with. 

"I'll be fine," he said. She could hear the reflexive distancing in his tone. 

"After all," she pursued, "it's been a long time, and things can be...." She trailed off uncertain how 

to continue. 

"Hermione, I'm tired and I don't have the energy for guessing. Just say what it is you have to say." 

He sounded drained, and there was no real bite to the words, his customary defensive sarcasm now 

pared down to a grim determination to keep going. It brought her thoughts into sharp focus. 

Don't mess about, woman, just ask the question. 

"Do you want me to come with you?" 

She felt a shudder go through his body. Whatever he had been expecting her to say, it obviously 

hadn't been that. 

"I... It isn't necessary for you to come. I can manage everything." 

"Yes," she acknowledged gently, "I know you can. That's not what I asked. I asked if 

you wanted me to be there. With you," she clarified. 



He was still for a long time. Only the slightly ragged edge to his breathing betrayed his feelings. 

She let the silence run on, uncaring of the Halloween feast or the cure for Draco Malfoy or the 

conflict with Harry. All she cared about at that pinpoint of time, was the man in the chair next to 

her. 

When he spoke, it was so soft as to be almost inaudible. 

"I thought you didn't want to set eyes on me again." 

She shut her eyes and brought his hand back to her mouth, letting her words vibrate across his skin. 

"Love, I wanted you and Harry to stop bickering. I was trying to provoke you both into sorting it 

out between you. I picked a bad way of doing it. And a bad time. I'm sorry." 

His exhalation was audible. 

"It's done," he said tautly. "Potter and I have reached... an accommodation." 

"It doesn't matter. Really. Not at the moment." She began to stroke the side of his hand with the ball 

of her thumb. 

Another pause. 

"The school... we shouldn't both be away...." 

"Albus will understand," she repeated. "You know that." 

Silence extended into the room again, but this time he began to twine his fingers in her hair, lightly 

caressing her scalp. When he finally answered her, she could hear the slight catch in his voice. 

"Then, come with me. Please." 

********** 

  

END OF PART 4 

PART 5 

  

  

Albus had indeed understood, but the meeting was a tense affair anyway. Snape sat in one 

armchair, facing the desk, reciting the facts as unemotionally as if he had been detailing some 

student infraction. In fact, thought Hermione, she had seen him significantly more animated in 



those circumstances. Now, his face was utterly impassive, and it was nearly impossible to 

determine his feelings; even for her, who had a damned good idea of what they were. 

The headmaster's face was grave and sympathetic. Once or twice she thought that the older wizard 

would reach out to Snape, to offer some physical comfort, but then he seemed to think better of it. 

Which was probably a good thing. The former Potions Master was not a demonstrative person at 

the best of times. Now he was emanating an almost visible air of touch me not. 

He had let her stay with him the night before. Or, to be more accurate, she had simply led him to 

bed and he had not resisted. They had lain together, arms around each other, but he had made no 

attempt to touch her any further. She hadn't pushed the point. She had no intention of leaving him 

alone, but beyond that she knew that she had to let him control the degree of their physical 

closeness. She had eventually drifted off into a shallow sleep. When she woke again, she wasn't 

certain that he had slept at all. Certainly the shadows under his eyes and the lines etched into his 

face suggested that he had had little actual rest either way. 

The situation was not improved by the fact that, given the current circumstances, Harry had to be a 

party to this discussion as well. She was well aware that, of all the people in the school that Snape 

would want to discuss this in front of, Harry had to be squarely in the bottom five. She rather 

thought that that was contributing to Snape's rigid withdrawal. Harry was standing on the edge of 

the conversation, leaning against a window, contributing very little and letting Dumbledore make 

the running. His face was unyielding, but he had made no remark that wasn't strictly on the point. 

She recalled that Snape had said that they had reached an accommodation. Whether or not that was 

true it did appear that Harry had had the grace to suspend hostilities, if only temporarily. 

She, herself, was also on the sidelines, for the moment, observing the strained interactions in the 

room. Part of her desperately wanted to go over to Snape and do something - touch him, hold his 

hand, something to penetrate the awful air of aloneness that surrounded him. But she restrained 

herself. It was enough that she was here. She knew what it had cost him to ask her to accompany 

him. It was something he would never have done six months ago. That was an admission in itself of 

the intensity of his feelings. And he would never allow that to be placed on public display. Never. If 

she moved now, he would simply push her away and she would lose him. Perhaps not in the 

physical sense, but certainly in any sense that mattered to her. 

Dumbledore had agreed immediately that Snape should go... home, she supposed, for want of a 

better term... on the following evening. They were now engaged in some general discussion of 

timetable cover for any missed lessons in the following week. She noted that the headmaster had 

carefully avoided any suggestion that she should cover the classes. She wondered if that were 

deliberate. 

Dumbledore was speaking to Snape. 

"Do you have any idea how long you will be away?" 

The Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher shrugged. 



"Not really. I doubt that the Parting will be... elaborate. But then again, it's been some time since I 

was acquainted with my father's wishes." His tone was detached, as if it was all happening to 

someone else. "I would imagine that I will be back by Tuesday of next week at the latest." 

Dumbledore nodded. To Hermione's surprise the next comment came from Harry. 

"I'm really not trying to be awkward, but that might make protecting you a little tricky." She saw 

Snape look sharply at Harry, but was grateful that he forebore to point out that protecting him had 

not previously seemed to be at the top of Harry's priority list. "Although," and here it seemed as if 

Harry was struggling to get the words out, "I suppose if necessary I could cover the Defence 

Classes. I shouldn't be able to do irreparable harm in a couple of days," he added defensively at 

Snape's raised eyebrow. 

Dumbledore intervened before Snape could comment. 

"That's a very generous offer, Harry, I'll certainly keep it in mind." 

Hermione thought that it was time for her to join in too. 

"Actually, headmaster, it may be a bit easier than that. And maybe more difficult." She tried a small 

smile. Dumbledore waited for her to go on. "Um... headmaster, I'd like your permission to go with 

Severus. My lesson plans are up to date, and the classes shouldn't suffer from an absence of a few 

days." 

The room was silent for a moment. She didn't dare look at Snape. Dumbledore simply nodded 

thoughtfully, and Harry, thankfully, said nothing. The headmaster seemed to be considering her 

words. He gazed at her closely, blue eyes piercing, although lacking their characteristic twinkle. 

Then he transferred his scrutiny to Snape. 

"Do I gather," he said gently, "that this is the request of both of you?" 

Had the atmosphere not been quite so charged, Hermione might have laughed. Dumbledore was 

obviously probing to see if she was trying to override Snape's own wishes. Now, she looked over at 

the dark man. He had moved to meet the headmaster's gaze. He said nothing, but she thought she 

detected a small inclination of the head. Whether it was that movement, or something that the older 

wizard saw in the black eyes, he smiled and nodded again. 

"Well, it is certainly unusual for two teachers to be away during term time, but I somehow doubt 

that the foundations of the school will crumble as a result of your absence for two or three days. If 

you could make your lesson plans available, my dear, I'm sure that will help." 

Hermione relaxed in relief. She hadn't truly thought that Dumbledore would deny the request, but 

she was happy not to be faced with deciding whether or not to go behind the headmaster's back. 

"Where does that leave me?" Harry's question was not aggressive, his voice was quiet, but it 

silenced the room again. "I'm supposed to be protecting both of you - which admittedly will be 

easier if you are both together - but this is rather difficult." 



"Are you forbidding us to go, Mr Potter?" It was the first direct remark that Snape had addressed to 

the young Auror. Hermione saw Harry's face colour, and she cut in. 

"He has a point," she suggested, "if he's supposed to be protecting us, should he be coming with 

us?" 

"I would probably need to clear it with the Ministry," Harry added. 

"It's a funeral, not a general excursion," Snape muttered acidly. 

Hermione understood his feelings. This was going to be difficult enough for him without having 

Harry Potter as an audience. 

"I think that there is a simple way to resolve this," commented Dumbledore mildly. He rose from 

behind his desk, and walked over to the fireplace. In typical Dumbledore fashion, the mantelpiece 

was cluttered with all manner of objects. Picking his way along he selected a delicately carved 

wooden box. Opening it, he removed a pinch of something that Hermione assumed was Floo 

powder. Her assumption was proved correct when he tossed it into the fire and said "Cornelius 

Fudge" in a commanding tone. 

Moments later, the self-important, slightly shiny face of Cornelius Fudge appeared in the fireplace, 

looking just a little put out. 

"What? Oh, Albus, it's you. I don't have much time. I'm already late for a meeting with the Latvian 

Consular Office." 

"This shouldn't take long," said Dumbledore reassuringly, "it's just that we have a little 

complication to our situation here." 

Fudge looked alarmed. 

"Don't tell me that...." 

Dumbledore interrupted. 

"Nothing like that, Cornelius. It's just that Professor Snape and Professor Granger need to be away 

from Hogwarts to deal with a personal situation." 

The chubby face of Fudge began to nod gravely. 

"Ah yes, the death of Darius. My office was notified this morning. My condolences, Professor 

Snape," he added in a rather perfunctory manner. 

"Thank you, Minister," replied Snape in a tone that was as far from gratitude as Fudge's had been 

from sympathy. 

"You understand, then," prompted Dumbledore. 



"Yes, yes," said the Minister impatiently, "I suppose there are the usual formalities to be dealt 

with." He paused. "I fail to see how this concerns Miss Granger though." 

Hermione supposed that she should say something, but she doubted that the Minister would be 

impressed by Because I love him and he shouldn't be alone at the moment. As she was searching 

for a more officially palatable reason she became aware of Dumbledore speaking again. 

"I'm sure you would agree that they are safer together than apart. Much easier to protect." 

Fudge looked sceptical, but seemed reluctant to argue. Hermione didn't know whether he wasn't 

prepared to take on the Hogwarts' headmaster, or simply didn't wish to do it on this particular 

battleground. Whichever it was, after a moment he nodded grudgingly. 

Harry then moved to the fire. 

"Minister, do you wish me to accompany them?" Dumbledore faded discreetly into the background. 

"Mr Potter," said Fudge in some surprise, almost as if he has forgotten the presence of the young 

man at the school. "Oh dear, this is inconvenient." He thought for a moment. "I really don't know. 

After all, weare talking about a Parting." He seemed to have also forgotten that he was clearly 

audible, not only by one of the bereaved, but also by the two potential targets of Draco's father. 

"Whatever his faults, Lucius Malfoy is from one of the oldest families and he understands how 

things are done. Frankly, I have trouble believing that he is going to do anything at all, but Albus 

seems to think there is a danger, so I am obliged to do something. Really, if he were going to act 

I'm sure he would have done so by now, and I just can't imagine anything will happen, especially in 

a situation like this." He appeared to come to a decision. "No, Mr Potter, I don't think that I need 

trouble you to go. In fact, there are one or two other things you could be doing in the meantime. 

Perhaps you could return to the Ministry once Professor Snape and Miss Granger have left 

Hogwarts." 

Harry nodded, as Dumbledore came up behind him. 

"Albus, is that you?" asked the politician irritably. "I have to go now. Tell me when your staff 

return." He paused, and then added with a faint hint of malice, "I trust that Miss Granger's conduct 

has been more satisfactory for you that it was for me." 

"Oh, I find Professor Granger's conduct to be eminently satisfactory," remarked Dumbledore 

blandly, and Fudge had the grace to look discomforted. "A pleasure speaking to you, as always 

Minister," he finished and with a slight wave of his hand the face of the Minister disappeared from 

the fire. 

Hermione was torn between annoyance at Fudge's remarks and a rather unsurprised resignation that 

the protection had been provided at the insistence of Dumbledore, not the Ministry. Typical, she 

thought sourly. Fudge would probably be more than happy if Malfoy did get rid of both of us. 



"I find it immensely reassuring that the Minister is prepared to rely on Lucius Malfoy's sense 

of proper social etiquette to guarantee our safety," muttered Snape half under his breath, clearly 

sharing her view. 

"Well, there you have it," commented the Headmaster, as if Snape hadn't spoken. "Severus, you 

and Hermione can leave for East Anglia tomorrow after classes finish, and you, Harry, should 

return to the ministry to see what awaits you." 

There was a slow release of tension, and then a general movement towards the door. Hermione was 

about to follow Snape, when she felt Dumbledore's hand on her arm. 

"Hermione, my dear, a quick word with you if I may." 

She waited whilst the two men silently left. 

"Thank you, Albus," she said, before he could say anything, it still feeling a little odd to her to be 

using the headmaster's given name. 

"I assume that you are thanking me for letting you go with Severus, rather than for the presence of 

Mr Potter," he said, the twinkle reappearing in the depths of his eyes. 

She smiled involuntarily in return. 

"Thank you for trying to arrange some protection," she said wryly, "even if it has been something 

of a trial at times." 

"They will sort themselves out in the end," he said comfortably. "And as for letting you go with 

Severus, I thought it was unfair of me to let you jeopardise two jobs in the space of a year by 

unauthorised absences." 

She struggled to keep her face still. She should have guessed that he would have known that she 

was planning to go with Snape, come what may. She opened her mouth to respond, but he held up 

his hand and she subsided. 

Dumbledore's expression became suddenly distant. "I've known Severus for many years," he said 

eventually. "Long enough to know that he shouldn't be dealing with this on his own. I am more 

thankful than you will know that he won't be." He looked at her intently, seriously. "My dear, I am 

aware to my cost that Severus is a difficult, and sometimes unrewarding, man to look after. 

Nevertheless, I do ask you to look after him for me." 

Unable to respond now, even if she had wanted to, all she could do was nod. 

********** 

A Friday evening in early November and the house was simply a patch of darkness within 

darkness. It maybe had a more solid quality than the surrounding air, but then again that could be 

mere fancy. Light spilled out of a set of wide double doors in the centre of the building, marking 



the main entrance and partially illuminating the front steps. Some of the larger windows were lit, 

but even they petered out and the far ends of the structure simply dissolved into the night. 

The wind was biting and the rain gathered into random pools on the gravel drive. Here and there 

random refractions sparkled on the surface of the puddles, allowing a walker to detect and avoid at 

least some of them. Otherwise, it was a matter of luck. 

Snape pulled his robes around himself reflexively. Snape Hall had not become appreciably more 

welcoming during his long absence. Beside him, Hermione shivered. 

"This is your house?" she said, in a tone of faint awe, which sounded as if it had been filtered 

through teeth gritted against the cold. 

His house. He honestly wasn't sure. The patriarchal tradition dictated that family property passed to 

the male heir. That tradition was still followed implicitly by the old families. Of which the Snapes 

were most definitely one. 

On the other hand, he and his father had not parted on the best of terms. Darius Snape could have 

cut him out of the succession completely. 

A crunching of gravel made him aware of the woman next to him shifting her feet. 

He tried hard to regret her presence. Tried to tell himself that he would have been far better off 

facing this alone. That she would be in the way. That there was nothing that she could do. That she 

didn't understand the customs or the culture. That he was exposing her to ridicule and hostility. 

That he was exposing her to Amarina. 

But he couldn't drive out the vision of her, kneeling at his feet, holding his hand to her mouth and 

simply offering to be there. There for him. With him. For the first time in his life he had the chance 

to face his family with an ally at his side. 

He didn't have the courage to turn that down. 

A hand touched his forearm. 

"Love?" she asked, raising her voice to be heard over the wind and rain. 

Love. 

That commonplace casual endearment that she directed at him. 

Love. A concept badly misplaced in this house. 

He reached out from under his robes to cover her hand briefly. 

I hope you'll forgive me for doing this to you, dearest. 



"Let's go inside," he said. His voice sounded harsh to his ears, but she didn't seem to notice. 

  

  

Inside was better than outside only in the sense that it wasn't raining inside and it was, at least, out 

of the wind. But considering that it was nearly thirty years since he had set foot inside the place, the 

whole thing seemed depressingly familiar. He looked around as an aging house-elf - Hetty, Dinky 

... he couldn't remember - fussed around Master Severus and his companion, divesting them of 

cloaks and bags with anxious efficiency. He didn't doubt that his mother, with her usual helpless 

fluttering, had managed to effortlessly communicate the fact that she expected the events of this 

weekend to run like clockwork. 

"Nothing ever went wrong when Amarina de Vriess Snape entertained. 

The Chateau de Montnégre de Malfoi was impeccably furnished and decorated in the height of 

good taste by someone who made up for what he lacked in sanity by what he possessed in terms of 

wealth. Lucius Malfoy enjoyed the best and made damned sure that was what he had. 

Snape Hall, on the other hand, was constructed on a much smaller scale. And it still had the 

overwhelming air of a house run by someone who didn't quite have enough money to achieve the 

effect he set out to create. The fire in the hearth was not quite large enough to give off effective 

heat. The tapestries were not quite colourful enough, and a wee bit threadbare. The furniture was 

good quality and polished to within an inch of perdition, but not quite... right... in the 

surroundings. Almost, but not quite, he thought grimly. Translate that into Latin and it could go on 

the Snape coat of arms. 

It was just as he remembered it. A wide expanse of entrance hall, floored in black and white; but 

ceramic tiles for the Snapes, rather than the living marble of the Malfoys. The same rather faded 

paintings, figures moving in a rather desultory way. Many of them simply ignored them, immersed 

in their own affairs. Doors leading off, that he remembered only too well - library, drawing room, 

receiving room, music room, dining room, ballroom.... And the stairs, sweeping up to the first floor 

to the suites of rooms. The guest rooms, the family rooms.... The smell of polish and woodsmoke 

and faded pot-pourri and damp. If he shut his eyes, it could be thirty years ago. 

Who needed a time-turner? 

Grimly, he dragged his thoughts back to the present. That was bad enough, without dwelling on the 

past. Hermione was looking around, standing with her arms wrapped round her. She was pale; that 

could be nerves, but it could just as easily be the chill in the hall. He wanted to reassure her, to 

reach out to her, but something in the atmosphere held him frozen, unable to move. 

Footsteps echoed around the high space. A bell-like voice. 

"Severus. You're finally here." 



It was her. Amarina. He forced himself to look at her. Petite, elegant, robes immaculate, 

impeccable grooming an odd contrast to the faded grandeur of her surroundings. He swallowed. 

"Don't you have a kiss for me?" 

A waft of floral perfume as the soft skin touched his cheek. The same perfume. The same skin. 

The memory of their last meeting assailed him. Eighteen years old, just left Hogwarts. 

"I don't understand why you have to go to this... Voldemort." 

"Because he's offering me something that I want." 

"I know I've been a bad mother to you. But I'll be better. I promise. Just stay. I'll show you. I was a 

good mother to Marcus. He was so bright. Just give me another chance to prove it." A drift of 

perfume. Perfume and the acrid smell of something else, sitting on her breath, sour and 

intoxicating.... 

I promise. 

Another chance. 

"Marcus is dead, mother, and has been for ten years." 

"Stay with me. I can't lose you both." 

And then the glistening, pearly tears. Trickling down her face, one hand outstretched, trembling so 

very gently, like a delicate flower. Eyes open and vulnerable, a baby bird fallen out of the nest, 

pleading for protection. 

"But what will I do without you, Severus? I need you." 

"Survive, I imagine." Judgmental, as only an eighteen year old can be. 

"You killed your brother and now you want to kill me. Why do you hate me so much, Severus? What 

did I do to you?" A sob, half water, half gin. 

The door slamming behind him. 

And that evening, the Dark Mark burning into his arm, one agony cleansing out the other. 

Ruthlessly, he shoved the emotions aside. This was about getting through the next four days, not 

reliving teenage traumas. He concentrated on the woman in front of him. 

At seventy, the blonde hair had turned to white, but the arrangement was perfect. The velvet skin 

had more lines but the makeup was flawless. She was wearing dark robes, but he couldn't shake the 

feeling that it was more because they were appropriate than because she was genuinely mourning. 

Changed and unchanged, he thought ironically. 



"Hello, mother," he said simply. 

"My Severus," she said with an enchanting smile, for all the world as if her last words to him hadn't 

been an accusation of murder. "You're too thin. Dorcas will want to feed you up before you go. 

And this must be your friend... Hermione is it?" She turned smoothly to the woman at Snape's side. 

"You don't mind if I call you Hermione, do you?" Hermione shook her head. Snape could see that 

she looked a little wary. "And you simply must call me Amarina. Madam Snape always makes me 

feel so old." A silver peal of laughter, and another kiss was planted on Hermione's cheek. 

"It's very nice to meet you, Amarina," he heard her say, admiring her self-possession. "And thank 

you for letting me stay." 

"Not at all my dear. It's an absolute pleasure to have you. Severus so very rarely brings his friends 

home." 

Severus so very rarely brings himself home, he thought sourly, grudgingly admiring the fact that, in 

a few sentences, she had managed to reduce the last twenty-eight years to the length of the school 

long summer holiday. He half expected his mother to ask Hermione if she were in the same classes 

as him for anything. 

"Did you meet at Hogwarts?" The question made him start slightly. He wondered if she'd read his 

mind. 

"Um, yes I suppose we did." Hermione, too, sounded a little nonplussed by the question. 

"How charming." 

That wasn't a good sign. To his recollection, Amarina only used the word charming to describe 

things that she deeply disapproved of. But his mother was pressing on. 

"Now, I know that you'll want to freshen up before dinner. Severus, you'll be in your old room of 

course, and I thought I'd put Hermione in the Rose Room. It's got such a lovely view of the park." 

And, he added mentally, it'll make sure that your room is between hers and mine. So it begins. 

He just nodded. If there was to be a battle, room allocation was not the one to pick. 

"You know where you're going," she said lightly, "so I'll show Hermione to her room. It'll give me 

a chance to get to know her. Dinner at eight," she tossed over her shoulder at him as she took 

possession of Hermione's arm and bore her off with the full force of her charm. 

Alone, he made his way absently up to his old room, drifting in and out of preoccupation. Over the 

years, he had subjected himself to lengthy and rather stark self-examination. He had identified 

clearly what he had become and the path he had followed to get there. However, he was 

discovering that mere intellectual knowledge did not appear to significantly diminish the gut impact 

of returning here. To put it simply, a forty-six year old brain was struggling to process the emotions 

of an eighteen year old. 



He reached the door of his room, and swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry with fear. It was as if 

opening the door would physically take him back, would be an acknowledgement that he had never 

truly moved beyond this moment in time. Panic became a tangible thing, a physical lump in his 

throat. He clung to the thought of Hermione, and the tightness receded. 

She would never have been here with him at the age of eighteen. Not even if they had been 

contemporaries. 

He forced himself to put his hand on the door knob and turn it. The door wasn't even locked. Which 

was perfectly understandable. Any wards left by his eighteen year old self would have been 

disarmed many years ago. The door swung open easily, noiselessly. He hesitated on the threshold 

for a moment before entering. 

Any lingering desire that he might ever have had to travel back in time evaporated in the face of the 

physical remains of the childhood of Severus Snape. The room was just as he had left it; as 

untouched as anything left by Marcus. But where Marcus' things were preserved in their shrine, 

lovingly maintained by its acolytes, this had the air of just being abandoned, uncared for. The 

carpet, curtains, bedding were all the same. The books were lying at the same angles on the shelves, 

jars of odd ingredients untouched for nearly three decades. His face twitched. Some of the contents 

would not bear investigation after that length of time. He suspected that it was only the attentions of 

some assiduous house elf that afternoon that had prevented it being covered in a thirty-year old 

layer of dust. The only visible sign of change was his cloak, laying across the bed, and his bag 

placed at the foot. 

The only source of light was that falling in from the corridor outside. It threw odd shapes around 

the room, making the furniture seem grotesque and out of proportion. Snape drew his wand and 

muttered "Lumos", which at least lit the room internally, banishing some of the darker shadows. He 

pushed the door closed behind him, and warded it out of habit. The room was still dark, even with 

the lamps lit. Dark greys, thick greens, heavy furniture, not ebony, but a dark mahogany polished to 

near black. Was this his taste as a teenager? Whilst not averse to darkness, he found the shabby 

opulence of it oppressive. 

Trying to ignore the ghosts of himself, bound into the fabric of the room, he went into the 

bathroom. That, too, was unchanged. Black and white tiles, large enamel bath with claw feet, 

ungainly brass taps. No shower. He turned the taps on, and hot water ran out into the bath. His few 

toiletries had been laid out by the sink and he collected the soap and shampoo. 

"Well, if it isn't Master Severus back," came a snide voice. He looked up sharply. Of course. The 

mirror. One of his first acts at Hogwarts had been to install Muggle mirrors in his rooms. "I see 

you've improved your ideas on personal hygiene a bit. A girl is it?" There was a smug sound to the 

voice. 

"Shut up," he responded curtly. 

"Mind you, the temper hasn't changed," came the retort. 



Damned thing. He had forgotten the constant needling from that irritating piece of glass. He was 

about to resort to his childhood solution of throwing a towel over it, when something occurred to 

him. His lips twitched in the closest thing to a smile he had managed for a couple of days. He drew 

his wand from his robes, pointed it at the mirror and muttered "Silencio". 

"I said, shut up," he pointed out to the glass. There was no answer. 

Feeling perversely heartened by that piece of childishness, he turned the taps off, tested the water, 

and stepped into the bath. 

********** 

The following day found Hermione at something of a loose end whilst Snape and his mother took 

care of the legal consequences of the death of Darius Snape. She wasn't entirely certain what was 

involved, but she had some vague recollections of her own grandfather's death. There had been 

arrangements to make, and her grandfather's will had to be verified - grant of Probate, she thought 

that her parents had called it. She assumed that something broadly similar was taking place in the 

Snape family library at that minute. 

She hadn't expected to be a part of that, and, indeed, Amarina had made it charmingly, but 

abundantly, clear that she wasn't welcome. Snape's face had been unreadable, but he had made no 

comment. Uncomfortable at being alone in the house, and deprived of her normal refuge - the 

library - she decided to take a walk in the grounds of Snape Hall and begin to order some of the 

thoughts crowding her mind. 

The rain had mercifully stopped although the ground was still sodden from the previous evening's 

downpour. The day itself was grey and flat, and maybe it was that that led her to her initial 

impression that, viewed in the daylight, Snape Hall seemed oddly colourless. It was flat fronted, 

with large, many paned sash windows, and steps leading up to the central double doors by which 

she had entered. From each end of the façade short wings extended back. The whole was built from 

some kind of stone that held the same grey shade as the sky - whether this was the effect of the 

material itself, or simply weathering, Hermione couldn't tell. It was bigger than she had registered 

the night before, but paradoxically had less presence. 

That was it, she thought. It was nondescript. 

She struck out across the gravel that fronted the Hall, avoiding the puddles in the uneven surface. 

The wind was bitter and held a tang of salt that she hadn't remembered from the previous night. She 

wondered if the Hall were close to the sea. Snape hadn't mentioned anything about it, but then 

again he hadn't told her how big the Hall was either. As she stepped out of the shelter of the 

building she pulled her cloak abruptly round her, grateful that the closely woven wool resisted 

penetration by the frigid air. The gravel continued to her left, bordering the house, but where it 

ended the grounds swept away in one unbroken stretch of green. A few more minutes walk along 

the path led her past what looked like a coach house, and the entrance to the kitchens. She came to 

the limits of the stones, and got her first good look at what Amarina had called the park. 



Hermione had been to a fair few stately homes in her time. Her Muggle primary school usually ran 

an annual trip to some ancient house of interest, and there had been numerous summer outings with 

her parents. Grounds came in all shapes and sizes, from the artfully "natural" to the determinedly 

formal, with or without water, topiary and mazes, but all immaculately tended by armies of 

gardeners, available even in a society that did not have house elves at their beck and call. 

The park of Snape Hall looked to her like a cross between a very large suburban back garden and a 

well tended grass field. Flower beds extended for about thirty yards beyond the house, and then 

petered out, as if the gardener had simply lost interest. On the far left, she could see the beginnings 

of a wall, and what looked like greenhouses - the kitchen garden, she supposed. It looked as if a 

little more enthusiasm was devoted to the culinary aspects of cultivation. To her right the... she 

could only call it a field... extended to a stand of trees in the far distance, with some smaller shrubs 

next to it. She could also just about make out a streak of grey a little farther over, and a dark 

smudge that might have been some kind of structure. 

The paddock lake and the boathouse. The place where his brother had drowned. And he had 

survived. 

She shivered and it was not entirely due to the fact that she had been standing still. She was looking 

for solitude, but some instinct made her reluctant to head for the lake. Instead she threaded her way 

through the half hearted flower beds, and made for the trees. 

She maintained a brisk pace, if only for the sake of her circulation. As she left the house behind she 

let her mind wander. 

Truth to tell, she didn't really know where to focus. Her first encounter with Snape's mother had 

been more than a little overwhelming. She hadn't been entirely certain what to expect, but it 

certainly hadn't been the tiny, glamorous woman who enveloped the two of them. 

It was hard to place her age, she thought. Logically, she must have been about seventy, but she 

could easily have passed for twenty years younger, even by wizarding standards. The pronounced 

bone structure that gave Severus' face its uncompromising harshness had been reproportioned on 

her to create a defined beauty that was still striking, and must have been utterly luminous when she 

was younger. Her movements were graceful and precise, evoking memories in Hermione of 

watching her son preparing potions. She could only suppose that Severus got his height, his dark 

hair - and his nose, she reminded herself - from his father. Not to mention his eyes. Amarina's had 

been a clear, soft dove grey. 

Unbidden came the memory of Lucius Malfoy's short note. 

Cousin.... 

She pushed the thought aside, concentrating on Amarina. 

Her welcome had seemed to be entirely genuine, and Hermione had wanted to warm to the charm 

of the woman as the cloud of gentle perfume enclosed her. With practised assurance she had been 

detached from Snape, and steered up stairs and along corridors, to her bedroom. 



Her separate bedroom, she had noted. Did Amarina not know about their relationship? Or was she 

making a point? Or was it just a fairly typical parental not under my roof reaction? 

She made a distinct effort to keep her bearings as they went, Amarina keeping up a light, and 

largely one sided, flow of social chatter about the house and the family - I don't think I know any 

Grangers. Where are your family from? - The interior of the hall reminded Hermione forcibly of 

houses in the Muggle world, where the owners couldn't afford to keep them in their full glory, and 

were forced to open up parts to the general public to gawk at - You must excuse the décor. After 

three hundred years you can't avoid a lived in look - She supposed that the wizarding world had no 

equivalent of the National Trust, dedicated to preserving parts of wizarding history - If I didn't 

know better I'd think the house elves only cleaned the visible parts - Even if there was, she didn't 

think that magical day-trippers would be queuing to see Snape Hall in a hurry anyway - Ignore the 

picture, that's just old Justus. He was quite mad when that portrait was done you know. We have to 

keep a silencing charm on it - Hermione tried to restrain herself from physically detouring round a 

painting of a man in dishevelled formal attire, half hiding behind the heavy gold frame and 

mouthing something inaudible - The moving portraits must have been quite a surprise to you when 

you first entered our world. Marcus and his friends used to torment poor old Justus dreadfully of 

course. You know what boys can be like - The casual reference to Marcus Snape had almost 

distracted her from the fact that Amarina had spoken of "our world" as if Hermione was some kind 

of guest there as well - So both your parents are Muggles. How unusual. The only friends that I 

remember Severus having, came from the older families. But never mind, it's very sweet of you to 

come at all - Hermione made some non-committal noise of sympathy as Amarina paused by a 

polished wooden door, carved with trailing dog roses - I do hope you like the room. I know you'll 

want a chance to freshen up. One of the house elves will fetch you for dinner. And before you leave 

we absolutely must have a long chat - . 

By the time the door closed on the tiny woman, Hermione had felt as if she had been interrogated 

by Aurors. 

She kicked at the grass a little with one toe. She had been left with the quite clear impression that, 

whatever the condition of the Hall, the Snapes were an old family - for which read pureblood, she 

assumed - and that that counted for something in the wizarding world. It was not so far removed 

from the attitude of Cornelius Fudge, if a little more attractively packaged. 

Away from the presence of Amarina Snape, Hermione began to think carefully. Dinner had been an 

odd affair. Amarina had changed into robes of a dark burgundy, appropriately muted, but somehow 

conveying elegant glamour. Her manners had been impeccable, the supper dishes excellent. She 

had drunk nothing but water. 

The air of faded luxury clearly did not extend to food and clothes, she thought idly as the stand of 

trees got closer. 

Although his mother was the relaxed hostess, the tension radiating from Snape himself had been a 

physical thing. Snape being tense was not that unusual. But this was different. It almost had an 

apprehensive quality. It was, she realised abruptly, very close to how he had appeared on the 

afternoon that he had some back from Hogwarts with the newt eyes. 



She reflected on this. She trusted him. More, she trusted his judgement. He was almost brutally 

honest and was absolutely the last person to dramatise for effect or sympathy. Which meant that if 

he were disturbed, then there was something to be disturbed about. Therefore, she would do well to 

be very careful around Amarina on that basis alone. 

She didn't want to think about what it would mean if he were scared in this place. 

Let's not forget, some small part of her mind calmly added, that Amarina was a woman who was 

widowed three days ago. Now, Hermione was fully aware that people needed to keep up 

appearances for the sake of their own coping mechanisms, but this seemed just a little too much. 

Escorting her to her room, the brief guided tour.... There was no sign of grief, no hint of regret, 

barely an acknowledgement that Darius Snape had ever existed. She recalled Snape's brief account 

of her behaviour after the death of Marcus. It was incongruous to say the least. 

She didn't have enough experience yet to detect the subtler family undercurrents. She sighed. There 

was nothing wrong with her room - apart from it being a little too floral for her taste - but she 

wished she could have spent the night with Snape. Perhaps she could find some time alone with 

him after the formal business of the... will, she supposed... was concluded. 

The wind was picking up, and she realised that she had allowed her pace to slacken as she thought. 

She quickened her stride, hoping that the trees would provide some shelter. She was now close 

enough to see that what she had thought was a stretch of tall shrubs was actually a pile of wooden 

branches, with some kind of platform on the top. 

The funeral pyre, she thought with a shock. It gave her the feeling of being an intruder again but 

this time on something intensely personal. 

Maybe I'm being too critical of Amarina. Maybe she's just coping the only way she knows how. 

And yet... she couldn't shake off the recollection of Snape's wariness. 

Pulled out of her reflections by the sight of the prepared pyre, she was now aware that she could 

hear a dull rumble, increasing and then fading in intensity. It was that sound, more than any visual 

impression, that told her that she was close to the sea. She reached the trees and saw that the stand 

was no more than about five or six trees deep. There was grey daylight seeping through the 

shadowed strip. Carefully, she made her way through, treading carefully on the wet leaves, and 

grateful for her cloak that absorbed the worst of the run off from the undergrowth. 

The trees ended and so did the land. 

She came out on the edge of cliff, which looked none too stable to her eyes. From the depths of her 

mind, some memory presented a snippet of information about coastal erosion in this part of 

England. She stepped back until she was several feet from the edge, and leaned against a tree, 

looking out over choppy water, steel surface broken by small white wave caps, whipped up by the 

wind. It was so close to the shade of the sky that it explained why she hadn't realised at first that 

there was a distinction. The rhythmic surge and retreat of the waters across the unbroken shingle of 



the beach set up a sympathetic vibration within her. It was an organic sound, not so much a 

heartbeat, as the deep, rasping breaths of some slumbering animal. 

This was not the deep blue of the Atlantic on a summer's day. It wasn't even the occasionally rather 

pleasant view over the English Channel. This was the North Sea. Cold, featureless and distinctly 

uninviting. 

House. Sea. Sky. She was struck by the fanciful notion that they were all simply different phases of 

the colour grey. 

Maybe it looked better when the sun shone. She tried to imagine growing up there. Perhaps a 

family like the Weasleys would have managed to dispel the gloom through sheer force of collective 

personality. But for a sensitive child like Snape? It must have been hard for him to find any comfort 

in this place. 

She snorted to herself as she gazed over the water. Who would have thought that she would ever 

use "sensitive" and "Snape" in the same sentence? But he was without question one of the most 

sensitive men that she knew. And she could just see his face curling into a sneer as she pictured 

telling him that. The image made her smile for the first time that day. 

It also reminded her that she wanted to talk to him. Which in turn made her conscious of the fact 

that she was beginning to feel chilled after standing still for so long. She didn't know whether or not 

there would be a formal luncheon at the Hall, but she didn't want to cross Amarina by being late if 

there were. Pulling herself away from her musings, she moved out of the shadow of the funeral 

pyre of a man she had never met, and headed back towards the house. 

There was a noise and the movement of a darker shadow in the trees. A disturbance that could have 

been nothing more than a large animal. Whatever it was, it did not reach the ears of the retreating 

woman. 

********** 

As in all the rooms of the Hall, the library fire didn't quite succeed in warming the room. Snape 

hunched down in the big wing chair facing the oak desk, and wondered, inconsequentially, how 

badly the underlying damp had affected the library contents. The thought was partly motivated by 

genuine concern; the Snape family library didn't have the... specialisation... of the Malfoy one, but 

it was a fine collection nonetheless, and would be a shame to see it spoiled. For the rest, the 

speculation provided a welcome distraction from the droning voice of the wizard lawyer sitting 

across from him at the other side of the desk. 

Earlier, he had been gazing out of the window, over the park, when he had seen the cloak-wrapped 

figure of Hermione heading for the cliff edge. He wasn't surprised that she wanted some fresh air. 

The Hall reawakened the trapped, suffocated feeling within him; he envied her the freedom of sky 

and sea. 

He refocused on the words being spoken. In the chair next to him sat Amarina, poised and intent. 

He wondered whether or not she was truly listening, or if the air of alert interest was simply another 



pose. The lawyer was certainly reacting to her he noticed, all responsive sympathy and understated 

understanding, smoothing over the rough patches with neat, practised gestures and soft reassuring 

phrases. He even caught the occasional, covert, reproachful look from the professional as he sat, 

motionless, making no attempt to offer comfort or even a handkerchief, as Amarina dabbed gently 

at the corner of an eye from time to time. 

He wondered, cynically, whether Hermione had yet concluded that he must be a bad person for 

speaking ill of such a sweet, delicate creature as his mother. 

The formalities themselves seemed to be interminable. The lawyer, a middle aged, rather shiny 

man, with a sombre demeanour befitting his task, had first read out the entire text of his father's 

will. Then, he embarked on a detailed explanation. Snape had drifted off somewhere in the middle 

of a specific bequest of some small personal item to a distant female relative. He was vaguely 

aware that wills tended to be drafted without the use of punctuation so as to avoid ambiguity in 

interpretation. He could only surmise that it worked by rendering the entire document utterly 

incomprehensible. 

The lawyer had finished his lecture on the wizarding Law of Real and Personal Property, and sat 

back, hands folded in his lap. 

"Are there any questions?" he asked comfortably. 

Next to him, his mother had gone very still, digesting the words. 

"Are you saying that Darius never owned Snape Hall?" she asked in a softly wounded tone. 

The lawyer smiled sadly. 

"He did, Madam Snape," he began again, "but he held it... ah... owned it... under what we call an 

entail. This means that whilst he was alive he could act, to all intents and purposes, as if he owned 

the property - except, of course, he couldn't sell it - but after he died, it had to go to the next living 

male heir." He gestured vaguely in Snape's direction. "Your son." 

What an irony, thought Snape sourly. He had thoroughly expected to be cut out of the will entirely. 

It would have been a relief to finally sever all ties with the past. Now it turned out that, thanks to 

the act of some paranoid and long dead Snape ancestor, he was saddled with the wretched 

mausoleum and all the hell of its upkeep. 

Thank you, father. I can't begin to describe my feelings about this. 

"So Severus owns everything?" 

"Not quite everything, Madam Snape. Obviously, he doesn't own your personal belongings. But the 

Hall, the lands and the contents of the Snape vault are under the control of Mr Severus Snape." 

Snape stifled the urge to correct him as to the title. 



"But this is my home." The quiet statement, qualified by a muffled sob, had more impact than any 

melodramatic declaration. Snape remained impassive. The lawyer didn't bother to hide his 

disapproval at this lack of filial support. "I can't believe that Darius would do this to me," she 

finished. 

Nor me. 

"I'm sure there's no question of you being turned out," suggested the lawyer, clearly feeling that 

Snape needed to be prompted into some kind of response. 

"Of course not," he confirmed expressionlessly. 

The look on the lawyer's face seemed to indicate that he expected something a little more fulsome 

than this. After another moment's pause he began to gather up his papers, fussing over them a little 

more than strictly necessary. 

"If that's all, then I believe that our business is concluded. Mr Snape." He nodded briefly at Snape, 

just on the outer edge of politeness. He took Amarina's hand with rather more warmth. "Good day 

to you, Madam Snape. And can I say again how sorry I am for your loss." 

A delicate hand on the bell pull summoned a house elf, and the lawyer was on his way and gone. 

Snape hadn't moved to stand when the other man left, and he didn't move now. He didn't even look 

up at the choked noise from the other woman in the room. 

"What am I going to do, Severus? He's left me homeless." 

He reluctantly turned so he could see his mother. She was holding a lace handkerchief to her eyes, 

dabbing ineffectually at the tears running down her face, no longer suppressed. 

Part of him was irrationally irritated by the tiny scrap of lace, so typical of her. Exquisite, and 

totally unsuited for any practical purpose. He stood up and pulled a large white cotton square out a 

pocket in his robes. 

"Here," he said shortly, handing it to her and pacing back out of reach. 

She blotted at her face. He noted unwillingly that she took care not to mar her makeup. He 

wondered if she did it on purpose, or whether it was now such an ingrained part of her that she was 

unaware of it. She was still dabbing at her eyes, rather than rubbing, but at least the cotton was 

absorbing some of the water. 

"And you're not homeless. This is your home for as long as you want it to be." 

"But what will I do without Darius?" Dabbing again, more earnestly. 

More or less what you did when he was alive, I would have thought. Give parties, organise the 

house elves, drink yourself unconscious.... 



His father had not exactly been known for his active participation in family life. He was tempted to 

say as much, but bit his tongue in a way which he would not have done with anyone else. Not even 

Hermione. 

"It will take some time, but you will adjust." Not exactly gushing sympathy, but it was as gentle a 

tone of voice as he could manage. 

She turned wide grey eyes on him, given an extra depth by the tears. For one fragmented moment 

the watery colour made him think of the paddock lake.... 

"Oh, Severus," she breathed, "it's just all so... strange...." 

He swallowed. 

Contrary to what the lawyer may, or may not, have thought, his reserve ran much deeper than a 

simple lack of desire to give comfort. Much deeper. He had spent enough sleepless nights in self-

examination to be aware of what was going on. He knew himself and he knew his mother. The 

death of Darius had always been something that he had perversely dreaded. Not because he had any 

relationship with his father. But because he knew that his mother needed something... somebody... 

to cling to. A presence to anchor her. With his father gone he was the next best candidate. 

If he let her attach to him then it would begin again. The crying. The broken promises. The 

manipulation. The guilt. The blame. 

And yet... despite everything, there was still some part of him, the hurt and lonely child-like part of 

him, that wanted to hold her... to tell her that this time it would be all right. That this time he could 

make it right for her, give her what she needed. 

And in return she would finally forgive him. Finally love him. 

Except that was a myth. He knew that. He knew that. 

And yet.... 

The smell of her perfume rocked him. She had closed the distance between them. 

"Oh, Severus," she repeated, brokenly. 

Slender arms came round him, pressing herself against his robes. Awkwardly, he raised his arms to 

hold her, aware of the tension within his body maintaining the parody of an embrace. 

And all he could think of was Hermione, shutting herself away to grieve in private, unwilling to let 

him see her pain. He shut his eyes. 

Oh, Hermione. 

********** 



Luncheon was a buffet. Amarina, with a tremulous smile, hoped that Hermione would forgive a 

degree of disarray, under the circumstances. Hermione smiled in response and nodded politely. 

She noted that the older woman was showing some more obvious signs of grieving. Maybe the 

reading of the will had brought her loss home to her. Or maybe the contents hadn't been quite what 

she was expecting. The flow of mealtime conversation was occasionally punctuated by a discreet 

dabbing at the eyes with a large white handkerchief, conveying the clear impression that a wealth 

of tears remained unshed. She rather thought that the handkerchief belonged to Snape. Amarina 

seemed more the sort to wield a scrap of dainty lace. 

Snape himself was closed and impassive. He had sketched an acknowledgement when she entered 

the room, but had not met her eyes since. She did not miss the fact that Amarina had arranged the 

table so that they were not close enough to have any private conversation. She also did not miss the 

glances that the woman was casting in the direction of her son. Intense, almost hungry, looks that 

made her feel more than a little uncomfortable. As if she was intruding on... not lovers... but 

something almost as disturbing. 

With difficulty she swallowed a mouthful of food, and told herself sternly that she was imagining 

things. Weren't all mothers inclined to be possessive of their sons? The only experience that she 

had of these things was Molly Weasley, who was certainly protective.... That was it. Given that 

Amarina had just lost her husband, she was bound to be more than a little proprietorial over her 

surviving son. 

Hermione tried very hard to convince herself of this, and to ignore the prickle of instinct at the back 

of her neck telling her that she was facing a dangerous rival in circumstances where she did not 

have the advantage. 

"... and now we've finished with the lawyers, Hermione must see over the house, don't you agree, 

Severus?" 

Hermione jerked back to attention as she heard Amarina saying her name. 

Snape moved his hand in a curiously vague gesture. 

"If Hermione would like to see the house, I see no reason why she should not," he said, neutrally. 

"Of course she would," insisted Amarina with a brightness that felt a trifle brittle. "And it'll give us 

a chance to really get to know each other. You know, just the girls." She gave a conspiratorial 

smile. The content was directed at Hermione, but the flirtatious tone and expression was all for 

Snape. The whole interaction was underpinned by a sensation of not-rightness that set Hermione's 

nerves jangling. 

There was no doubt that an afternoon in Amarina's company would enable her to get a better 

measure of the woman. However, she was looking forward to it with about as much pleasure as she 

would the prospect of hand to hand combat with a manticore. She summoned a smile and some 

enthusiasm from somewhere. 



"I'd certainly love to see the house - if you're sure that it won't take you away from anything 

important...." She let the reply trail off, hoping that she had managed to hit the correct mix of 

eagerness coupled with apologetic deference. 

"Not at all. The house elves have everything under control. And if they have any questions they can 

always ask Severus." Another look. "After all, he is the master here now." Hermione sensed that a 

point had been made for her benefit, but she didn't quite understand the significance. Yet. 

Snape himself seemed entirely unimpressed with his new status. 

"I shall go for a walk," he announced shortly. 

"Splendid," declared Amarina, folding her napkin delicately. "Whilst you're out, you might want to 

take a look at the kitchen gardens. Old Toddy did so used to look forward to Darius's visits. 

Hermione and I will start in the Long Gallery. Don't get so preoccupied that you miss supper." A 

little laugh. 

Hermione noted the instructions contained in the suggestion, and the clear manoeuvring of Snape 

into the shoes of Darius. The man himself simply shrugged and stood, nodding briefly in the 

direction of the women. 

"Mother. Hermione," he stated by way of parting comment. And as his eyes met hers, he was as 

unreachable as she had ever seen him. 

Snape left the room in a swirl of robes and movement, and she followed in the wake of Amarina, 

feeling suddenly bereft. 

  

  

She had been half expecting some kind of interrogation about her relationship with Snape, but the 

first part of the tour appeared to be just that - a tour of the house. The Long Gallery was exactly 

what it promised to be; a long gallery. There were windows along one side of it, and the other side 

was taken up by a pictorial history of the Snape family. It became clear from the series of 

unsmiling, forbidding men and women that the darkness in colouring and demeanour rested in the 

paternal side. The occasional ancestor smiled as they passed, but it was a cursory thing, and more 

often than not failed to reach the eyes. It was clear that this was a family that prided itself on being 

hard to impress. 

After the Long Gallery, Hermione saw the Music Room and the Small Drawing Room. She glanced 

into a Conservatory, which was mostly glass and heavy dark plants. It didn't look like somewhere 

she would want to sit for a long period of time. She had an equally brief trip into the library, which 

clearly contained an extensive collection. 

"This was really Darius' private domain," remarked Amarina. "I never liked to intrude on it. 

Besides," she continued, "I always think that it's a little unwomanly to be too bookish, don't you 



agree? Men like to be distracted when they're not working, to have something to look after and 

protect." 

Uncertain as to whether this was deliberately aimed at her or not, Hermione had been whisked out 

of the room before she could formulate a reply. 

A few more rooms passed by. The Hall was well furnished and obviously a little neglected, 

especially in many of the less public areas. There was a curious homogeneity to the décor, and 

Hermione found herself struggling to keep some of the smaller rooms separate in her mind. As she 

was trying to find some way of differentiating between them, Amarina stopped. 

They were standing by a door, in most respects identical to all the other doors in the Hall. But this 

one was scratched and battered, and bore the traces of repeated scuff marks at the bottom. 

Amarina's face was sombre, more filled with genuine grief than Hermione had yet seen it. 

"I need to show you this. So that you'll understand." 

Hermione felt an unaccountable frisson of fear. 

Amarina opened the door. 

"This is the Playroom." 

Hermione took a step inside following Amarina and fought the urge to shiver. 

It was a large airy room. Once it would have been filled with bright, primary colours; pictures on 

the walls, strong images, boys' images, animals, boats, broomsticks, Quidditch. The colours and the 

images were still there. But faded by forty years. A worn rug covered the wooden floor. Two desks, 

shelves, scattered objects, piles of Quidditch annuals, a deep box, jammed half open by something 

that could have been one end of a toy broomstick, with cloth spilling out of it, a Quidditch team 

waving from the walls, old fashioned robes and the legend Falmouth Falcons - 1967-8 on the 

bottom, next to it a pair of thickset men who could only be brothers gesturing and threatening - 

Hermione read Kevin and Karl Broadmoor underneath.... All this attested to a room shared by two 

boys of different ages. There was not a speck of dust, not a cobweb in the room It looked as if the 

inhabitants had just been called away for tea. 

Hermione was reminded strongly of the story of the Marie Celeste. She almost expected to see a 

half eaten meal somewhere, still warm. Amarina moved through the room with the reverence of a 

worshipper in a holy place. 

"Severus told you about Marcus?" Her voice was low, hushed. 

"Yes. Yes, he did." Hermione found herself matching the woman's tone. 

"This is where he is. He never left me." 



Amarina had stopped by an alcove at the far end. At first Hermione thought that it was just another 

area cluttered with boys' things. A few steps closer told her her mistake. Cluttered, it certainly was. 

But the things in it belonged to one particular boy. 

Marcus Aurelius Snape. 

Hermione took another cautious step towards it, her throat dry. For one surreal moment she thought 

that she might actually see Marcus, perfectly preserved in some way. As it was, the alcove 

contained everything but. 

The centrepiece was a portrait of an attractive, sturdy boy. He couldn't have been much more then 

eleven when that picture was taken, she thought. 

"That was taken on the day he got his Hogwarts letter," murmured Amarina beside her, as if she 

had heard Hermione's thought. 

So he was eleven, then. Tousled hair, broad shoulders, already carrying himself with the easy 

assurance of the physically gifted. Blonde hair, grey eyes inherited from his mother. Face still 

holding the residual chubbiness of childhood, but the cheekbones were already making their 

presence felt. Not the knife edges of Severus, but there was the promise of strong features. The 

picture smiled, an appealing grin showing even teeth. Already charming, she thought. A boy who 

would grow up to be irresistible. 

Amarina was gazing raptly at the picture. Hermione pulled her attention away to the rest of 

the... shrine was the only word, she decided. Surrounding eleven year old Marcus were the relicts 

of his short life - a half sized quaffle, his Ravenclaw House team robes, his trophies, cups and 

shields. His reports were framed. His old school books were stacked neatly. There was a pile of 

quills and a pot of ink. His broomstick was even propped up against one wall - the then new and 

revolutionary Nimbus 1000 - still polished, twigs immaculately trimmed. 

And there were photographs; Marcus with his mother, Marcus with his friends, Marcus with his 

junior team, Marcus and the rest of the Ravenclaw team, Marcus and his fellow beaters. There were 

several of Marcus standing next to a tall, lean dark man with black hair and a prominent nose and a 

proud smile on his face; Darius, she assumed. 

There were none - not a one - of Marcus with his brother. The shy eight year old, who had hero-

worshipped his more glamorous and confident sibling, was totally absent. 

Hermione wondered if that were a deliberate omission. 

Scanning again she noticed one small picture that looked like a family group. Marcus was standing 

between Amarina and Darius, waving madly and holding something - a shield or cup of some sort; 

Hermione couldn't quite see. In the background was another figure; a small, dark, rather thin figure, 

trying to look invisible. She peered closely. 

"Is that Severus?" she said without thinking. 



The woman beside her visibly jumped, and then recovered. She look to where Hermione was 

pointing. 

"Yes," she said, a little sadly. "Severus never was very photogenic." 

Hermione struggled to find something to say. 

"You must have loved Marcus very much," she eventually managed, trying not to wince at the 

banality of it. Amarina seemed not to notice. 

"Marcus was my life," she said simply. "He was so beautiful, you can't imagine. These pictures are 

only a shadow of him." She waved her hand at the collection. "He could have been anything you 

know. Anything at all. He was handsome and brilliant and gifted. When he was killed, I died with 

him. This is all I have left." 

Severus? What about him? 

"Darius never fully recovered from losing Marcus either. I sometimes think that he was out of his 

mind with grief." Amarina turned her luminous grey eyes on Hermione, who in turn was fighting a 

strong desire to run. "You've seen the Snapes. They're all so dark. Marcus was the son that Darius 

had always dreamed of... to have something so fair, so golden... it was a wonderful thing. He would 

have been so much.... It could all have been so different...." Her voice trailed off again. 

Hermione couldn't help herself. 

"You had Severus," she pointed out. "What about him?" 

For a moment she could have sworn that the woman looked confused. Then it passed. 

"Of course," she acknowledged. "But he was - well, he was a Snape. Marcus was a de Vriess. We 

need beauty in our lives." 

That was obviously a sufficient explanation for the older woman. 

Hermione felt something suffocating in her throat. Something that combined the need to shout or 

scream or cry, with the need to get out of this bizarre sepulchre, this sacrifice to a dead child, 

elevated to near god-like status. She began to back away, wondering how she could decently leave. 

Amarina noticed the movement. Turning, she placed one, bird-like hand on Hermione's arm. The 

younger woman fought the urge to flinch. 

"My dear," Amarina began kindly, "you have to understand how we do things." She steered 

Hermione away from the shrine and towards the door. Hermione's profound relief was heavily 

tempered by a wish to avoid Amarina's touch. "Tomorrow, you will see the Parting from Darius." 

She paused, as they crossed the threshold, and the memorial chamber was left behind. "The Snapes 

are an old family." The phraseold family obviously carried many layers of meaning. "There are 

certain... traditions to be observed. Ones which are probably unfamiliar to you. But which are very 

important to us. Traditions of blood. And obligation." She almost capitalised the words. Her hand 



fell from Hermione's arm, but before the younger woman could move away, Amarina had turned to 

catch both of Hermione's hands in her own, speaking earnestly. "I am so very glad that you are 

here. I can see that Severus is quite fond of you in his way, and he will need a distraction at the 

moment." Hermione felt the sense of danger again. "I know that you are a clever girl, and I'm sure 

you amuse him for a while. But after the Parting, he will have responsibilities to fulfil, obligations 

to the Hall. Things can no longer be for him as they currently are. He must return to his blood. I'm 

sure you can see that." 

The challenge was now out in the open. Her chance to cede gracefully to Amarina now, or fight. 

Hermione met the grey eyes steadily, feeling curiously relieved to have the issue firmly on the table 

between them. 

"I would have thought," she said carefully, "that that was a decision for Severus to make." 

The grey eyes hardened and the name Malfoy flittered through her mind once more. 

"Of course." The tone hadn't flickered. "And I know that he will be guided to take the right course." 

She paused for a moment. "The honourable course." 

She dropped Hermione's hands. 

"It's been such a pleasure showing you around," she said, as if she hadn't just warned Hermione off 

her son. "It's been so long since I've been able to have a really long talk with another woman. Now, 

I'm sure you'd like to rest and freshen up before dinner. I'll see you soon, dear." 

With that she was off, leaving Hermione to return to her room, hoping that she had the layout of the 

house straight in her head. Yes, she thought coolly, as she made her way back to the Rose Room. 

Appeal to his sense of honour and obligation. That's the way to do it. 

There was a certain irony to the fact that Harry hadn't come with them. Cornelius Fudge had 

managed to unknowingly deprive Amarina Snape of a staunch, if unlikely, natural ally. 

********** 

It had been an ungracious parting, he was well aware of that. But he was still working to process 

the information that he was now the legal owner of Snape Hall. He had avoided looking at 

Hermione throughout the meal, afraid of what he would betray with his eyes in front of his mother. 

Amarina had deftly separated them again, preventing any private conversation. In a way Snape was 

actually quite grateful for that. He didn't want to talk to Hermione in the presence of his mother at 

all. He wanted to give Amarina nothing that she could use against the young witch, nothing upon 

which to exercise her gift of manipulation. He heard the bright suggestion that Hermione should 

have a tour of the Hall, and felt the hidden blade in the her playful referral of the suggestion for his 

approval. Then the implication that he should take a tour of the family estates and retainers. 

Pushing him into his father's role. 



He needed to leave, clear his head, get away from this incessant pressure. From the acts of 

unspoken ownership that his mother directed at him. 

"I shall go for a walk." 

A curt farewell, a hasty retrieval of his cloak and he was out, feet crunching on the gravel, not 

pausing to admire the view, heading out, striding away from the house towards the cliffs. 

To Hell with Old Toddy and his kitchen garden. 

He was not his father and wasn't about to turn into him. 

Oblivious to the biting wind, he kicked his way through the wet grass until the pyre resolved itself 

into sharp focus. 

Gods, what a mess. 

He wasn't going to stay here. It was as simple as that. He couldn't. 

He reached the stand of trees and made his way to the other side more carefully. Leaning back 

again a damp trunk he watched the rise and fall of the sea, letting the sound wash over him. It was a 

cold and unlovely sight, harsh and unremitting, an unrelenting assault on the land. It mirrored his 

mood rather nicely. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, trying to clear his mind, willing a solution 

to present itself. 

After a while, he opened his eyes again and looked sourly at the pyre. 

"Father," he said to the pile of wet wood. "What have you done to me?" 

"Well," said a cultured voice behind him, "if my information is correct, it seems that he's made you 

a moderately rich man." 

Snape closed his eyes again. 

"What do you want?" he snapped. 

"Just paying my respects, cousin," said Lucius Malfoy, urbanely. "As is only proper that I should." 

Snape was silent. 

"And I was hoping for the chance of a private chat with you." 

Of course he was. Why would I be spared this? 

"It must be over a month since our little talk." Malfoy left the implication hanging. 

"Yes," said Snape nastily. "How is Draco these days?" 



"Unchanged, I regret to say." Draco's father's voice was as unruffled as if he was discussing the 

state of the Chateau roof. In fact, thought Snape, he'd probably be a damn sight more concerned 

about the Chateau roof. 

"Really. Dr Wilkes hasn't made any more progress with his condition then?" 

"Alas, no." 

"Pity." 

"Isn't it." There was a pause. "Of course, Wilkes isn't really where my faith is placed." 

Here it comes. 

Snape sighed. 

"I've begun work, Lucius," he temporised. 

"That's good to know. When will you have completed it?" 

"I told you, it may not be possible to recreate the potion at all. The active ingredient is not 

available. There is no guarantee that it will be possible to find a substitute." 

"And I told you that that is simply not acceptable." Lucius smiled. "But I have every confidence in 

you, cousin." 

Snape tried not to flinch at the use of the familiar term. Malfoy simply stood there, letting the 

silence drift out, exuding an air of peaceful relaxation. Snape waited for the next blow to fall. He 

wasn't disappointed. 

"How is Miss Granger enjoying her first visit to Snape Hall?" 

His mouth went dry. 

"She seems to be occupying herself adequately." He strove for a disinterested tone. 

"How are she and Amarina getting on?" 

"Well enough." Again indifference. 

"I imagine Amarina must have been surprised to see you bring home a Mudblood." 

Snape shrugged, willing himself not to react. 

"I grew out of needing my mother's permission for things a long time ago." 

How true was that, Severus? 



"Yes, I recall your initiation into the Death Eaters. Something about an argument with your mother 

wasn't it?" 

Don't bite. Don't give him the satisfaction. 

"Do I really need to answer that?" Bored, hoping to distract him by lack of response. 

"No, I have it now. Thrown out of home because of your allegiance to the Dark Lord. He thought it 

was rather touching as I remember." Lucius laughed. "Will she throw you out because of your 

allegiance to a Mudblood this time? How deliciously ironic." 

"I'm so glad you think so. However, I should point out that I can't actually be thrown out of Snape 

Hall at the moment. Given that I own it for all practical purposes." 

Lucius' smile was nearly feral. 

"Of course you do. You're virtually one of us again." 

"I'm struggling to see that as a compliment." 

Malfoy's voice hardened. 

"However much you may want to tell yourself otherwise, you are part of this world, Severus. You 

could play at lofty isolation when Darius was alive, but things have changed. You have obligations 

to your blood now. If you turn your back on it now, you will never be able to return." His tone 

softened again. "Come along, you might even be able to keep your little Mudblood. You wouldn't 

be the first Pureblood to have a little private plaything - as long as she's discreet, no one will make 

a fuss. You just can't parade her in front of people. Not after the Parting is over." 

"You disgust me." Reflexive response, not requiring conscious thought. 

Malfoy shrugged. 

"I saw her earlier, you know. She was standing where you are now." 

Snape went cold at the image of Malfoy watching her. Knowing where she was. Exposing her 

vulnerability. 

"She's surprisingly pretty for a Mudblood. I remember her from school as being very hearty. All 

teeth and hair and earnest desire to Make Things Better For Others. I suppose she must have 

developed some other attributes over the years." 

Snape gritted his teeth with the effort of not casting some hex over Malfoy, and sought to end the 

conversation. 

"Is this going somewhere, Lucius? Otherwise, I have to tear myself away from the pleasure of your 

company." 



"I was simply taking an interest in your life, cousin. It would be such a shame if she had to receive 

a Pensieve wouldn't it? Although, then again I might be doing you a favour. You have to admit it 

would go a long way to resolving your current dilemma." 

Snape had had enough of walking the tightrope. Proper conduct could work both ways he thought 

grimly. The Parting was not yet over. He had more latitude here than usual. 

"Permit me to invite you to get off my property, Lucius," he said unpleasantly. 

Lucius Malfoy gave a mock bow. 

"You see, Severus. You're making yourself at home already." 

And with a smile, he disapparated. 

Oh Gods, thought Snape, feeling sick and weary. Lucius Malfoy and my mother on the same side. 

He pulled up an image of Hermione, and once again tried to regret asking her to come. And once 

again, selfishly, guiltily, couldn't. It was only her presence that made want to even try to navigate 

these treacherous waters. 

********** 

  

END OF PART 5 

PART 6 

  

  

The Parting took place at dawn. 

The previous evening had passed much like the first; Hermione had effectively been prevented 

from having any meaningful contact with Snape. A politely social dinner with Amarina directing 

the conversation like a charming but implacable conductor, followed by an early night in their 

separate rooms. Never one to sleep deeply when she knew she had an early start and a stressful day 

ahead, she had spent the night tossing restlessly, worrying; about him, about what the consequences 

of all this were going to be, wondering whether he would be pulled back into this world, and - with 

a pang of guilt at her selfishness - what would happen to her if he was. 

It had been still dark when the house elf had disturbed her; she didn't think she could say woken as 

she had barely been asleep. Still in a half doze, with a slightly sour taste in her mouth, despite 

cleaning her teeth, she had pulled on a robe, tucked her wand in her sleeve, and put on some stout 

shoes. The house elf had left a cup of tea and a roll on the dresser in her room, but she was too 

wound up to eat, and the tea was lukewarm, so she left it. 



Leaving her room, she had made her way through the curiously deserted house, out of the front 

door, and across the fields to the cliff edge. Some spell had been cast which created enough light in 

order that she didn't break an ankle on the uneven ground. It was testament to the disquiet that she 

felt that she didn't even try to work out what it was. Her attention was all on the motionless figure 

by the pyre - his presence almost sensed more than seen in the thready illumination. 

He was silent, rigid, wrapped in his thoughts and gazing out towards where the horizon would 

eventually be. There was nothing in his bearing that suggested that he would welcome physical 

contact, or even a verbal acknowledgement that there was anyone else there. She moved round him 

to stand close enough that he couldn't fail to be aware of her presence, but not so close as to call for 

any recognition. She wondered if he had been there all night. 

He didn't move towards her. In silence they both waited. 

Hermione pulled her cloak further round her against the chill of pre-dawn. Despite the fact that 

she knew that there were Muggle towns close by, the curve of the coast - or some deft 

enchantments - prevented the lights of the coastal resorts being visible and it only served to deepen 

her uneasy sense of isolation. It was plain that this world of protocol and obligation would not look 

kindly on her and her only ally, Snape, had too much baggage of his own to handle to deal with her 

insecurities. She huddled deeper into herself. 

Get on with it, Hermione, my girl. 

Light came, slowly bleeding into the sky. It gradually made separate things of sea and land, and, as 

her eyes adjusted, shadows developed edges, and then relief, and then became identifiable objects 

in their own right. As the dark lifted to grey, she could see more clearly the strain on Snape. His 

jaw was set, and the lines on his face were deep, making him look older than she had ever seen 

him. She longed to reach out to him, not certain whether it was to give or take comfort. 

Had they stood there much longer, she might have given in to the urge, she thought, all intellectual 

knowledge swept away by her overwhelming need to try to relieve his pain. But she was distracted 

by a slight popping sound off to her left. 

The unmistakable sound of apparition. 

The sound plainly registered with Snape, who moved for the first time since she had got there. He 

turned to see who had arrived, and as he did so he briefly faced Hermione. She saw him pause 

fractionally as their eyes met. Something flickered across his face, abruptly stilled, and she knew 

that that was the most acknowledgement than he could give her, at least until this was over. She 

inclined her head, very slightly, in answer, and could have sworn that his hand twitched towards 

her and his face softened, just for an instant. It was gone so fast that even she, who had learned to 

read him well, couldn't be certain that it had happened. Then he was striding towards the 

newcomer, austere and forbidding, needing to get on with the business of the day. 

The arrival was the first of the mourners, for want of a better term. As the sky lightened more 

people apparated in. It was only to be expected that they would wait for as much daylight as 

possible, she thought. With the pyre so close to the unstable cliff edge, a miscalculation could leave 



you hanging fifty feet above the ground. Snape was moving among the guests, face impassive, lips 

moving. People gathered in small knots, all pulling their cloaks round them. There appeared to be 

little conversation. 

Hermione didn't recognise anyone there; not that she was expecting to. The only pureblood family 

that she knew well were the Weasleys, and she somehow couldn't see them moving in the Snape 

circle. She noticed some curious glances being cast in her direction, but fortunately no one seemed 

inclined to come over and investigate who she was. She actually didn't really want to talk. Her 

mouth felt dry and sour and her stomach was churning and she didn't feel up to polite chit-chat. 

And, as the number of arrivals increased, she became increasing more conscious of the fact that she 

was the only one standing on her own. 

In an effort to find somewhere else to look she turned her attention out to the sea. The weather was 

dry, or at least it wasn't raining, but the water was still the colour of gunmetal. She could, however, 

just detect a noticeable line of brightness dividing water and sky. She knew that the ceremony 

began at dawn, and she had to admit that she had been wondering exactly how they would tell 

when that was. 

Her reverie was broken by Snape's voice, calm, clear and commanding, sounding for all the world 

as if he was about to take a seventh year Potions class. She looked round, vaguely startled, to see 

Snape standing some considerable distance away. The Sonorus charm, her mind supplied, rather 

obviously. 

"Good friends and companions and all who gather here to witness the Parting of Darius Patroclus 

Snape, I give you greeting this bright and blessed morning." 

And with the formal welcome the ceremony began. 

In Hermione's experience Muggle funerals tended to fall into two categories. The first were heavily 

ornate services with large black cars and a gleaming coffin and flowers and hymns and anthems 

and eulogies and a hallful of guests. The second were slightly apologetic twenty minute affairs, 

usually at the local crematorium, where the resident chaplain said all purpose words of farewell 

over the body of someone that he didn't know, in the presence of a bare handful of mourners, and 

always with one eye on the clock to make certain that everyone were finished and gone in good 

time for the next one. 

The Parting was something completely different. Something simple, dignified and very fitting for 

the surroundings and the people, she thought. 

Darius Snape's body was brought from the house on a plain wooden bier, covered in an unbleached 

linen shroud and levitated across the fields. The bier was followed by his widow, dressed 

completely in black. She looked pale, and imposing and impossibly elegant. She also appeared to 

be utterly impervious to the morning chill; probably some kind of warming charm, thought 

Hermione, a little uncharitably. The bier was levitated on to the top of the pyre. Amarina stopped 

very close to the foot of the wooden stack; so close that, for a moment, Hermione wondered if there 

was a wizarding tradition of widows burning themselves. Then, she took a few paces back and 

began to say words of farewell. 



Hermione found herself caught up in the simple rhythm of the ceremony; the measured cadences of 

the words, the slow rituals of marking corners and points of the compass, of acknowledging Darius 

Snape, his life and his death, and his release and freedom to rejoin with the matter and spirit of 

nature. 

She was aware that both Snape and Amarina conducted themselves with poise and control, both 

possessed of natural presence and an ability to manipulate their voices and posture to produce a 

remarkable effect on their listeners. She was struck by the similarity of technique in two very 

different people. 

I suppose he had to have learned it somewhere. 

She became aware of people moving back from the pyre. Doing likewise, she saw Snape move to 

one of the corners, wand in hand, and cast Incendio. He did the same thing at the other three 

corners. 

That made sense, she thought. The wood wouldn't even burn without magic, let alone reach the 

temperature required to cremate human remains. Once the pyre was burning he stepped back, 

watching solemnly. Amarina then moved forward, holding her wand, and cast Incendio in the same 

way. Then, one by one, the other guests approached the bier, adding their spells to the blaze. 

Hermione was reminded in a bizarre way of the Muggle custom of throwing flowers into the grave. 

The heat intensified and the air was filled with the smell of damp, hot, salty wood and smoke, 

pluming upwards, making separate trails at first, then twisting and joining together as the seats of 

fire multiplied and intermingled in the shifting currents of sea air. From deep within came the 

echoes of cracks and shifts as the heart of the pyre caught and burned. Hermione could almost 

imagine herself at a Bonfire Party, remembered from her childhood, were it not for the fact that the 

autumnal smell was faintly overlaid with something else; an almost familiar, slightly sickly smell 

that caught in the back of her throat. The smell of charring meat. 

Hermione instinctively moved backwards, and then realised that the last person in the group nearest 

to her had just added their contribution. She pulled out her wand, and feeling rather like an intruder, 

stepped back again to cast, as she had seen the others do. The heat was now intense enough to sting 

her eyeballs and make the skin of her face feel taut. Her hair moved around her face, driven by the 

convection currents set up by the fire against the natural wind. Pointing her wand at the fire, she 

muttered Incendio, wanting to get out of the cloying, sticky fragrance as soon as possible. 

No longer cold, she sought a comfortable distance from the pyre, which was burning with an 

unnatural fierceness. 

It must be confined somehow, she thought, almost physically bracing herself against the heat. 

Otherwise, this whole coppice would be ablaze, not to mention the field. Naturally there would 

some kind of concealment charm, if only to prevent the untimely arrival of the local Fire Brigade. 

She lost track of how long they stood there watching the body of Darius Snape turn to ashes. Snape 

hadn't moved from where he had stopped after lighting the pyre, other than to retreat from the 



flames. Even now, he seemed to her to be uncomfortably close. His outline shimmered in the haze, 

but otherwise his features were as controlled and impassive as they had ever been. She wondered 

how long it would take him to open up again after this. Or if he ever would. 

Finally, the pyre collapsed in on itself and the fire appeared to abate. The heat receded with an 

abruptness that made Hermione shiver. The flames almost folded in on themselves and all that was 

left was blackness. She could see no trace of the body from where she was standing. 

Snape moved forward, towards the ashes and looked in. He gazed at the remnants of the pyre for a 

long time. Then he straightened and announced: 

"Darius Patroclus Snape has Departed." 

The release of tension was tangible. Amarina slumped for the first time since the body had been 

brought to the cliff edge, and turned towards Snape, half extending her arms. Hermione watched as 

she took a few steps towards her son, and then seemed to collapse against him. One of Snape's arms 

came round her, a little stiffly, Hermione thought, and then, with him supporting Amarina, they 

both turned their backs on the smouldering ashes and began to slowly walk towards the house. 

He hadn't looked at her. She wasn't upset by that. No, she was frightened; frightened to the core. 

The knots of mourners began to make their way after the widow and the new master of Snape Hall. 

Alone, feeling sticky and dirty, and with a sour, heavy sickness lodged in her throat, Hermione 

followed. 

********** 

Many parts of Snape's life had passed with greater or lesser feelings of unreality, but he could recall 

few times where he had experienced quite this degree of dissociation. Parts of him were aware of 

sensations - the sounds, the heat, the smell. A voice which came from somewhere outside him 

greeted the mourners as was required, pronounced the prescribed phrases, commanded the ritual. 

His body performed the movements smoothly, with the calm confidence of the classroom. 

And he was acutely aware of the two women - the one standing back and the one at the heart of the 

drama. 

His mother had been magnificent, he had to concede that. Poised, elegant, striking just the right air 

of dignified grief. She had risen to the innate theatre of the ritual, taken the audience into her soul 

and made them her own. Every line was delivered with quiet conviction and intensity, every move 

perfectly judged even up to the moment where she let herself fall in exhaustion against him, 

claiming him in that very public act of appropriation. 

She could have born for that moment when she Parted from Darius Snape. 

And Hermione. 



Hermione, who had stood aside, not interfering, not pushing, not asking anything of him. There had 

been no point since the dawn that he had not been aware of her presence; when she arrived, content 

to simply stand in silence; with him, yet apart. And during the process itself, still separate, still 

alone; on the periphery of his world, observing yet not participating. Not until the moment when 

she stepped forward with the rest to add her flames to the fire. There had been so many moments, 

as he stood back and watched the body of his dead, and largely unknown, father burn away, that he 

had wanted to move to her, touch her, take her hand, reassure himself that she was there. But he 

couldn't reveal his need and also play the role expected of him. 

She seemed to understand that. That fleeting eye contact before sunrise, the only recognition of her 

that he had permitted himself, the only acknowledgement that he could bear, had been enough, he 

thought. He had seen a flicker of something and then she had nodded, barely perceptibly, giving 

him what he thought... hoped... was permission to do what he had to do. 

And that gesture had meant more to him at that moment than any words of love. 

It was that gesture that was allowing him to walk calmly towards a life that he did not care for, 

supporting a woman who was intent on ensuring her own survival at any cost. 

As they made their way through the long grass, away from the furnace like heat of the pyre, he 

began to be aware of the chill, goosebumps prickling his skin under his robes. Amarina seemed to 

be oblivious to it all; part charm, part performance he suspected. He supposed that he could cast a 

warming charm himself, but somehow he needed the cold, needed the physical discomfort to 

ground himself, remind himself that he was still real. 

Too soon, they reached the house. As they entered the main hall, house elves rushed to take their 

cloaks and to escort them through to the dining room. Amarina straightened a little, but did not 

release her hold on Snape's arm, so they entered together; a parody of master and mistress of the 

house. 

One side of the room was taken up with long dressers. On these the house elves had prepared a 

lavish spread to warm those who had been standing for many hours in the cold and wet. The 

aromas of the hot food - bacon, sausages, chops - reminded him too much of the smoky, meaty 

smell of the pyre. Bile rose in his throat. He disengaged himself from Amarina and made his way 

down to the far end of the room to pour himself a cup a black coffee from one of the silver coffee 

pots. 

Sipping, he watched his mother adjust her robes with an automatic gesture, just as the first of the 

guests began to file in. They were easier to recognise, divested of their outer garments. He 

struggled to identify most of them. Friends of the family he assumed. Names wandered through his 

head. 

Wilkes, Rosier, Delacroix, Van Erden, Flint, Van den Berg, Aldeburgh, Walberswick.... 

Dark hair and dark features characteristic of the Snape line. A gaggle of blonde heads from the de 

Vriess side. Some local wizarding families. And some representatives from the older families 

whose more notorious cousins had openly declared allegiance to Voldemort. 



Not that you would ever avoid that in a gathering like this, he thought sourly. The old families were 

so closely allied that you could probably trace them back to a set of common ancestors within six 

generations. 

Which thought brought him back to Lucius. Snape had been half expecting him to turn up at the 

burning, but it appeared that even Malfoy drew the line at that. Nevertheless, Snape couldn't 

dismiss the conversation that he had had the previous day. He had to concede, however reluctantly, 

that Malfoy's twisted sense of the social graces would probably - probably - prevent him taking 

direct action against him at Snape Hall, if only out of courtesy to Amarina. 

He was no longer so sure about Hermione's safety. He doubted that Lucius' sense of propriety 

extended as far as Muggle-borns. If he could cut her off from the crowd, if he could get to her 

without being seen... but then again if anything happened to her, Lucius would lose his control over 

Snape. If anything happened to her there was no way in hell that he would cure Draco, even if he 

suddenly found that he could. If anything happened to her.... 

He glanced over the room, trying to make it seem as if he was just idly looking at the guests, but in 

truth checking whether or not she had come in with the others. The relieved lurch of his heart when 

he saw her told him that he had been more worried that even he wanted to admit. She was standing 

on her own, sipping at a cup of something and staring absently into space. Clearly she was feeling 

no more like eating than he. 

He made a note to talk to her, to warn her not to stray too far away from the main gathering. He 

was wondering whether he could get across the room to her at that moment, when his arm was 

taken, and a familiar perfume brushed across his nostrils. 

"Severus, you're too morose standing here. Come and talk to people." 

Amarina, tiny hand firmly tucked in the crook of his elbow, intently steered him towards a small 

group of Van den Berg cousins. And with this further act of possession he was pulled into a 

succession of vapid conversations; empty words of regret, equally meaningless acknowledgements 

and thanks. This person-that-was-not-him made his way around the room fulfilling the required 

functions of the occasion. Only once did he feel some real part of him stir; when their methodical 

progression brought them to where Hermione was standing. Close to, she looked pale and tired, 

dark smudges under her eyes. If she had ever been smeared with ash from the burning she had 

managed to clean it off, but she was still a little windswept. 

Next to the immaculate Amarina she looked positively dishevelled. 

"Hermione, my dear, it means so much to us that you could be here." His mother at her most 

charming. And proprietorial. 

"I'm glad I could be." Her voice, so neutral, so guarded to his ears. 

"I don't believe Muggles do this sort of thing do they. I was told that you bury people in the 

ground." Superficial interest. 



"Well, sometimes they do. But most people are cremated." 

He recalled a similar conversation with her in a graveyard. The sense of déjà vu was disconcerting. 

She had been on the defensive then as well, he recalled. 

"Really?" As if Amarina couldn't quite believe it. Or was he hearing something in her voice that 

wasn't there? 

"Yes. There are special furnaces now, though. To get the temperature high enough. People aren't 

burnt in the open air any more. Not in England at least." Hermione fell silent. That in itself showed 

that she was uneasy. It was most unlike her not to share any and all knowledge that she had on the 

subject. 

"Yes, I suppose it is easier for us." 

Us. You. Lines clearly drawn. 

Hermione nodded, and then obviously felt that she needed to add something. 

"It was certainly very different from anything that the Muggles do now," she offered. "It was very 

interesting." 

Amarina reached forward to touch Hermione's hand, with a slight frown on her face. Snape nearly 

flinched for her, but Hermione gave no reaction. 

"You're looking so tired, my dear. I do hope that we'll see you this evening at the Ball." Making it 

perfectly clear, under the air of concern, that Snape was hers for the rest of the day. 

"Oh yes, I'll certainly be there. I thought I might have a lie down this afternoon." He had the 

impression that the unspoken challenge had, at some point, been accepted by the younger woman. 

But even now, he couldn't meet her eyes; he thought that he might break if he did. 

Then Amarina was guiding him away again, and the chance to speak further was lost. 

  

  

Snape was correct in his assumption that his mother fully intended to monopolise his time for the 

rest of the day. He also quickly realised that she didn't actually have anything that she wanted him 

to do. He suspected that her motives had more to do with keeping him from close - or indeed any - 

contact with Hermione. 

Currently, he was sitting on a wide sofa, upholstered in delicate creams and yellows, positioned on 

one side of the hearth in the airy drawing room that Amarina used as her base of operations from 

which to manage the household. The pale lemons, golds and creams of the room gave off the 



impression of light, despite the dullness of the day outside, and it was noticeable that this room, at 

least, had an adequate fire. Snape felt darker than usual, a stain of black against the sunlit 

background. 

He sipped yet another cup of coffee reflectively. In many respects, with Hermione as safe as she 

was ever going to be around him - assuming that she was actually resting - Amarina's pretext for 

keeping him close to her provided him with the perfect opportunity to sit and catch up with the 

events of the last 24 hours. 

It was clear that something significant had happened between the two women over the last day. He 

didn't think that it was something as unsubtle as an outright argument. Hermione was volatile 

enough, but was currently maintaining a careful distance, and direct confrontation was not his 

mother's style. At least not when she was sober, he thought bitterly. But some feminine gauntlet 

had been thrown down, and picked up. He barely restrained himself from snorting aloud at the 

whole prospect of two women prepared to fight over him, of all people. 

Except that neither woman realised yet that there wouldn't be a fight. Or, at least, not one in which 

he wouldn't be an active participant. 

The numbness that had descended on Halloween, that had intensified in the face of his family home 

and that had carried him through the ritual of burning his father - that numbness was wearing off, 

and gradually a measure of feeling was returning to his confused emotions. And just as returning 

circulation brought discomfort, he was now experiencing sharp needles of fatigue, resentment, and 

above all annoyance. 

He was heart sick and bone weary. He wanted to be away from this. Back at Hogwarts in his own 

rooms, with Hermione curled up in a chair, reading, listening to Bach. He didn't want to be part of 

Amarina's plans, manoeuvred, manipulated, moulded back into her world. 

He drained the last of the coffee from the cup, wincing at little at the bitter grounds at the bottom. 

Uncurling himself, he reached forward to pour himself another one. Amarina glanced up from 

where she was making notes on... he didn't really know what... menus, flower arrangements, 

musicians.... 

"Should you really be drinking that much coffee, Severus? You've barely had anything to eat 

today." 

His hand automatically checked on the way to the coffee pot, and somehow that act of obedience 

brought his irritation to a fine point. He deliberately carried on to pour the coffee. 

"I'm not hungry," he replied shortly, ignoring the remark about the coffee completely. "If I want 

anything the house elves can always make me up a tray." 

She tutted under her breath. 

"You don't eat properly." 



"I eat perfectly well at Hogwarts. The current circumstances have apparently caused me to lose my 

appetite." 

When he started speaking the words had only one meaning. But by the time he finished they had 

taken on more layers. He realised that at about the same time that Amarina did. She frowned. 

"Perhaps you need some fresh air," she suggested. 

"Perhaps," he agreed, without moving. 

She sighed. 

"The Ball starts at nine. I shall have to be ready at eight, to supervise the final preparations." There 

was a pause. "You will escort me in tonight?" There it was, he thought; so subtle that you could 

almost miss it. The gentle question, the hint of gratitude for the favour, the acknowledgement of the 

imposition, the shade of a muffled sob in the upturn of the voice and the implication that she 

couldn't be alone on the day of her own husband's Parting. Who could possibly deny her? 

"Hermione is my guest," he pointed out softly, looking at the black liquid swirling against the bone 

white china. "Courtesy dictates that she not enter alone." 

"I'm sure one of my cousins can be persuaded to walk in with her." 

Strict protocol dictated that in this instance Snape, as the heir, should escort his mother, as the 

widow. Hermione, as Snape's guest, would be entitled to an escort from among the unmarried male 

attendees. The rank of the escort told the rest of the company of Hermione's relative importance. 

Escort from a close family member on the Snape side would clearly have indicated a serious 

interest in her on his part. 

Amarina had proposed that one of her cousins walk in with Hermione. Which meant simply walk 

her in and then leave her to her own devices. It was not a breach of any accepted rule of behaviour. 

But it was tantamount to announcing whore to anyone in the room who cared about these things. 

Which was damned nearly everyone. 

The knot of resentment grew within Snape. He could feel the old responses fighting within in; the 

desire to shout, storm, simply walk out. Actions which stretched the bonds but which did not break 

them. He closed his eyes, willing himself to respond as an adult, as a person in control. When he 

finally spoke, it was an effort to keep his voice even. 

"Hermione is here at my invitation," he repeated levelly. "I will not allow her to be insulted in that 

way in my house." He winced inwardly at the phrase in my house. 

"Severus, she doesn't understand these things as we do. As long she doesn't have to walk in on her 

own, I doubt she'll even notice. What does it matter who takes her in?" Reasonable, as though 

talking to a stubborn child. 

"She may not notice, mother, but everyone else in the room will. And it will matter to me." 



You have no idea now much. 

This time he looked up. Amarina seemed a little off balance by his reply. 

"Well... I understand that she amuses you...," she began. Snape cut her off. 

"She does more than amuse me, mother. She is extremely important to me. And I wish her to be 

treated with respect." He would not speak of love to his mother any more than he would to Potter. 

Amarina's face was mask like for a moment, as if she was trying to decide between tears and fury. 

In the end she settled for acquiescence, albeit qualified. 

"Very well," she said. "I will speak to Marius." 

Marius Van Erden. The oldest unmarried cousin on the de Vriess side. Acceptable. Just barely. 

He supposed that that would have to do. He nodded curtly, and then glanced out of the window. 

"I believe I will get some fresh air, after all," he said briefly, stood and left the room. 

********** 

If the Parting had been strange but dignified, the Ball was the most bizarre wake that Hermione had 

ever seen. 

It had been abundantly clear from the possessive hand tucked through her son's arm that there 

would be little chance of her speaking to Snape alone that afternoon. And, despite Amarina's acid-

laced remark, she had indeed been very tired. Escaping to her room as soon as she decently could, 

she had first drawn a long bath where she alternately soaked and scrubbed at the lingering odour of 

burning clinging to her skin and hair, and then crawled back into bed for another fitful sleep. 

It was seven o'clock and dark again when the house elf shook her back to full consciousness with 

the urgent information that it was being time to be getting herself ready for the evening. Her head 

was heavy and her eyes felt gritty, as they always did if she slept in the afternoon. There was no 

shower, so she ran a shallow bath, hoping that splashing water on herself would wake her up. The 

water in the taps was not quite cold, but certainly not warm enough to be comfortable. She hauled 

herself out fairly quickly and towelled herself off vigorously. More alert, if not looking forward to 

the coming evening with any more enthusiasm, she pulled a bathrobe and then wandered to stand in 

the middle of the floral extravaganza that was her room, wondering whether to address the question 

of dress or hair first. 

She had a nasty suspicion that however much time and trouble she put in, she would still feel 

scruffy next to the precision elegance of Amarina. 

In the end she simply decided to go with what she knew. She selected a set of dress robes from her 

wardrobe - dark blue and simple - a colour and cut that she knew suited her. She then dried and 



brushed her hair, twisted it up and finally secured it with a couple of charms - admitting to herself 

that she was sufficiently vain not to want her hair to come unfastened in front of Snape's mother. 

The effect might not have been the height of fashionable elegance, but it was neat, tidy, simple and 

quite attractive, she thought. There was no point in even thinking about trying to compete with 

Amarina, she reflected ruefully. Let it be her show tonight. 

And hope that Severus comes home with me in the morning. 

She quashed the thought. 

All this had taken the time to just before half past eight. Just as she was wondering whether she 

would have to walk in on her own - it hadn't even crossed her mind that Amarina would permit 

Snape to escort her - there was a knock at the door again. It was a different house elf, telling her 

that she should be coming with him to the Receiving Room where she would be having sherry and 

Master Van Erden would be escorting her in to the Ball. Hermione didn't know who Master Van 

Erden was, but was grateful for the thought of company, even if it was only to go in. 

Master Van Erden, turned out to be Marius Van Erden, a second cousin of some description on the 

de Vriess side of the family. He was only just taller than Hermione, broad, heavy set and blonde 

with a short cut beard. His face was square, although she suspected that the beard hid a weak jaw, 

and his eyes were a washed out blue. He had plainly been informed that he would be escorting her, 

and whilst she sensed no particular enthusiasm for the task, neither was he offensive about it. 

He greeted her cordially enough, gave the back of her hand a perfunctory kiss, and was polite 

enough not to raise his eyebrows at the restrained nature of her robes. For the rest of the time, he 

divided his attention between polite, but largely disinterested, conversation with her, and 

exchanging glances with a dark haired young woman of about Hermione's age, who was standing 

on the other side of the room. She noted that most of the women had elected to wear highly 

elaborate outfits; something that sat ill with her notion of funerals. She was very grateful when 

another house elf announced that the guests were invited to move into the ballroom. 

The ballroom itself would have done justice to Dumbledore. Sparkling crystal candle holders hung 

in the air, refracting the light into rainbows in so many directions that it was slightly disorientating. 

The sides of the room were decked with arrangements of white roses and trailing lilies, both filling 

the room with heavy fragrance. Long tables were draped with snowy linen cloths, clearly ready for 

food to appear upon them. 

She found it breathtaking and faintly macabre. It was not joyful enough to be bridal and managed to 

be something beyond sterile. The perfume made her slightly nauseous and she almost wished for 

sunglasses against the glare. 

Amarina, herself, was wearing robes which were as white as the rest of the décor. But even from a 

distance Hermione could see that they were exquisitely embroidered with gold threads. The light 

reflecting round the room caught the threads and gave the eerie impression that she was surrounded 

with a golden nimbus. 



Next to her stood Snape, and she had to stifle a smile for the first time that day. If she looked at him 

carefully she could detect that he had exchanged his plain black everyday robes, for his plain black 

dress robes. The hint of silver detailing at the collar and cuffs gave it away. She thought that he 

might have brushed his hair as well, but otherwise he looked as if he had made as little effort as 

possible. His face was unreadable to her, but his posture spoke of a deep control - although what he 

was controlling, she didn't know. He was still and dark and brooding in the middle of the glittering 

show. 

A faint pull at her arm from Marius Van Erden told her that she was staring, and she pulled her 

attention back to the Ballroom. On second glance, it looked tawdry and rather out of keeping with 

the dignity of the earlier ceremony. She was gracefully moved to the side, when the quiet voice of 

Amarina echoed through the room, amplified by magic. 

"Friends, welcome to Snape Hall. Thank you for joining us for the Parting from Darius. I know that 

he would have been gratified to see so many of you here. And I know that he would not have 

wanted the Hall to be dark and empty and closed in grief. He would have wanted light and life and 

joy to ring through the halls, celebrating his Parting in laughter and fellowship. So, in the name of 

Darius, I bid you come and enjoy!" 

The ringing acclamation was followed by a cheer from the guests. As the noise died away the tables 

filled with a selection of food and wine. The Parting Ball had begun. 

  

  

By midnight, Hermione's feet hurt and she was hot and thirsty. What she wanted more than 

anything, was a long cool drink of water and to collapse in bed. Anything to get into blessed silence 

and darkness. She hadn't had the enjoyment of genuinely good company and neither had she had 

the peace of being ignored. Marius had escorted her for the first dance and had then dissolved away 

into company that he found more congenial. After that, she had been taken on to the dance floor by 

a procession of unknown people, who weren't really interested in who she was, but simply seemed 

to be fulfilling some kind of social duty. As a result she was tired and tense. The smell of the 

flowers was overpowering, and the bright light was beginning to make her think of interrogation 

chambers and laboratories inhabited by mad scientists. She threaded her way back to the tables, 

hoping against hope that there would be something to drink that didn't contain alcohol. 

There wasn't. There was only the buckets filled with ice, keeping the wines cool. She wondered 

how ghastly a social faux pas it would be to fill a glass with ice cubes and let them melt. She 

supposed that she really shouldn't. Sighing, she turned away, and wondered if she could at least 

find a quiet place to sit down. The only reason that she hadn't tried to make a surreptitious exit 

earlier, was the thought that Snape would dance with her at least once that evening. If only for 

form's sake. 

She had actually seen little of him since her first entry. Unsurprisingly, Amarina had kept him close 

to her all evening. Occasionally, she had caught glimpses of him on the dance floor, escorting, she 

assumed, suitable ladies of proper blood and breeding. More surprisingly, she noticed that for the 



first time since she had arrived Amarina was drinking the wine. Whenever Hermione caught sight 

of the golden cloud - and by now she was fairly convinced that the golden thread was magically 

enhanced in some way - she had a glass in her hand. And she was beginning to show the effects of 

it. Her gestures were a little too careful, too exaggerated. The perfection was flaking off her poise, 

just slightly. When she came close enough for Hermione to hear her voice, it was becoming a little 

too loud, too strident. Once or twice, she noticed that the golden figure was looking in her 

direction. Amarina glanced away fast enough, but not so fast that Hermione couldn't see the mask 

of charm faltering. 

A voice at her side disturbed her. 

"Madam, would you care to dance?" 

No. 

"I'd love to," she replied politely, and another unknown cousin led her on to the dance floor; a 

Snape one this time, she thought as he was dark, not fair. 

Absently responding to the insincere enquiries on the part of her partner, she was concentrating on 

not treading on anyone, when a movement in the dancers brought her close enough to hear Amarina 

clearly. 

"Of course, Severus will come back to the Hall. You don't imagine that little Mudblood will be 

enough to make him forget his obligation, do you?" 

And then they were gone again. But the malice underscoring Amarina's voice struck at Hermione. 

That little Mudblood. 

The family view of her. And she knew better than most how deeply his sense of obligation ran. He 

had gone to Azkaban to protect her once. But did family ties run deeper? 

The music ended and the Snape cousin politely handed her back to her seat. There was a swirl of 

movement on the dance floor and this time the couples parted, and she saw Snape, across the room, 

standing by two or three other people, not quite with them, but not quite apart from them either. 

A moment before she would have been prepared to endure the evening for the chance to hold him, 

even in such a formal setting, and speak a few private words to him. Now, she didn't think that she 

could do that without crying. 

Wrung out and exhausted and frightened, she moved back into the shadows and faded out of the 

room. 

  

  



No one saw her go, or at least if they did no one cared sufficiently to challenge her. She 

encountered nobody on her way back to the room; not even the portraits made any comment as she 

passed. She tried to quell the irrational feeling that even the house hated her. Once safely in her 

room, she shot straight into the bathroom and took several long, cooling drinks of water, then 

poured herself another glass of water and took it back with her into the bedroom. She put it on the 

nightstand by the bed, kicked off her shoes, stripped off her robes and sat under the covers in her 

underwear, knees pulled up to her chin, hugging them to her. 

She tried to tell herself that she was getting all this out of proportion; that she hadn't slept properly 

for three nights, that she had only had coffee and a half a cup of tea all day, that she was hot from 

the Ball, that no one thought rationally when they were exhausted and hungry and dehydrated. And 

still the surreal scene floated through her head, together with Amarina's casual, open dismissal of 

her as a little Mudblood, not even someone to be taken seriously. 

She buried her head in her knees and tried not to hyperventilate. 

And you thought that you could be some emotional support to him. Nice try Hermione, my girl. 

  

  

In the end she didn't know whether or not she actually slept or just managed to still her mind 

enough to lose track of passing time, but she was brought back to alertness by a loud clatter in the 

corridor. Paying attention she was aware of voices, but muffled and distant. Drunken guests 

returning to bed, she supposed. The disturbance reminded her that she was still half dressed herself, 

and she stiffly edged out from under the covers fully intending to ignore whatever was going on 

and undress properly. 

However, the voices outside became clearer - she couldn't tell whether they were closer or simply 

louder. Sighing, she opened the wardrobe to hang up her dress robes when a word clearly caught 

her attention. 

".... Mudblood...." 

She realised, with a lurch, that it was Amarina's voice. She swallowed and tried not to listen to the 

rest of it, when she heard the sound of a low male voice answering. 

Any peace she had found abruptly fled. It was Snape's voice. And he sounded angry. 

Almost without thought, her hand found an everyday robe and pulled it on, tucking her wand inside 

without really thinking about it. She knew that she shouldn't do this, but something small and 

scared within her had to know what his reaction was. Dressed now, but barefoot, she quietly 

opened the door into the corridor. There was no one there but the voices were clearer still. She 

edged along in their direction. 

"But I don't understand." Amarina, almost wailing. 



"There's nothing to understand, mother. You can stay here as long as you like. But tomorrow 

Hermione and I are returning to Hogwarts." Cold, forbidding, nearly the Snape she remembered 

from school. 

"This is her doing, isn't it?" Accusing. 

A pause. 

"This is nothing to do with Hermione. Even if she didn't exist, I wouldn't be coming back here." 

Still cold, but resigned, as if he was repeating himself. 

"You forget your obligation to your blood, Severus Antonius." A good attempt at command, rather 

spoilt by the slight slurring. 

"As my blood forgot its obligation to me, as I recall." 

By now, Hermione was close enough to see the shadowed figures. Amarina was still glowing, but 

rather incongruously leaning against a wall. A chair and a small dresser had been overturned. 

Pieces of a broken ewer were strewn across the carpet. That was obviously what had disturbed her. 

As she watched, the command leeched out of the woman to leave a small, old, pitiful creature, 

drunk and tearful. Hermione knew that she should turn away; leave this painfully personal scene. 

But she couldn't move. 

"Please don't leave me, Severus, I can't live here on my own." 

"You won't be on your own. The house elves will be here. And you will still entertain." 

"It's not the same, you know that. Without Darius...." She let it hang. 

"My father was never really here. You only think that there will be a difference." Not cold any 

more, just quiet. 

"No. He never was." Sad admission. "Only you were ever here. Only you cared. You were all I ever 

wanted." Tears were running down Amarina's face now. One hand, the one not supporting her 

against the wall, reached for Snape. "I need you, Severus." 

The naked need in the older woman's face was awful to see. Even Hermione wanted to move 

forward, to comfort her. Snape, however, didn't move. 

"Marcus was all you ever wanted, mother. Not me. I was only ever second best." His voice was not 

vicious, but soft and infinitely sad. "If that." 

"I need you," she repeated, letting the tears fall, making no effort to stop them. 

"Maybe," Snape replied after a moment. "But giving you what you want would destroy me. 

Eventually. And I'm not prepared to let that happen." 



Hermione held her breath. 

"No," breathed Amarina. "No, it wouldn't. I know I've asked too much in the past, I know I've been 

a bad mother. But I won't do it again. I'll make it up to you this time, I promise. It will be different." 

Snape was shaking his head slowly, as if it hurt him. 

"It's too late. I've heard it too many times. I'm not going to let this happen again." He took a deep 

breath. "This is your home for as long as you want it to be. I assure you, you will never want for 

anything. But I'm leaving tomorrow. And I'm not coming back." 

The tears had stopped, and Amarina was beginning to look resentful. 

"I don't remember you being this selfish, Severus." 

"Maybe I've just learned to face reality." 

"Marcus gave his life for you. Don't you think you owe it to him to stay here with me?" 

Another pause. 

"I paid my debt to Marcus a long time ago." 

Did he really mean that, thought Hermione. Was the stupid, stubborn man finally beginning to 

forgive himself? 

Amarina was looking at the floor, swaying slightly. Finally, she spoke, the words coming out in a 

tight voice, as if each one caused her physical pain. 

"If it's just a question of... Hermione," Hermione could hear what it cost the other woman to say her 

name, "there's no reason why you have to give her up. She could be... kept... here, discreetly." It 

made her sound like something illegal, she thought. "It's not unknown. Darius had... someone, 

under a similar arrangement, I believe." 

Despite the offensiveness of the implication, Hermione had to feel a twinge of sympathy for a wife 

whose husband kept a mistress under the same roof. Snape, however, had gone rigid. 

"Understand this well. There is absolutely no question of Hermione living here under that sort of an 

arrangement. She is not a pet or a piece of luggage. I would not insult her by even suggesting it." 

The unyielding coldness was back in his voice. 

"Well, I hope you don't expect me to believe that even you would bring her back under this roof as 

your wife?" Amarina spat back, self-pity replaced by anger at a dizzying speed. 

Snape was silent, and Amarina clearly took that as a point won. 

"I wish you joy of your Mudblood, Severus. And I hope that when the novelty wears off you won't 

regret the loss of your family and your blood." 



She raised her head sharply and pushed herself away from the wall. Whatever reply Snape was 

going to make was lost in the fact that the movement obviously triggered a wave of nausea within 

her. Hermione saw her diaphragm spasm twice and she clapped her hand over her mouth, 

mumbling something and lurching forward. Cursing, Snape caught her and roughly guided her 

through the doorway next to them. Moments after, the door swung shut and Hermione heard the 

sounds of muffled retching. She wondered whether or not they had made it as far as the bathroom. 

There was no sound from the room, and Snape did not emerge, so she assumed that he was putting 

Amarina to bed. Part of her felt that she should be elated by what she had just heard; by the fact that 

Snape would be returning to Hogwarts with her in the morning. But the whole situation just left her 

feeling troubled. She let out a long breath. She badly needed to see him; to hold him at least, even if 

he wouldn't talk to her, 

Making a decision, she carefully picked her way past the pieces of broken china, to the door of his 

room. Cautiously, she opened it, wondering if it would be warded. It either wasn't, or he'd keyed 

them to her, because the door opened easily. Now glad that she had brought her wand, she 

muttered Lumos. She blinked at the dark, oppressive room, wondering if it had been that way since 

his childhood as well. She padded over to the bed and slid herself under the covers to wait for him. 

********** 

Snape had forgotten that it didn't take that long to put a sick drunk to bed. Or, at least, if not 

forgotten, had had no recent need to remember that particular piece of information. 

You simply made certain they weren't going to be sick again, you put a bucket by the bed just in 

case, you put them in the recovery position so they didn't choke to death, and then you let them 

pass out. A familiar childhood routine. 

He remembered always being rather relieved when Amarina finally reached the sick stage. Messy, 

true, but the physical side effects of the alcohol were somehow easier to deal with than the 

emotional ones. 

Now, she was sprawled across the bed, motionless, where he had unceremoniously dumped her 

after hauling her out of the bathroom; after holding her head over the toilet bowl whilst she emptied 

the remains of her evening's binge into the porcelain; after wiping her face and removing her robes, 

no longer shimmering with charmed gold but stained with splashes of vomit. 

She hadn't in fact made it to the bathroom before beginning to throw up. He flicked his wand out of 

the sleeve of his robes, casting a cleaning spell over the carpet, thankful that, as an adult, he no 

longer had to use a bucket of water and a scrubbing brush. He had no illusions that house elves 

would be deceived, but some lingering pride or compassion - pride, he rather thought - meant that, 

even now, he couldn't quite bring himself to walk out and leave the filth for someone else to deal 

with. 

Take the responsibility this one last time, Severus. 



Even though the floor was now clean the sour smell of half-digested food and alcohol, mixed with 

stomach acid, still permeated the room. It no longer made him physically retch - exposure had 

hardened his stomach that much - but it filled him with a cloying sick disgust, and made him long 

for clean, fresh air. 

Silently, he walked to the window and unlatched it, letting in a knife edged blast of November 

night. It hit his face like a blow; ice temporarily driving out the ugly smell. Leaving it open, he 

returned to the bed, checking the still body once more. Amarina was snoring. Her blonde hair was 

plastered to her face and a thin line of saliva trickled out of her mouth and onto her pillow. For the 

first time since he had arrived at the Hall, she looked her age. He adjusted her position again. 

Satisfied that she would not choke in her sleep at least, Snape covered her with the quilt and left the 

room. 

The corridor was deserted; plainly no one had been disturbed by the breaking china or the heated 

conversation. The house seemed different to him now. As if he saw it through the eyes of a 

stranger, struck by its not-quite-ness. The too cold rooms, the almost shabby furnishings, the darkly 

jaded decor. All sacrificed to the glittering parties, the exquisite robes, the empty bottles. 

For a moment, he entertained thoughts of going to Hermione's room; of quietly entering, slipping 

under the covers with her and just holding her, letting her presence and warmth soothe over the 

rawness of the evening. But to go to her after Amarina seemed somehow disrespectful; a use of her 

that he wasn't entitled to. 

He needed to get out of this house; this place that was his and not his. Without bothering to collect 

a cloak, he strode through the corridors, out the front door and into the darkness. 

  

  

He moved away from the house, moving instinctively in the night, feeling the ground under his feet 

almost subconsciously. He wondered, as he vaguely noticed the gravel under his feet turning to 

turf, exactly when it was that he had truly made the choice never to return here. The first sight of 

the Hall? Or the Parting? Or when he had seen Hermione look at him, suddenly stricken, and then 

leave the ballroom? Or was it earlier than that? When he had received word of his father's death? 

Or even as far back as New Year; when he had sat in his rooms, drinking red wine, and speaking of 

his childhood for the first time in years to a young woman with unruly brown hair and warm 

expressive eyes; whose brilliant mind and infuriating desire to know had pushed her into places 

well beyond where any sensible person would venture, taking him with her in the process? 

But he had spoken the truth to his mother; returning here would destroy him. Once, he reflected, 

this would not have bothered him overly. Destruction was bound to come upon him sooner or later; 

this way was no better or worse than any other. But now... now he found that he wasn't quite ready 

for that to happen. He couldn't let go of Hermione to Lucius Malfoy; he certainly couldn't let go of 

her to his mother. 



The sound of lapping water broke into his thoughts. His wanderings had taken him to the paddock 

lake and the boathouse. The rain had stopped, although the sky was still covered with broken cloud. 

The watery moon gave out a pale and intermittent light. That, and his night vision, was just enough 

to let him see outline of the building. He snorted out loud, provoking annoyed quacks from the 

ducks, disturbed by the sound. 

How very circular, he thought, ironically. It all started here, figuratively speaking. And here is 

where it ends. Also, figuratively speaking. Even the ducks were still here. 

Nice to see that mother's instinct for bad melodrama hasn't been completely eliminated from the 

genes. 

Carefully, navigating by the shifting shadows at his feet, he made his way along the edge of the 

lake, closer to the structure. It didn't seem to have changed; not that he could really see a great deal 

in the darkness. He remembered it as a refuge; a place to hide from the world, and whatever 

particular form its torments were taking at the time. Now, it just looked to him like an old wooden 

shed, a blurry outline in the weak light, neglected and on the verge of collapse. The perceptual shift 

seemed in some way to signal the final death of his childhood. He felt a sudden wave of 

exhaustion; the strains of the past days had taken too much of a toll on him. Uncaring of the wet 

ground or the coldness of the night, he sank to the ground, drawing his legs up to his body and 

wrapping his arms around them. He rested his chin on his knees and stared, unseeing, at the 

boatshed, the silence only broken by the slap of water against wood, and the occasional quack of a 

duck. 

  

  

He didn't hear her approach, but that could have been because he was lost in mental blankness. He 

only realised that she was there when he felt someone sit on the ground beside him, touching him 

with a tangible warmth. There was silence for a while. And then: 

"I thought I'd find you here, when you didn't come back to your room." Simple statement, 

unchallenging, devoid of accusation. 

He nodded in the darkness, wondering idly whether she was really here or whether he had begun to 

succumb to hypothermia. She, however, seemed to feel that he needed a further explanation. 

"Um... you should know... I heard the," she hesitated, "conversation in the corridor. With your 

mother." 

His gut clenched at the things Amarina had said. 

"Oh," he managed to say. 



"Yes." She sounded a little embarrassed. "I didn't mean to. It was just that... well the noise woke 

me, so I came out to see what had happened, and then I heard you... and well.. I just couldn't leave." 

She paused again. "I'm sorry," she said in a lower tone. 

He wasn't quite certain why she was apologising. 

"What for?" he asked, hearing the weariness in his tone. "The fact that you were listening? Or the 

fact that you heard? Or the fact that my mother is a bigoted alcoholic?" The last had some bite 

behind it. 

There was another silence and then a small warm hand covered his clasped ones gently. He heard 

her hiss, and withdraw sharply. 

"You're freezing," she muttered. There was anger in her voice, he noted. She shifted beside him and 

then a cloak fell over his shoulders. It was warm. She must have been wearing it, he thought. The 

warmth made him abruptly aware of how cold he had become. He felt her move closer to him, 

leaning against one side of him, and she took his hands again. 

"I think I should be apologising to you," he said eventually. "I should never have asked you to 

come." 

"Yes. Yes, you should," she contradicted softly, but firmly, and then hesitated. "I'm just sorry that I 

haven't been more help to you." 

At that he moved one of his hands to catch hers, holding it tightly. 

"Hermione...." There was so much that he wanted to say, but couldn't articulate any of it clearly. 

"I think that all I've really managed to do is alienate your entire family and all their friends. I don't 

think they entirely approve of me." Her tone was light, but he could hear the fear and uncertainty 

underlaying it. He felt a stab of anger; she had been perfectly aware of the insult, but had just 

chosen not to react. 

"Ignore them," he said finally, roughly. "They aren't worth the bother." 

Silence fell between them again. Snape knew that there were things that he needed to say to her; he 

could form the words in his mind but couldn't bring himself to speak them. Once spoken, he could 

not take them back; could not pretend that he had never meant them. While he was struggling with 

his thoughts she spoke again. 

"Is this the lake where Marcus drowned?" Again a simple question. He was obscurely grateful to 

her for avoiding euphemisms or evasions. 

"Yes." It seemed to be all she needed. 

"I saw it...," she seemed to be struggling for words, "The Playroom. It was... odd." 



He let his breath out slowly. He sensed that odd was not what she really meant. 

"It's been like that since he died," he said flatly. "Marcus was ... everything to her. I was never 

enough." He felt the soft brush of a thumb against the back of his hand. A tiny gesture of comfort, 

understanding. A lump formed in his throat and he swallowed it down. 

"You never truly grieved for him, did you?" she said softly. It almost wasn't a question, more an 

expression of comprehension. "She never let you. They never let you." 

The truth of it hit him like a blow, causing physical pain in his chest and the hard lump came back 

to his throat. He tensed against it, and felt her hand tighten on his in response. He fought for 

control, to ground himself, but he lacked the energy to still the trembling that threatened his cold 

and aching limbs. From far away, he felt her hand on his back, rubbing softly, and her voice 

murmuring words of reassurance. He half turned towards her with the vague idea that he would say 

something, but he couldn't. Instead, he found strong arms around him, arms that held and steadied 

him and he tried to find something to hold onto within himself but he couldn't feel the ground under 

him and he couldn't stop the shaking. 

  

  

When he finally calmed, she was still holding him, still stroking his back gently, still speaking 

softly to him. Somehow, without him being fully conscious of how it had happened, he had 

wrapped his arms around her, buried his face in her shoulder. He was now aware of her hair 

brushing his face, her scent invading his nostrils. He was also aware that he was twisted rather 

awkwardly, and that he was aching all over, but despite the discomfort of the position he couldn't 

bring himself to move. 

"I'm sorry," he managed, after a while. 

He felt her lips briefly touch his hair. 

"Whatever for? Mourning the death of your brother? Don't ever apologise for that." Her arms 

tightened around him again, and she added, "are we truly going back to Hogwarts tomorrow?" 

He felt his throat tighten once more. But this time it was because the mention of Hogwarts called 

up the spectre of Lucius Malfoy and potion. A bitter taste rose in his mouth at deceiving her, even 

as he was taking comfort from her. 

You don't deserve her. You really don't. 

She must have felt the reflexive stiffening, because she murmured a soft query. 

"It's nothing," he replied, knowing it was a lie, hating himself for it. 



She was quiet at that, so quiet that he was beginning to wonder if she had accepted his answer. 

When she spoke he knew that she had not. 

"Severus," she said gently, "tell me what's going on with Lucius Malfoy." 

He had had instinctively said "nothing" before he realised that his body had betrayed him, sitting 

rigidly upright, pushing away from her. The movement disturbed the cloak that she had pulled 

around them, and the cold night air bit into him. 

"I saw the letter where he called you cousin, and spoke of 'the work'. I saw the potion in the 

classroom. I think we've got to the part where I need to know, don't you?" she pressed, calmly, 

insistently. 

The sense of comfort ebbed away from him, to be replaced by the more familiar nagging fear. Fear 

that this would finally be the thing that she would not accept. That this would be the moment that 

she would actually walk away. Turning his face away from her, focussed once again on the gloomy 

outline of the boathouse, he told her. Everything from the fact that Lucius Malfoy was a distant 

relative of Amarina's through the rather convoluted wizarding lineage to the meeting on the cliff 

edge. 

When he had finished she was silent again. He didn't dare look at her, didn't dare move, simply 

waited for the reaction. Time passed until he thought he could bear it no longer. Eventually she 

spoke. 

"You know," she said almost conversationally, "for a brilliant man, you can be really 

breathtakingly stupid at times. Forget Harry and Ron. They don't even come close. What the Hell 

were you thinking of?" What her voice lacked in volume it made up for in intensity. He flinched. 

"The contents of Lucius Malfoy's Pensieves are unlikely to make for pleasant viewing," he said 

stiffly. 

The sigh was audible enough to disturb the ducks. 

"Severus...," her voice was muffled and she sounded close to tears, he thought. He looked at her for 

the first time. She had her head in her hands, and she seemed to be fighting some strong emotion. 

He wouldn't have wanted to say whether it was anger or tears. He gritted his teeth and spoke with 

difficulty. 

"I... appreciate that you are upset with me. But the decision seemed to be the appropriate one in the 

circumstances. There was no necessity for you to be informed." Damn, he hated the way he 

sounded so formal at moments like this. Why couldn't he just say what he was thinking? 

I didn't want you to be involved. I didn't want you to have see that. 

She raised her head and looked at him. Then she reached out a hand and placed it on his chest. She 

shook her head. 



"Let him send his bloody Pensieve." 

That was easy for her to say. 

"You don't know what's in them." 

"I don't care what's in them." 

He wished he could believe that would be the same after she'd seen one. She seemed to pick up on 

the thought because she closed the distance between them again, so she could lightly touch his lips 

with hers. 

"I don't care," she repeated more softly. "Don't you think I've considered this? That one day, 

someone is going to try and tell me all the gory details. Harry and Ron certainly would if they knew 

any, I can tell you that much. I don't want to know particularly, but I don't care if I find out." She 

raised her hand to stroke his face. "It doesn't make any difference to how I feel about you." 

He had to look away from her at that. She caught his face and turned it back to her. 

"I love you," she murmured, brushing her thumb across his mouth. 

"Stay with me," he whispered, unable to help himself. 

"Always," she responded, replacing her thumb with her mouth. 

The kiss was sweet and gentle, her tongue softly tracing his mouth, before she placed a butterfly 

kiss at the corner and pulled away. 

"However," she said seriously, "I think we need to get inside before you freeze to death. And 

tomorrow we'll go back to Hogwarts, and sit down and work out exactly what we're going to do 

about Lucius Malfoy." 

It was so Hermione that he would have laughed aloud, if the situation hadn't been so serious. 

But he was no longer facing Lucius Malfoy alone. 

********** 

  

END OF PART 6 

PART 7 

  

  



Returning to Hogwarts only partially brought Hermione the hoped for solace. Leaving Snape Hall 

had been a brief and bitter experience. They had returned to the Hall, to her room, intending to 

leave as soon as reasonably possible. Snape had dismissed any idea of waiting to say goodbye to 

Amarina, but the woman herself had had other ideas. 

They had been standing in the entrance hall, waiting for one of the house elves - she had never been 

able to put names to them all - to retrieve Snape's cloak, when Amarina had appeared at the top of 

the stairs, wrapped in diaphanous white, fragile and imposing for all that she had drunk the night 

before. 

"So, you're really going to turn your back on your duty and go back to that school." Her voice had 

echoed off the bare tiles, giving the words extra edge. 

"Yes," was his only reply. 

"And you understand the consequences of that?" 

She had watched Snape stiffen, but his voice stayed neutral. 

"Yes," he had simply said again, taking his cloak from the house elf that was nervously holding it 

out. Once relieved of its burden it had skittered away into the shadows. Snape had pulled the 

garment round himself, fastened it at the neck, and then turned to the figure dominating the scene. 

"You were right you know," she had said suddenly, overt malice apparent in her tone. "You were 

never good enough. Never. Marcus would never have done this to me." 

Stung on Snape's behalf, Hermione had moved and half opened her mouth to respond before she 

could remind herself that this was not her fight. 

If she says one thing directly to me, though, I swear.... 

A gentle hand on her arm had stopped her though, squeezing gently as though recognising and 

appreciating both the impulse and its suppression. 

"Goodbye, mother." His face was impassive, his voice colourless. 

"Goodbye, Severus Antonius," she had replied, her tone arctic, almost as if she had been 

pronouncing the final words of an incantation. "You will always be master of this Hall, but from 

this day you will never be acknowledged as my son." 

At that he had paused, and Hermione had seen just a fleeting glimpse of deep pain. Then he had 

nodded. 

"As has been true since I was eight. My congratulations, Madam Snape. It has only taken you thirty 

eight years to openly acknowledge the truth of the situation." 



He had swept past her towards the door, and she had struggled to follow. As the door of the Hall 

shut behind her, she could have sworn she heard the word Mudblood whispered after her. 

Snape had come to a standstill at the bottom of the steps, waiting for her. She had joined him, and 

caught hold of his arm. 

"Severus?" Concerned query. 

"It's all right." A twisted half smile; reassurance which didn't reach his eyes. 

She hadn't thought that it was all right at all. 

  

  

Back at Hogwarts, she was now convinced that it was not all right. They had stood in his rooms 

holding each other closely and he had repeated the words into her hair, brushing his lips across her 

forehead. But he had released her and turned away, withdrawing into himself, and she hadn't 

known how to begin to touch him, so she had left, feeling that maybe he needed the space to come 

to terms with everything that had happened. In many ways he was still a deeply private man and 

always would be. 

Yet now, two restless days and sleepless nights later, sitting in her own rooms, watching the fire 

and running her fingers through Crookshanks' fur - now she was beginning to feel that she had 

made a serious misjudgement. That she should never have left him alone for this long. 

Deeply troubled, she shifted in her chair, ignoring the sleepy protest from her familiar. The 

conversation in the hallway - the disowning - bothered her more than the open prejudice. After all, 

prejudice was prejudice; birth, race, creed - it existed in the Muggle world as much as the 

wizarding. It was ignorant and offensive and baseless, but it was something that Hermione could 

comprehend and deal with. 

But to be disowned by your family.... 

Much as her parents annoyed her, and infrequent as her visits to them were, she couldn't quite 

envisage the circumstances where they would refuse to acknowledge her as their daughter. And 

even if they did.... She flinched a little at the thought. It would be devastatingly hurtful, of course, 

but there would be no real practical consequences. Casting errant daughters into the street to starve 

had rather gone out of fashion in the Muggle world in the last hundred years or so. 

It seemed that the wizarding world was different. Amarina had repeatedly underlined the 

importance of family and obligation and blood. And Snape had clearly rejected them. She tried to 

objectively assess the ramifications of this. Amarina's last words had held more than parental 

rejection, she was sure of that. She had likened it at the time in her mind to a complex incantation, 

but now another image came to her; one from her Muggle background. 



Anathema. She had pronounced anathema on him. 

She had cut him off from his background, as surely as any excommunication. 

She closed her eyes as random thoughts assailed her. Had he done it because of her or would it 

have happened anyway? And if it was because of her, would he forgive her the decision? Or was 

she now trying to take responsibility for the acts of another; behaving in precisely the manner she 

hated in both him and Harry? She chased in futile circles, getting more and more frustrated and 

finding fewer and fewer answers. After an indeterminate amount of time all she had to show for it 

was a sour taste in her mouth and the beginnings of a headache. 

She sighed. There was also Lucius Malfoy to deal with. Harry had not been at Hogwarts when they 

had returned. Hermione tried again to stifle the feeling of relief; she was not up to dealing with 

Harry's temperament. Not at the moment. At some point, she realised, she would have to find out 

exactly what the position was, but there were currently more important issues to resolve. 

Tipping Crookshanks off her lap, she made her way quietly and unobtrusively to the dungeons. She 

tapped lightly on Snape's door and then opened it, half wondering whether he would have changed 

the wards. He hadn't; the door opened easily. 

The room was half lit - not unusual for him, preferring as he did a muted atmosphere. Snape was 

sitting in a chair by the fire, apparently reading something. There was a pile of papers on the large 

table; some project of his, she assumed. He looked up as she entered. 

"Hello, love," she said softly. 

He wordlessly gestured to the fire. He looked tired, and, although the smile was genuine enough, 

there was something shadowed in his eyes. She took a seat across from him, wanting to embrace 

him but not wanting to cloud this with physical contact. 

"How are you?" she asked. 

He shrugged. 

"Much the same as usual, I suppose." 

She was wondering how to begin this particular conversation, when he unexpectedly helped her 

out. 

"I presume that you wish to discuss our current problem with Malfoy senior." There was a twist of 

irony in his voice, and she realised that he was trying to lighten the mood. 

She nodded absently. 

"That... and some other things." 



At that he looked at the ceiling briefly and then carefully bundled up the parchments on his lap. He 

placed them on the floor by his chair, the movement accompanied by a muffled series of chirrups 

which told her that Sphinx was deep in his robes somewhere. 

"Proceed," he said quietly. 

She sorted the words in her mind, considering how best to phrase them, and then decided to simply 

ask. 

"What exactly happened as we were leaving?" 

He didn't pretend to misunderstand her. 

"My mother spoke the words of formal Disaffiliation." 

"Which means?" 

He closed his eyes as if in pain. 

"I'm sure that you noticed that certain parts of the wizarding world set a very high store by status 

and rank. I believe the Muggle world is similar in that respect." She nodded, not wanting to 

interrupt him. "Status and rank are determined by bloodlines and family connections rather than the 

simple possession of wealth. Snape is an old family," ... there was that phrase again, she thought... 

"which means that the Snapes are of high rank, despite their rather obvious lack of finances." He 

paused. "The Disaffiliation severs the family connection. I can no longer claim the status that goes 

with the name." 

Hermione was beginning to understand, slowly. 

"But, she said that you were the master of the Hall...," she began carefully. 

"Under the terms of the succession I own, for want of a better word, the Hall and I will continue to 

control what money there is. Which makes me the master in name. But my status will be reduced to 

little more than a legal custodian," he snorted softly, "a caretaker if you will. A very upper class 

version of Argus Filch." He tried to make it into a joke, but Hermione could hear the edge of 

suppressed pain. 

He must have noticed something in her face, for he added: "I assure you it is no very great wrench 

to me to lose a privilege that I neither desired nor used." 

Yes, she thought, but it was one thing to have the privilege and choose not to exercise it, and 

another entirely to be forcibly excluded from your entire world. Even if it wasn't one that you found 

particularly congenial. 

She still couldn't shake the feeling that there was something underlying this that he wasn't telling 

her. She steeled herself to ask the next question, knowing how arrogant it would sound, and 

ashamed of herself that she needed an answer to it. 



"Did this Disaffiliation have anything to do with me... with us.?" 

She waited for him to snap at her, sneering that he was capable of making his own choices, 

absolving her of a part in this. He was silent for a while. 

"Yes," he said simply. 

"Severus...," she began helplessly, not really knowing how she was going to continue. How could 

she say that she didn't want this, didn't want to come between him and his family; when the plain 

truth was that she did want it, and that if it had to come to a choice between them and her - she 

wanted him to choose her. 

"Please," he said, cutting her off with a slight sneer, "I really don't think that I am suited for the role 

of romantic hero casting off his family for the sake of true love. You may be assured that I would 

not, in fact, have returned to Snape Hall, whatever the circumstances. Your presence was a simply a 

catalyst of sorts." 

Although in some ways it was what she wanted to hear, the remark stung. She looked away from 

him, biting her lip, telling herself that it was his way of dealing with his feelings, that he had just 

miscued, that this was nothing more than wounded vanity. But miscue or not, it hit a raw nerve. 

"Naturally not," she returned with an edge. "I'm relieved to hear that I played so little part in your 

considerations." 

He stiffened. 

"I would hardly say it was little part," he said, his voice taking on a more cutting tone. 

That jangled her nerves even more. Badly off balance, she stood and began to pace restlessly. 

"Really," she said after a moment. "because it sounded to me like I was simply the straw that broke 

the camel's back." 

Even as the words came out of her mouth she knew that they were unfair. 

Amarina must have rattled me more than I thought. 

She drew breath to apologise, to retract what she had said, but it was too late. Snape was rigid in his 

chair, not looking at her. 

"Do you really believe I see you like that? Do you have the slightest understanding of what you 

mean to me?" 

His voice was tight, controlled, harsh and she was too wrapped up in her own fears to really grasp 

the implications of the words. She simply seized on the one that resonated most closely with her 

own doubts. 



"No. Sometimes I don't understand." She could hear her voice rising. "You tell me you love me, 

and I believe that, but I don't understand how that means that you don't tell me about Malfoy and 

that you just dismiss me when it comes to your family." All the stresses of the past week began to 

boil within her, the words of Amarina, the exclusion, the undermining, and the nagging 

unacknowledged fear that he might see her in the same way as his mother did. She whirled round to 

face him. 

"You know," she fired back, nearly at a shout. "Maybe your mother was right. I don't understand 

how you do things in your world. Why would I? I'm just a little Mudblood." 

His response to that was immediate. He was out of his seat and across the room to where she was 

standing so fast that she was barely aware of him moving, only the startled yelp of Sphinx as she 

was dumped onto the floor. He caught hold of her, hard enough to hurt her, and pulled her round to 

face him. 

"Do not ever, ever, use that word to describe yourself again, do you hear me." 

He spat the words out with an intensity that frightened her. For a moment she thought he was 

actually going to hit her, but then he released her. She moved back, breathing heavily, and rubbing 

at her arm. His eyes were glittering with a fury, a loss of control that she hadn't seen since she had 

been at school. 

Not since Sirius Black escaped the Dementors. 

"Damn it, Hermione, what do you want me to say? Yes, I love you. Why didn't I tell you about 

Lucius Malfoy? Why did I try and recreate the potion behind your back? Because I was scared that 

he would hurt you. Because I was terrified that you'd just walk away from me once you saw what 

was in the Pensieve. Because I still am. Is that what you want to hear?" His own voice was raised, 

laced with heavy, bitter, uncontrolled sarcasm but she couldn't tell where it was directed. 

Yes, but not like this. Not this naked, exposed pain. 

He was still shouting. 

"And yes, the reason that I was finally able to walk away from my bloody mother was that you 

were there. If you hadn't been, I probably wouldn't have gone back, but I might have done, I don't 

know. All I know is that for the first time in I don't know how long I'm not alone. And I can't lose 

that." A deep breath. "I can't lose you. And despite that fact that I've known for forty years that I 

failed my family, to hear it said out loud, in plain terms, hurts. There. You've heard me say it. Does 

that content you?" A savage challenge, drawn out of raw need. 

There was a bitter taste in her mouth as he threw the words at her. She tried to find her voice; 

anything to stop the awful tirade. 

"There are arrangements - I heard your mother talking about them." It was the wrong thing to say. 



"Do you think for one moment I would suggest that sort of thing to you. That I would insult you by 

keeping you like something I was ashamed of?" His disgust for the idea was plain. "The only way I 

would ever bring you to that place again would be openly. As my wife." 

"And that isn't ever likely to happen is it? I heard what Amarina said to you. You didn't contradict 

her. " She wanted to put some edge into it, but could only summon up a kind of angry, sullen 

flatness. 

"Did it ever occur to you that the only reason that I have not asked you to be my wife is that I 

simply could not conceive of any circumstances in which you might agree?" He suddenly sounded 

utterly tired and drained. 

She looked at him, unwilling to believe what she had just heard. 

"And did it ever occur to you to just ask, rather than assuming you know what I'm going to do?" 

Her irritation began to flare again, at his stubbornness. 

"Well, would you agree?" Mocking doubt infusing every syllable. 

"Of course I would." Making no attempt to control her exasperated fury. 

He just looked at her. There was a slightly stunned silence. Then suddenly she laughed softly, her 

anger completely dispelled. 

"Severus, did you just propose to me?" 

He looked disconcerted, and rather vulnerable, making her heart contract. 

"I rather think that I did." 

"And I think that I accepted." 

The stunned feeling was giving way to a sort of tentative joy; something that she hadn't felt since 

the beginning of the school year. He hadn't said anything. She closed the gap between them, 

placing her hand on his chest. 

"Love?" she said softly. He covered her hand with his, and drew it up to his mouth, kissing her 

palm, brushing across the skin in the way that always made her shiver. 

"Never call yourself a Mudblood," he repeated, much more softly, "never. There is nothing that 

the old families have that you need." 

She moved closer to him, putting her arms round him and resting her head on his chest. 

"Apart from you, maybe," she suggested. 

His arms came round her in response. 



"Not any more," he pointed out, in a slightly self-mocking tone. 

She moved back to look at him. 

"I know I don't understand these things, but I really can't see how you could think that you failed 

your family." He started to speak but she carried on over him. "All I can see is that they shut you 

out after Marcus died and that was that. I'm really not sure how them being totally self absorbed 

was your fault. And as for your mother," she bit her lip slightly, not entirely certain how he would 

take this, but needing to say it to him, "I thought that she was spiteful and manipulative, and that 

Playroom was just morbid...." Her voice trailed off into his silence. She gathered herself again. "I'm 

sorry, I know she's your mother, and I'd probably get really annoyed if someone said that about my 

mother, but... well... I just thought that you deserved better than that, that's all." 

She finished, uncomfortably aware that she sounded like an over emotional teenager, but feeling 

obscurely better for having spoken the words aloud. 

He was looking at her, his face unreadable. For a moment she wondered if she had finally gone too 

far, but then he pulled her back against him. 

"Hermione," she heard him whisper. "My dearest love." 

Then he moved away from her, just enough to bring his mouth down on to hers. It was the softest 

of touches, the barest whisper of a caress, enough to ignite her senses, already heightened by her 

earlier rush of fear and fury. She leaned into to him, the tip of her tongue reaching to taste his lips, 

one hand snaking up into his hair to pull his head closer to her. Over their months together he had 

grown into a confident and sensitive lover, but there was something of his first uncertainty and 

shyness in this kiss. 

And, for perhaps the first time, she herself felt the same thing - knowing that the relationship 

between them had irrevocably changed, knowing that she was entering into something that she 

couldn't predict, something that scared her almost as much as she wanted it. 

Please, let me not disappoint him. 

Slowly, she moved her hands up to the neck of his robes, unbuttoning them and then pushing them 

back over his shoulders. He released his hold on her just long enough to let them to fall to the floor. 

His jacket followed, and then she was down to his white linen shirt, unfastening each button, 

fingertips making featherlight patterns on the bare skin underneath, feeling the tiny shivers run 

through him at each brief contact. 

There were, of course, charms that would remove their clothes much more quickly. But she loved 

the ritual of the slow undressing. The way the layers of cloth came off one by one, each one warm 

from his body heat and smelling of him. The way he was revealed inch by inch, in teasing glimpses 

and random touches, until he stood before her, smooth pale skin and dark wiry hair, lean and taut 

with desire. And then the freeing of her own body, piece by piece. The tiny shocks as he grazed her 

with his nails. The sensual feel of cool air across her heated skin as the last garments fell to the 



floor. And the dark, intense, hungry gaze as he took in the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hip, 

the darkness of her nipples and her pubic hair. 

She had never met anyone who could arouse her so much simply by looking at her. 

They had moved across the room to the bed now, and he was seated on the edge of it, just 

watching. She loved this too; the tension between them at moments like this - drawing it out so 

slowly until neither of them could stand it any longer. She took a step towards him, and lightly 

dragged her fingers down the line of his jaw and neck and along his collarbone. His tongue 

flickered out to moisten his lips. Then he reached for her, and, catching her hip in his larger grip, 

pulled her into his embrace. His mouth found hers again as they fell backwards onto the bed. 

One of his hands cupped her breast and began to rub his thumb over her already erect nipple 

drawing a small cry from her. He trailed his mouth down to the base of her throat, tongue playing at 

the hollow, and then continued on to her other breast, suckling and nipping, making her arch and 

push herself into him, murmuring incoherently. His free hand caressed down her stomach, tangling 

in her curls for a moment, and then he was stroking between her legs, dipping his fingers into her 

wetness, circling the hard sensitive nub of flesh, causing her moans to increase. 

"Oh yes," she whispered harshly, "gods, yes." 

Then his mouth left her breast to make a hot damp trail down her abdomen. She felt him kiss her 

curls, and heard his inhalation of breath as he paused for a moment. And then his tongue was on 

her, gentle and wet and insistent, sending pure sensation into her belly, and his fingers slid into her, 

hard where his mouth was soft, and she bucked her hips, thrusting into him, urging him on and his 

movements became faster and harder and the world broke apart around her with a guttural cry. 

When she her breathing returned to normal, he was still stroking one of her nipples lightly, sending 

soft tingles through her. She caught his hand and raised it to her mouth, kissing it, tasting herself on 

him, licking him clean. Then, she leant forward to lay her mouth at the base of his throat, feeling 

him arch his neck and roll so that he was on his back. Gently, she shifted so that she could run her 

hand over his chest. This time it was she who found his nipple, circling it with her finger. Her 

mouth found the other one and she sucked at it, withdrawing a little so that she could blow on the 

wet skin, and was rewarded by a whimper from deep in the back of his throat. 

Smiling a little, she blew once more on his nipple and then kissed her way down the fine trail of 

dark hair that led to his balls. As her lips brushed over his scrotum his whole body convulsed and 

his hands buried themselves in her hair. Drawing her head back a fraction, she touched the tip of his 

penis with her tongue, lapping up the drop of salty fluid, sweeping over the head. He made another 

incoherent noise, pushing at her. She was tempted to tease him a little longer, but she could see that 

he was already close to the edge. In one move, she took him into her mouth, cupping his balls with 

one hand and caressing as she slid her mouth along his shaft, stroking him with her tongue. 

The noises he was making were enough to set the pressure within her building again and as his hips 

began to buck against her she could feel the pulse throbbing between her legs. 

"Gods," she heard him choke, distantly. 



She pulled back from him, shoving herself up the bed, throwing one knee over him so that she was 

straddling him, rubbing herself against the tip of him. He reached up to hold her hips, pulling her 

down onto him. Needing him too much to be able to hold back now, even if she had wanted to, she 

reached a hand down between them to circle his erection again, caressing as she guided him into 

her. A sound somewhere between a sob and a cry made its way out of her throat as he sheathed 

himself deep inside her acutely sensitised flesh. She was sliding over him now, and he was 

thrusting up into her, hips lifting off the bed. She cried out again as his hand found her nub and 

began to rub it in time to her movements. She could think of nothing else now, but the man beneath 

her, the way he was making her feel and how much she wanted him. She arched her back and one 

hand came up to touch her own nipple. 

He gave a harsh cry and she felt him thrust deeply into her. She lowered her head to look at his 

face. His eyes were open, dark, burning with heat, so far removed from his classroom coldness. She 

stroked herself again watching his reaction. In response he rubbed hard on her clitoris, almost 

pinching, sending a wave of pleasure arcing through her. The passion on his face was so intense 

that it took her breath away, sending her over the edge just by looking at him. The pressure inside 

her came spiralling to a head and her muscles begin to clench around him. 

"Severus," she managed, not knowing whether it was a plea or an affirmation, just needing to say 

his name. 

His face twisted as his body went rigid under her and she heard him cry out. 

And, eyes open, transfixed by the sight of her lover's face in orgasm, with her name upon his lips, 

the world broke apart around her for the second time. 

  

  

They lay together afterwards, Hermione cradling Snape's head against her. From the sound of his 

breathing she rather thought that he had fallen asleep, but then he spoke softly, into her skin. 

"I'm sorry." 

She dropped a kiss on his head. 

"What for?" 

"Involving you in... my family." 

She raised a hand to stroke his hair gently. 

"I thought we'd already settled that one." 

There was something that she wanted to know though. 



"Severus? Can I ask you a question?" 

A small chuckle vibrated against her skin. 

"When have I ever been able to stop you?" 

She smiled at the old familiar complaint. 

"Seriously," she admonished. 

He shifted slightly against her. 

"Then ask." 

She chose her words carefully. 

"This... Disaffiliation." She felt him tense against her, but he didn't say anything. "Can it be 

revoked or reversed or whatever?" For a long time all she could feel was the warmth of his breath 

on her skin. 

"It can," he said finally. "If I returned to my mother and... begged...," the distaste was clear in his 

voice, "she could, if she chose, recant the words. No doubt after exacting some... suitable... 

penance." 

"I see." 

So there was a way back, if he chose to take it. 

"I think that unlikely to happen though," he added. 

She closed her eyes, knowing that she needed to say the next words. 

"I'm sorry... about earlier. I was still... unsettled from your mother." 

His arms tightened around her. 

"She has that effect on people. It doesn't matter." His voice was a low murmur. 

"It does matter. I love you... I never wanted...." 

I wanted to know you, to understand you. I never wanted you to rip yourself open in front of me. 

"My dearest heart," he whispered, " I love you. Let it go." 

"This from the man who bore a grudge against Sirius Black since before I was born," she muttered, 

trying not to sound too choked. 



"I thought you'd appreciate the irony," he agreed softly, "but I mean it. Let it go." Then he added, 

almost offhandedly, "after all, you now have to concentrate your energies into not regretting that 

you have agreed to marry me." 

She nearly missed it, wrapped as it was in such shy gentleness. But her mind decoded the question. 

She shut her eyes briefly, and then lightly traced the line of his jaw with one finger. 

"I can't promise you that this is going to work," she said honestly, "but I can promise you that I 

want to be with you. And that I am absolutely certain that I want to try... more than anything." 

********** 

Snape supposed that eventually he would come to appreciate the irony of the situation. Having 

spent the better part of the autumn term profoundly desiring the absence of Harry Potter from his 

life, he now found himself wishing for his return. 

Cornelius Fudge, having managed to extricate his slightly tarnished star Auror from the precincts of 

Hogwarts, was clearly in no particular hurry to send him back. The Minister had performed an 

interesting feat of logic, which assumed that, as Lucius Malfoy had taken no overt action during the 

Parting, there was therefore no further risk and the case could safely be declared closed. 

Not that the presence of Potter would be entirely unproblematic, of course. Some part of him was 

still utterly unwilling to believe that he had somehow managed to propose to Hermione. Not only 

that but that she had apparently accepted. He was certainly not interested in confronting even more 

wounded outrage from the Potter/Weasley dyad. 

And if he was honest, he also wanted time. Time to adjust to the concept that someone would want 

to voluntarily commit to spending their life with him. Time for her to reconsider; to back out, come 

to him sheepishly explaining that her words had been a mistake, an aberration, a moment of 

insanity. 

Potter would make no helpful contribution to any of that. 

However, the outstanding issue of Lucius Malfoy was far from resolved. In fact it had just become 

several orders of magnitude more dangerous. 

After some discussion it had been decided that he should simply cease any further work on Hester's 

potion, and destroy the carrier liquid. Discussion was maybe putting it too highly; in the end 

Hermione had simply insisted. 

"Let Malfoy send his Pensieve. I don't care. I'd rather see it than have anything more to do with... 

that." 

He couldn't really blame her. The memory of that brief touch of Dark Magic was still vivid to her, 

undimmed by either time or familiarity. The scar would always be there, he knew that, but he 

hoped that in her case it would fade until it was virtually undetectable. 



So he acquiesced. The clear liquid settling out in the Potions Room was disposed of; her notes were 

returned. And they continued with their lives, burying themselves in the minutiae of their daily 

routines and holding each other at night; waiting for Lucius Malfoy to make his move, never 

discussing it, the only acknowledgement found in soft reassuring touches in the middle of the night. 

Sometimes, he envied Hermione her occasional evenings with Rose Brunarde. He knew that she 

was developing a considerable friendship with the Frenchwoman. The Charms teacher was civil, 

but distant, with him and he had no reason to doubt her competence. But he also knew that he 

would be considerably more comfortable knowing that Hermione was being shadowed by Harry 

Potter. However irksome they would both find it. 

He had toyed briefly with the idea of sending Malfoy a letter simply declining any further 

involvement with the process. He even thought of visiting Chateau Montnégre de Malfoi to deal 

with it directly. 

But instead he waited. In the end, it was not even very long. 

  

  

The timing was typically Lucius, he thought. Just long enough that you might begin to relax; to 

think that he had forgotten. Unless you knew the man that is. The approach was depressingly 

familiar; the Crabbe and the Goyle were clearly only capable of the one strategy, if you wanted to 

dignify it with that name. It was a Saturday and he was on his way to Hogsmeade to buy some 

personal things. They attacked him at the same point in the path. It was even, he thought 

inconsequentially, raining. 

They didn't take him by surprise though. Not this time. Snape knew enough not to relax until the 

matter was resolved to Lucius' satisfaction. Or until he had the pleasure of kicking Malfoy's lifeless 

corpse. Lifeless, burnt and beheaded corpse. At the sound of the first rustle in the trees, he simply 

came to a standstill and folded his arms. 

"Show yourselves," he said irritably. "I know you're there, and it will dispense with the need to 

exhaust yourselves by casting simple hexes." 

There was a pause and then Crabbe and Goyle emerged looking wary but still threatening. They 

looked at him carefully. 

"Yes," he said with a sneer, "I am alone. I presume that's what you're checking." 

They didn't move. He sighed impatiently. 

"I assume that you're here to invite me for a quiet chat with your owner? Shall we get on with it? I 

don't have all afternoon to waste." It wasn't really even bravado, more a desire to get the thing over 

with. 



Crabbe smiled. 

At least he thought it was Crabbe. And he assumed it was a smile. 

"I think we'd prefer to do it the traditional way it you don't mind, Professor Snape." There was a 

pause and then, "Stupefy. 

Of course, he thought wearily as the world went black, A confused and stupid animal is still 

dangerous. 

  

  

The abrupt return of the world in shards of jagged brightness indicated that this time someone had 

used Enervate even if he hadn't actually heard it. There was no warm pine smell, no polish, no 

leather, no brandy, just a cold, earthy, rather clammy feel to the air. 

He still knew where he was. 

He was sitting on something hard and uncomfortable. His posture felt artificial, and he could 

visualise how he had been positioned; back rigidly upright, forearms face down on the arms of the 

chair, legs slightly apart and bent into an exact right angle at the knees, feet flat on the floor and set 

parallel. The Royal Egyptian position, Lucius liked to call it. 

He blinked painfully and tried to shift in the chair. As he expected his arms and legs were 

immobilised. He flexed his spine, with what little movement he had and tried to look round. 

He was in a dungeon. One belonging to Lucius Malfoy. Rough cut stone, about fifteen feet square, 

no windows. It contained the chair that he was held in and a long smooth wooden table roughly the 

size of an adult male. The floor was equally smooth, and sloped slightly downwards towards a 

small hole. A drain, Snape's mind supplied helpfully. 

There was a sound of shifting fabric and heels on stone flags, and the dungeon's owner came into 

his view, an impeccable figure in forest green and silver, swirling pale golden liquid around in a cut 

crystal glass. 

"Ah, cousin, you're awake. I'm so glad. Of course, technically I suppose, you don't count as my 

cousin any more." He shrugged. "But I've always thought that we shared a bond that went deeper 

than blood and family." 

He sipped delicately. Snape caught a faint aroma as Malfoy passed close to him and identified the 

liquid as whisky. He moistened his lips and said nothing. Malfoy smiled, sipped again and then 

slightly raised his glass in Snape's direction. 

"Caol Ila. Twenty one years old. Only 348 bottles ever put down. I find that it's just a little bit too 

cold down here to do real justice to brandy, don't you agree?" 



"Get on with it, Lucius." 

Malfoy was oblivious to the tone of Snape's voice. 

"Did I mention," he continued, "how impressive I thought your father's Parting was? And I must 

congratulate your mother on a delightful Ball afterwards. I thought the whole thing was just perfect. 

The way these things should be done." He paused and took another sip, walking back to lounge 

gracefully against the long table. 

"Of course, I thought your little Mudblood looked a bit out of her depth, but then that's only to be 

expected. And it's not as if it's going to be a problem for her in the future. Not after the 

Disaffiliation." 

Snape remained silent and tried to keep his face impassive. Lucius would eventually run out of 

cocktail party conversation and get to business. 

"I have to say, I do admire your loyalty to her." Malfoy's tone suddenly hardened. "If you'd shown a 

fraction of that loyalty to your family, or even to other causes, you could really have been a force to 

be reckoned with." 

He took a sudden step forward and his wrist twitched. The remains of the whisky in the glass hit 

Snape in the face, stinging his eyes and trickling over his lips. He tasted the alcohol on his tongue, 

peaty and sour. He blinked the liquid away, trying to ignore the discomfort. 

"Instead," his voice was arctic, "you are content to rot in that school, drumming basic knowledge 

into useless brats, fucking your Mudblood whore and sitting at the feet of that pathetic Muggle-

loving idiot. And," he concluded softly, his momentary lapse in control over, "you've made me 

waste the last of a very fine whisky." 

He looked at the empty glass in his hand, and with a careless move, simply dropped it. Snape 

watched as the crystal turned in the air and hit the floor, shattering. The sound hit the stone walls 

and echoed away. His throat was dry and there was a hard knot forming in his gut. His mother's 

actions had stripped away what fragile protection the family name had ever given him against the 

insanity of Lucius. What was more that insanity also appeared to be increasing, if that were 

possible. He had never before heard Lucius descend to using such vulgarity. 

It was not a good sign at all. 

Malfoy was looking at the crystal shards scattered on the floor with an unfocussed look in his eye, 

as if he could read the future in the pattern. Then, he stopped and selected one of the larger 

fragments. With detached clarity Snape noted that one side of the piece was bevelled; clearly part 

of what had once been the rim. Malfoy turned it over and over carefully in his hand. 

"Such a waste," he said quietly, almost dreamily. 

He walked over to Snape, all precision and control. Snape could smell him, the combination of 

starch, lavender and fresh air from his robes, soap and lemon from his skin, and sharp, earthy 



alcohol from the piece of glass that he held. Malfoy put his head to one side and lifted the glass, 

laying it against Snape's cheekbone, pressing very, very lightly. Snape fought not to flinch away 

from the touch. 

Malfoy looked as he were trying to decide what to do, pale grey eyes considering. Then he 

increased the pressure, and Snape felt the skin break. Slowly, carefully, Lucius Malfoy drew the 

broken edge of the glass along Snape's face, leaving a thin line of fire as it passed. Then, he stood 

back and surveyed his handiwork, like an artist evaluating the first brush stroke on a blank canvas. 

Snape felt blood running down his face, tickling against the side of his mouth, He suppressed the 

instinctive urge to lick his lips. 

Malfoy reached forward and placed one of his fingers on the cut, tracing the line of it down towards 

Snape's mouth, smearing blood across his skin, and finally around his mouth, finger outlining his 

lips with a touch that was almost that of a lover. He rested his finger there for a moment and then 

lifted it away, sniffing it and touching it briefly to his own lips. 

"There's nothing quite like it, is there, Severus? The smell of it. The taste of it. Oh, Crucio is fun, 

but it doesn't really take the place of real, hot blood." 

He had to moisten his lips, he couldn't help it, and the taste of blood was harsh and metallic on his 

tongue. He swallowed, trying not to think of the idea of drinking his own blood, trying not to think 

of Hermione's fingers stroking his cheeks, caressing his mouth. 

"What do you want, Lucius?" he managed, harsh and dry. "I presume there is a point to this 

game." Although, there might not be. Who could tell? 

The other man smiled. It was not comforting. 

"I want to try an experiment, I think." 

Snape closed his eyes. The game wasn't over yet, obviously. 

"Libera Sinistram." 

Snape realised that he could move his left arm, and opened his eyes again. Malfoy, however, 

simply grasped his wrist before he could do anything about it, and turned the arm over so that his 

forearm, and the Dark Mark, were facing uppermost. Another muttered spell and his arm was 

immobile again. Malfoy took the piece of glass and, in one smooth move, sliced deep across the 

site of the Dark Mark. Deep enough to sever some of the superficial veins, the detached part of 

Snape's mind told him absently; probably not deep enough to cause tendon damage. He would have 

to get Madam Pomfrey to check that back at Hogwarts. 

Yes, think of being back at Hogwarts; don't think of bleeding out onto the floor of a dungeon, blood 

running across the smooth flags into the drain, sluiced away with buckets of hot water; don't think 

of irreparable damage, a crippled arm. 

Don't think of her. 



Malfoy had put down the glass fragment now, and was running three fingers across the wound, 

coating his fingers in blood. Raising his hand he placed them across Snape's mouth again. 

"Taste," he commanded. 

Snape fought the urge to bite; bile rising at the thought of those fingers in his mouth, his tongue 

touching them. 

Do it, Severus. He's still playing. Lucius' games are survivable. So survive. 

He opened his mouth a fraction and let his tongue meet the sticky alien skin. 

"Does it taste different?" A purr, soft seductive. 

Snape badly wanted to vomit. 

"Does it?" More insistent, harsher. 

"Not that I can tell," he finally got out, once he was as certain as he could be that he had his 

stomach under control. He avoided looking at his left arm; at the steady stream of blood running 

across the skin, falling onto his thigh, soaking his robes, flowing faster thanks to his elevated 

heartbeat. 

Lucius dipped his fingers again and then raised them to his own lips, tasting for himself. He looked 

vaguely disappointed. 

"I believe you're right. There is no difference. Obviously the Mark doesn't taint the blood." He 

smiled. "Or then again, maybe it taints all of it." 

He didn't seem to require a response, Snape was glad of it. The desire to throw up had returned full 

force. Lucius shook his head sadly. 

"Oh Severus, we were such a wonderful team. Why did you have to throw it all away? Why 

couldn't you just have given me this one little thing? The glass flicked once more across his face. 

"Where is it, Severus? Where is my cure?" 

Snape took a couple of shallow breaths, ordering his digestive system to co-operate. 

"There isn't one," he said finally. "And there isn't going to be one." 

Lucius arched an elegant eyebrow. 

"I thought we'd discussed this." 

"We have." Ignore the blood. Concentrate on surviving. "I told you then that it wasn't possible and 

I'm telling you now." And even if it were I wouldn't make it for you. "You can kill me if you like. 

You still won't have a cure." 



"Oh, I'm not going to kill you. Not whilst there's still your little Mudblood to play with." 

Distract him, thought Snape, fear battling again with nausea and pain. Reason with him, so far as 

that was possible. Get some hook into that utterly insane, but wholly internally consistent schema, 

that made up Lucius' reality. He struggled to think, to relegate his own reality to an interesting 

spectacle that was happening to someone else. 

"Kill me, kill her," he said, trying to sound unconcerned. "It won't get you any closer to a cure." 

"Heavens, Severus, you do think in such melodramatic terms." Malfoy actually sounded amused. 

"Kill her? And make a martyr out of her. Certainly not. And even though maiming you would be 

fun, I know she would stick by you as the phrase goes. What Gryffindor could possibly do 

otherwise?" 

He paused consideringly, watching Snape's face bleed. 

"Mind you, now you bring the subject up, I think we should at least strive for some balance here." 

Swift as a snake he picked up the glass and drew it sharply down the other side of Snape's face. He 

winced as another warm trickle began to make its way towards his mouth. 

"That's better," he said, with satisfaction. "No, Severus, I'm not going to lay another finger on either 

of you. I'm simply going to take her away from you." Snape went cold at the calm statement. "You 

gave up your family for her. And now you're going to lose her. But she isn't going to die. She isn't 

even going to be injured. She's going to walk away from you because she can't bear to be near 

you." 

Don't react. Don't say a word. Don't say it'll never happen. Because you know that it will.... 

Lucius was smiling benignly again. 

"Severus, my dear disaffiliated cousin, I know how to break you. So I think that I will." 

  

  

After that was another Stupefy, and then waking up near the boundary of Hogwarts, weak and 

shaking, with blood clotted on his face and arm. As he tried to push himself to a sitting position his 

stomach finally won, and he half rolled over, retching painfully, uncaring whether he missed his 

robes or not. 

Somehow, he managed to get up, and through sheer will power, force his body to move in the 

direction of Hogwarts and the dungeons and safety. His face was aching and his left arm felt limp. 

He wondered how much blood he had lost. Wadding up the cloth of his robe he held it against his 

left arm, in a half remembered attempt to staunch the bleeding. Reaching his rooms, he disarmed 

the wards and almost fell inside. 



"Good trip to Hogsmeade?" came the question from the depths of the armchair by the fire. 

Hermione. 

He had forgotten that she would be waiting for him. Or maybe he'd never known; he couldn't 

remember right now. All that mattered was that she was here. He didn't want her to see him like 

this. He wanted her to be there. 

"Love?" She sounded worried. 

He wondered if he could move any further into the room. Then a strong arm came around his waist 

and pulled him towards the fire. 

"I assume that this has something to do with Lucius Malfoy." Her voice sounded hard, angry, 

closed. 

A few more steps and then he could collapse gratefully into a chair. He was still clutching at his left 

arm. Moments later warm water hit his face, cleaning off the mess but reawakening the pain. Then 

the touch of a wand tip, and the pain receded. 

"Are you hurt anywhere else?" Calm, practical question. 

Not for the first time he gave thanks for Hermione's tendency not to panic at times of crisis. 

"My arm," he managed. He felt her fingers prise his right hand away, and push his sleeve up. There 

was a slight resistance as the cloth came away from the drying blood, provoking fresh bleeding. "Is 

there much damage?" he asked, feeling worried at her silence. 

"No, no, I don't think so," was the almost absent response. "The cut is deep and clean, but I don't 

think any of the tendons are damaged. You should probably get Poppy to look at it though." Then 

the cool touch of the wand, and the fire was damped, leaving a dull ache in its place. 

Although the immediate pain was less, the world was still fuzzy at the edges. Despite the fire, he 

felt cold and he was beginning to tremble. 

"Shock." Was that his voice or hers? "You need to get into bed. Come on, I need you to make one 

more effort." Hers, then. 

Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself up. Somehow, he half-walked, was half-carried to the bed. On 

the way, he managed to lose his robes, and most of his other clothing. Then he was lying on the 

bed, being covered with something warm. And then, something else warm slid in beside him and 

wrapped its arms around him, holding him closely. 

"Do you want me to get Poppy?" 

"No. Just you." 



"Are we just talking blood loss here?" she asked seriously. 

He nodded against her. 

"Honestly?" 

"Honestly." 

"Then sleep now, and if you aren't feeling much better later, I'll get Poppy." 

He nodded again. 

"And when you wake up you'll tell me what happened." 

It was not a question. 

********** 

She didn't have nearly as much trouble getting the story out of him as she thought she would. To be 

sure he wasn't very enthusiastic about telling her, and hedged several times, but eventually she got 

the details; bits and pieces related in an expressionless voice that told her more about that effect of 

the experience on him that anything else. 

"Let him send the bloody thing," she had said again. "I don't care what's in it. I'm not going to leave 

you." 

She didn't know if he believed her. She had a suspicion that he would never quite believe her, no 

matter what she said. Maybe only time would work that particular miracle. And in truth, although 

she meant what she said unreservedly, she wasn't looking forward to the day that the inevitable 

parcel arrived in her rooms. She really had no desire to experience that aspect of Snape's past. 

Perhaps she could just annihilate the damned thing. 

She suspected that it wouldn't be that easy. These things never were. 

  

  

She was right. It wasn't. 

It arrived one Friday morning. She wasn't even aware of how it got there. All she knew was that 

when she and Snape got up it wasn't there. When she returned to her rooms, alone, after breakfast, 

to collect her teaching materials for the day, it was sitting on her table. Crookshanks was sitting on 

the back of one of her chairs glaring at it balefully. The back of her neck prickled and goosebumps 

came up on her skin. 



It was a plain grey bowl, undecorated and unwrapped, and emanating an air of distinct menace. 

Even the familiar swirling silver liquid inside looked somehow dull, tarnished. For good measure, 

Crookshanks growled deep in his throat and hissed at it. 

"Don't worry, Crookshanks," she murmured uneasily. "It's not staying." 

Ah well, I might as well try. 

She pulled out her wand and cast Annihilate. For a moment nothing happened, and then the bowl 

pulsed with livid red colour and a jet of flame shot upwards from the surface of the Pensieve, 

hitting the ceiling. Crookshanks gave a howl and shot out of the room. Hermione leapt back with a 

startled cry, and cast Finite Incantatem in the hope that that would have some effect. 

The pillar of flame disappeared, leaving a faint smell of burning behind. Shakily, she ran her hand 

over her hair, breathing heavily, heart still racing. She looked up at the scorch marks on the ceiling. 

Clearly, she wasn't going to get off that easily. 

So be it. She just wouldn't look in the damned thing. Malfoy might be able to send it. He might be 

able to stop her destroying it. But he couldn't make her use it. 

The rest of the day was a strained affair. The knowledge that the Pensieve was sitting on the table 

in her rooms preyed on her mind. Which meant that she put so much effort into not making things 

worse by being so preoccupied that her students made dangerous mistakes, that she actually 

achieved a extremely intense degree of focus. Consequently, she was shorter than usual with her 

classes and much less tolerant of errors - stupid or otherwise. She skipped lunch, telling herself that 

she needed to catch up on her stores inventory, but all the time knowing that she was avoiding 

Snape; putting off the moment when she would have to tell him what had happened. 

She was toying with the idea of missing dinner as well, and getting something from the kitchens 

later, when the door to her office opened to admit a familiar figure. 

"As you weren't at lunch I thought that I would check that you intended to at least be present at 

dinner." 

She tried to summon a smile and a natural tone of voice. 

"I have to check the potions stocks, for the order at the end of the month." Never mind that that was 

nearly three weeks away. "And I'm not really very hungry for some reason." She randomly shuffled 

some of the parchments and papers on her desk in the hope of conveying an air of non-specific 

busyness. 

He wasn't fooled. Softly, he moved over to her and laid a hand on her shoulder. 

"It's here isn't it?" 

She shut her eyes. 



"Yes," she said flatly. 

The pressure of his hand increased briefly. 

"I tried to destroy it," she added, "but that didn't work. I just won't look into it. Malfoy can't force 

me to do that." 

His voice was calm. 

"Even so, maybe you should." 

I thought we'd had this discussion already. 

"I told you, it makes no difference to me. I don't need to see what's in there." 

He was silent at that. Then when he spoke his voice was very quiet; very quiet and very even. 

"I know. But maybe I need for you to see what's in there." She drew breath to protest once again, 

but he laid his finger across her lips. "Shh," he said gently, "please let me finish." 

She nodded mutely, unease stealing over her at the resolution in his tone. She looked at him. His 

face was serious. 

"I would never have chosen for this to happen. But now that it has..." he paused briefly and then 

went on. "I believe you when you say that you will never look into it. But even if you don't, even if 

you throw it in the lake, I will always wonder what would have happened if you had. Or what 

might happen if one day you change your mind. I will always be waiting for that to happen." 

Hermione couldn't speak, could barely breathe. 

"As long as that is the case," he continued in the same tone of voice, "Lucius Malfoy will always 

have power over us. That isn't his only one you know - he has a whole library of them. I - we - will 

always be waiting for the next one to arrive. Do you understand?" 

She nodded again. He grasped one of her hands and lifted it to his mouth. 

"I would give anything that I possessed not to have to ask this of you. But please, my dearest love, I 

need you to look into the Pensieve and see what is there. And if...." He paused again, swallowing. 

She was transfixed by the look in his eyes, determined, resigned, scared. "If, after you have looked, 

you need to end this, then I will not try to prevent you." He moistened his lips; his first outward 

sign of nervousness. "This needs to be resolved between us before either of us does anything 

irrevocable." 

Hermione had to remind herself to breathe. She struggled to form thoughts in her mind through the 

conflicting emotions. Damn the man, she thought incoherently. Just when she had it nicely 

organised, he threw it all out of order again. She wanted to run; to refuse to participate in this any 

more. 



"Do you know what's in there?" she managed. 

"No. Although I have an idea." 

He was still holding her hand. She suddenly needed to grip on tightly. He returned the pressure. 

If she was honest with herself, she didn't want to look, was more than content for the details of his 

past to stay there in a sort of fuzzy acknowledgement of having done bad things. True, she had 

thought about this situation, told herself it was bound to happen eventually, that it wouldn't make a 

difference, that she would face it when it did. 

But now eventually had happened; fate had called her on the play. And what if it did make a 

difference? What if she couldn't bear to face him afterwards. What if she really did lose him? 

He was right. 

If she didn't look it would always be between them; the just supposes and the what ifs. 

He was willing to face Azkaban for you. He walked away from his world and his family for you. It's 

time to see if you were worth it. 

She nodded slowly. 

"All right. I'll do it." 

"Thank you." Quiet recognition. 

Suddenly, she needed to be close to him. She moved to him, wrapping her arms round him, burying 

her face against his chest, holding him as if it would be her last chance to do so. 

  

  

Eventually, even Hermione ran out of displacement activity. 

She made sure that Crookshanks was safely out of the way in the dungeons - Snape had refused to 

be present and she understood why. Then she tidied away the things that were scattered around the 

table. And then she carefully made sure that her lesson plans and her marking were up to date. It 

was only when she was considering whether or not this would be a good time to go through her 

wardrobe and clear out all the robes and other things that she really didn't wear any more that she 

faced what she was doing. It didn't matter how tidy the rooms were. It didn't matter how much tea 

she drunk. It didn't matter if she went into Hogsmeade for the day, or to Australia for a month. 

At the end of it all the Pensieve would still be there. Waiting. 

Get on with it, woman. I thought you were a Gryffindor. 



Drawing a chair up to the table, she positioned herself in front of the plain grey bowl and held on to 

the edge of the table with sweaty palms, steeling herself for what was to come. 

Her last thought before she leant forward to look was, maybe it won't be as bad as I fear. 

  

  

She watched as a room took shape through the swirling liquid. It seemed to be bare stone. A 

dungeon then. Hardly unexpected under the circumstances. As the outlines clarified she could see 

figures in the room. She leant forward a little further to try and make them out and felt the familiar 

sensation of being pitched forward into icy blackness. 

As her senses reasserted themselves, she began to fully take in the scene. 

It was indeed a dungeon. It was empty save for a high backed square cut wooden chair with arms 

and a large table, also wooden. It reminded her bizarrely of a very Spartan dining table with a 

single place setting. There were four men in the room - at least, she assumed they were all men. 

Two she didn't recognise; two she did. 

Lucius Malfoy was one. 

She had seen Lucius before, of course, but she was still struck with the impeccable grooming of the 

man. Even in a dungeon, even plainly contemplating torture, his appearance and bearing could not 

be faulted. He could have been hosting a formal reception. His movements were elegant, controlled 

and graceful; a man completely in his element. 

He moved smoothly round the table towards where she was standing. Even though she knew that 

he couldn't see her, she stepped hastily back out of his way and focussed on the other man. 

Snape. 

Also controlled, but dark and contained. In contrast to the relaxed poise of Malfoy, he was tense, 

keyed up; not restless, but an almost unnaturally still counterpoint to the flowing movement of the 

other. 

A noise immediately behind her made her whirl round, startled. 

There was a fifth person in the room. Another man. Naked. Chained to the wall by his wrists and 

ankles. 

Lucius Malfoy also noticed the sound. 

"Ah, you're back with us. How splendid. Now you're awake you can help us clear up a few 

questions that have been bothering us." 



"I'm not going to tell you bastards anything." 

She realised that she was breathing heavily. A rattle brought her attention back to the centre of the 

room. Snape had moved a trolley from behind the table, where it had been hidden from her view. It 

had a number of bottles on it of different shapes and sizes. He carefully stationed it to one side of 

the table and then returned for another one. She couldn't see clearly what was on this one. 

Not wanting to know, but needing to, she moved to get a better view, flinching as she directly 

crossed Malfoy's line of sight. 

She saw knives. Gleaming, razor sharp, arranged by size and gauge upon a pristine white linen 

cloth, like instruments awaiting the surgeon. And there were other things she recognised as well; 

things that her parents occasionally used. Retractor, clamp, her brain identified automatically. 

And then Malfoy, smiling, urbane. 

"I don't actually think we're planning to ask you anything are we, Severus?" 

A shrug from the other man. 

"No, I didn't think so." A charming smile. "You see, my friend here is absolutely fascinated with 

the effect of certain potions on the human body, but finds it terribly difficult to get reliable data." 

He looked back to the surgical trolley. "Oh, that does look nice. Thank you gentlemen," - this to the 

other two men in the room - "a splendid job, as usual." He returned his attention to the man hanging 

on the wall. "Of course, I don't really understand all the technical aspects of this. I'm just happy to 

be able to lend a hand with my more modest talents." He looked quizzically at the man. "Tell me, 

are you a gardener?" 

There was a snort behind her, making her jump and turn. 

"Lucius, we don't have all day. You can discuss your roses later." Cold, impatient. Hermione 

noticed that he now had parchment and a quill laid out on the trolley with the potions. 

The other man shrugged. 

"You really should take more interest in horticulture you know, Severus. I find it extremely 

relaxing. However, as you wish." 

He gestured, and the other two men came forward to release the prisoner. They pulled him over and 

up on to the table, securing his torso and legs. As Hermione watched, Lucius carefully selected a 

knife from the trolley. Snape gestured briefly at the man on the table. 

"Chest first. Upper left side. About two inches by four inches, please." 

And Lucius began to cut. 

  



  

She wanted to look away but couldn't. Couldn't move at all. Couldn't even retch. 

She watched as Lucius Malfoy carefully sliced pieces of skin away, and as Snape equally carefully 

dropped precisely measured amounts of substance onto the raw flesh underneath. Then the pause as 

he observed, and recorded, and then repeated the action on some other part, turning the body to 

make the fullest possible use of it. Torso, limbs, face, genitals; no part of the man escaped. 

It was precise, calculated, unimpeachably scientific. It might even have held some interest, were it 

not for the fact of the conscious, screaming man on the table, twitching and spasming against the 

restraints, and the air filled with the acrid smells of a body being pressed beyond its natural 

endurance. Even breathing shallowly, she could taste the stench at the back of her throat. 

There were very few words exchanged between them other than Snape giving instructions on where 

to cut next. Malfoy's face held a sort of serene contentment that Hermione found deeply disturbing. 

Snape's face barely changed expression, apart from the occasional grunt of dissatisfaction when 

his subject contaminated a test area with vomit or urine. 

She felt a curious sense of dissociation, as if the whole thing was not really happening at all. She 

felt virtually nothing. No horror, no revulsion, no desire to scream or cry out or protest. There was 

only the scene unfolding before her. Nothing else existed. Not even her. She briefly wondered if 

she were in fact still alive or if she was watching this as a ghost. 

She supposed that she would have to think about this later, but not now. 

Please Gods, not now. 

Eventually, both the body and table were masked in blood and the twitchings of the man became 

noticeably weaker. 

"I think that we're beginning to run out of useful sites, cousin." Malfoy sounded regretful. 

Snape simply grunted again. 

"Then we'll turn him back over and do as much internally as we can." 

Something within her flinched at the word internally, but the feeling only barely registered on her 

consciousness. 

A movement from the two onlookers, a wave of the wand, and the body on the table - it had ceased 

being a man some while ago - was turned over so that the ruined face was uppermost. 

"Eyes." The one curt word from Snape had Lucius holding first one, and then the other open as 

Snape added something green to one and something black to the other. More inarticulate sounds of 

pain, more notes. 



Hermione's feelings were now sufficiently detached for her to register a measurable difference in 

the reaction to each substance. She even spared a second to wonder what they were. Snape, 

meanwhile, had finished his scribbling and surveyed the results of Lucius' handiwork with distaste. 

"Liver," he said eventually. 

Lucius picked up another knife. 

"Left or right lobe?" he asked. 

Hermione moved forward, her body carrying her without any active input from her brain. The 

white linen cloth was stained with blood now, where Lucius had replaced and exchanged his 

implements of choice. 

"Right, I think," replied Snape after a moment. 

Lucius nodded. 

She watched as he laid the fine blade of the knife on the flesh - she couldn't use the word skin, there 

was so little of that substance left - on the right hand side of the body, just below the diaphragm, 

and then almost teasingly drew it along and down. The body on the table spasmed at the touch. 

Snape drew in his breath in clear exasperation. 

"Lucius, we don't have time for you to play." 

"I wish you took more pleasure in life, cousin. You'll die young, you know." 

In response, Snape simply folded his arms and waited. His hands were as clean as when he had 

started, she noticed. Lucius's hands were stained, but Snape had managed to avoid the blood, the 

vomit, the other bodily fluids. Even the potions had been administered from a distance. 

Lucius gave Snape a mournful look and then sliced deeply, confidently, into the upper abdomen. 

There was less blood than she might have expected; due, presumably, to the fact that a great deal of 

it had already been spilled. Lucius put the knife down and inserted another metal device, which he 

adjusted until it was holding the wound wide open. A incoherent gurgle came from the table. 

"Enough?" he asked, slightly petulantly. 

"A little wider." 

Lucius complied. Hermione moved again, drawn to the sight. At the base of the cut she could see 

something red and slippery, pulsing. It was pale, much paler than it should be, the movements weak 

and a little irregular. She recalled a random fact from her parents' anatomy textbooks; thirty per 

cent of the body's blood supply passes through the liver per minute. Not if seventy percent of it was 

already missing. 



Snape leaned forward holding a glass dropper. He squeezed gently and four drops of vivid green hit 

the surface of the exposed organ. The body began to thrash again, making sobbing noises of 

helpless protest, eyeless head tossing from side to side. White patches began to appear across the 

liver, blotching into roseate patterns with livid red centres. The sobs became choking. Lucius poked 

experimentally at one of the marks. 

"The white parts are hard." He poked again. "But the unaffected areas are still soft." 

Wordlessly, Snape noted it down. 

The thrashings were getting weaker now. Lucius found an uncut area on the throat and checked the 

pulse. 

"He's fading. Shall we leave it at that or do you want to try for the heart as well?" 

She watched as Snape's face closed even more. 

"I doubt he'll live long enough to make any useful observations." He selected a small bottle from 

the trolley and pulled out the stopper. With infinite care, he bent over the table and allowed two 

drops to fall onto the lips of what was left of the man they had been working on. 

His spine arched, he gave a strangled cough and then the body went rigid. Lucius' face darkened 

unpleasantly. 

He might have been useless for your purposes, cousin, but I could still have had some fun with 

him." 

Snape looked unimpressed. 

"I told you we didn't have time for games. Find another toy." 

"One day you will no longer be the favoured one of Our Master," warned Lucius. "Be careful of the 

enemies you make." 

Snape simply shrugged and collected up his notes. 

"Clear up this mess," he ordered in the direction of the two onlookers. 

Then he swept out of the room. 

  

  

Hermione felt the room receding and had the disconcerting sensation that she was fading out of 

existence. Maybe I am really dead, she thought distantly. Then other sights began to register in her 

mind. Another table, another chair, other walls. But this time there was colour. And a fire. And 

familiar objects. 



She was in her rooms. Her own rooms. Her. Rooms. 

Like blood returning to a numbed limb, all the emotions that she had been rigidly suppressing came 

flowing back into her. 

She barely made it to the bathroom before she threw up. 

She lay on the bathroom floor for a long time, shaking weakly, and resting her head against the cool 

porcelain of the toilet. The taste and smell of her own vomit mingled in her senses with the memory 

of the smells from the dungeon, and she hauled herself up to bring up more bile. 

Eventually, there was nothing more to bring up, and she pulled herself to her feet, to try to cleanse 

her mouth with toothpaste and water. It only brought short term relief though, as her bruised 

stomach muscles rebelled at the first touch of the cold water, and she lurched to the toilet again to 

bring up watery stomach acid. She tried again to clean her teeth, this time without swallowing 

anything. Then she forced herself through the sitting room, past the Pensieve with its obscene 

contents, and into her bedroom. 

Without bothering to undress, she crawled under the covers and hugged a pillow to her, burying her 

face in it in a childlike desire for comfort. 

And then she cried. 

She lay sobbing for what felt like forever, locked in wordless misery, trying not to see the images, 

hear the noises, smell the stench. Again and again the pain flowed over and around her, until 

eventually her mind refused to have anything more to do with it, and she drifted into blackness. 

  

END OF PART 7 

PART 8 

  

  

She awoke and it was still black. Her throat was raw and her stomach cramped when she tried to 

move. The mint toothpaste had faded from her mouth leaving a sour taste. She moved her head 

slightly and winced at the pounding. She shut her eyes and lay very still, hoping that if she just 

stayed like this, everything would go away and leave her alone. 

The physical sensations had dimmed a little, but in their place came the memories, not gone, simply 

waiting for the opportunity to recur. 

She could have dealt more easily with scenes of uncontrolled brutality. Violence, rape, blood lust, 

acts carried out in the heat of the moment, in frenzy, under the influence of the mob. She would 



have been appalled, but somehow she would have been more able to bear watching him do that; 

could have told herself that it wasn't him. Could have told herself that she didn't recognise that 

person. 

But she did recognise him. 

She recognised the precision, the control, the exactitude. The focus on the work, the careful 

preparation, the methodical approach, the meticulous recording. Even the contempt for actions 

which went beyond his immediate sphere of interest. 

Even his words. 

Clear up this mess. 

It could have been a potions class. 

He could have been talking to Neville Longbottom. 

She had watched a Severus Snape that she knew. The hands that had so carefully administered 

poisons and corrosives to the unknown victim, she had watched equally carefully make healing 

potions, make the cure for Seamus Finnegan, make Wolfsbane for Remus Lupin. 

She screwed her eyes up more tightly, and forced herself to think further. 

The hands that touched her with such care, such gentleness, such passion; that drew such pleasure 

from her. 

The juxtaposition of memories made her feel nauseous again. 

The man that she loved was capable of this thing. 

Gods. 

  

  

Eventually she slept again, although her rest, such as it was, was punctuated by fragmented dreams 

of blood and pain. She didn't feel appreciably better when she finally woke, but, deep within her 

mind, the part that was responsible for ensuring physical survival come what may had begun to 

function again. 

It informed her that she could not stay here forever, and that she needed to get back out into the 

world. Food, it told her. Water. Bath. Slowly, painfully, wincing as the movement jarred aching 

muscles and head, she got herself out of bed. 



Through the main room, not looking at the Pensieve, still squatting on the table reminding her of 

the reality of the situation. On the other end of the table, she noticed that someone had left a tray of 

food and a pitcher of something. House elves? Dumbledore? Rose? Snape? 

The thought of food made her stomach lurch dangerously. Later, she thought, turning away and 

heading into the bathroom. Once in there, she scrubbed her teeth again, and drew a bath as hot as 

she could get out of the taps. Rummaging through her medicine cabinet she found a bottle of 

willowbark and valerian potion. She poured a dose into the glass by the sink and swallowed it neat, 

not bothering to dilute it with anything and almost choking on the bitter taste. Leaving the taste in 

her mouth in a kind of self punishment, she slid into the bath, watching her skin go red as the water 

only just stopped short of scalding her. She tried not to think of blood on her skin. Then, she took 

her back brush and began to work at herself, hoping that the pain would somehow cleanse the 

experience from her. Atone for having been present at the scene. 

In the end she stopped before she drew blood.. Perhaps it was the fact that the willowbark and 

valerian compound had begun to ease her pounding headache. Or perhaps it was just the fact that 

she had never been one for long bouts of introspective self-pity. It simply occurred to her that she 

was laying in a bath filled with water that was too hot to stand, intent on inflicting pain on herself 

for the crime of witnessing events that had taken place in all likelihood before she was born. 

Wincing, she pulled herself out, and began to dry herself off. Then, she rinsed the taste of the 

willowbark out of her mouth and cleaned her teeth for the third time. After that she poured herself 

several long glasses of water. She retrieved her clothes from the floor and determinedly walked out 

into the main room, past the table and back into the bedroom. A flick of the wand made the bed 

again, and she dumped all of her clothes out for the wash. Then, she dressed in clean robes and 

went to confront the Pensieve. 

It was still there, as was the tray. She inspected the food; bread, cheese, cold meats and fruit, 

together with a pitcher of pumpkin juice. The sight of the stone bowl still did unpleasant things to 

her stomach. She glared at it and poured a glass of juice defiantly. She sipped, and the sweetness 

made her feel better. Still staring at the bowl, she picked up and apple and bit into it, the flavour tart 

in her mouth. 

It was no good, she couldn't eat with that thing sitting there. She put down her half eaten apple and 

picked up the bowl. The dull silver interior swirled and moved under her eyes. On an impulse she 

tipped it up, wondering if it would just pour out. Unsurprisingly, it didn't. Sighing, she walked over 

to a cupboard. Opening one side, she cleared a space and pushed the Pensieve to the back of a shelf, 

shutting the door, and casting a locking charm on it for good measure. 

After that, she returned to her meal. The immediate absence of the Pensieve and the food made her 

feel a little better. According to the clock it was half past four. According to the lights shining in 

the castle and the noises in the courtyard it was the afternoon. It had been Saturday afternoon when 

she had begun this; she hoped that she hadn't lost more than twenty-four hours. 

She felt suddenly very drained and very old. She knew that she had to face the world again; 

face Snape again. But not yet. Tomorrow would be soon enough. 



  

  

Tomorrow came all too quickly. She had considered the idea of a dreamless sleep potion, and then 

decided that she would try to manage without. In the end her night was not as restful as it might 

have been and not as disturbed as it could have been. She certainly didn't wake up feeling one 

hundred percent, but she definitely felt appreciably better than she had the previous day. 

She decided to miss breakfast and simply head for her lessons, not even trying to tell herself that 

she had any other reason for doing so than avoiding him. Her actions had been anticipated, though, 

for she emerged from the bathroom, after a bath at a considerably more sensible temperature, to 

find another tray on her table; croissants, coffee, orange juice. Someone was clearly determined to 

look after her. 

She managed to get to her lessons without seeing Snape, which was curious in one way given that 

her teaching rooms were very close to his own quarters. It occurred to her that he might be avoiding 

her as much as she was him. Lessons themselves went surprisingly well and surprisingly quickly. 

She decided to work through lunch, but she knew that she was simply putting off the inevitable. 

Settling in her office after the end of classes, she pulled over a stack of papers to go through, but 

found herself unable to concentrate. Teaching had meant that her conscious mind had had no 

opportunity to relive the events of the weekend. Now, staring unseeing at the parchment in front of 

her, she rested her head on her hands and let her mind drift. When she came to from her mental 

wanderings, it was time for dinner. 

She swallowed nervously. Best get on with it then. 

He was already in his place when she entered the Great Hall, and she couldn't speak to him without 

making an obvious point of it. She brushed past him to get to her seat, thinking that he looked 

unrested and even more closed than usual. Uncomfortably, she sat down and forced herself to eat 

something approximating a proper meal, aware of the concerned looks from both Dumbledore and 

Rose, but thankful that they were both too far away to speak to. As she finished, her attention was 

drawn by Snape standing up. She looked towards him, fear and recollection suddenly fluttering in 

her stomach. She met his eyes briefly, but couldn't hold the contact. She cursed herself as she saw 

him stiffen slightly and then fractionally incline his head in acknowledgement of what he thought 

he read there. Then he turned, and swept out; the characteristic move sending resonances of 

memory through her again. 

But the sight of him in person had managed to jolt her thoughts back into context. She had looked 

into Snape's past and seen the plain unvarnished truth of it. She had also seen and heard a little of 

what had driven him there in the first place. And she had seen his actions since leaving the Death 

Eaters and his work against Voldemort. He had never sought to lie to her or to minimise his 

actions; she had always been the one to cut that conversation off. If she had spent an evening trying 

to atone, he had spent years doing so, cutting himself off from the rest of the world, risking himself, 

accepting no personal recognition or credit. 



Did what she had seen make a difference? When you factored out the immediate shock and horror 

of it, the answer was no. No, it didn't. She still loved him. 

A double espresso appeared in front of her and she sipped at it, tasting the bitterness. As she did so 

the fear and the horror and the pain began to coalesce into something else. 

Anger. 

A cold, utterly calm, completely rational fury. 

This stopped now. 

She drained her cup, and stood up abruptly. Without responding to the startled enquiry from 

Professor Sprout on her left, she headed out of the Hall and back to her rooms. 

Preoccupied as she was by her angry reflections, the knock on the door made her jump. 

"Come in," she snapped. 

The door was opened rather hesitantly, and Rose poked her head round. 

"Hermione?" she said a little tentatively. "Are you all right?" 

She blinked. It was such an ordinary question, and so incongruous against the background of recent 

events, that she couldn't really formulate an answer to it. 

"Um," was all she said, conscious that Rose was not the target of her anger. 

"I can go away again if you'd like," the other woman offered. 

Hermione shook her head. 

"No, no, stay. I'm sorry. It's been a bit of an odd few days really." 

Rose nodded and then came in, carefully closing the door behind her. She stood on the edge of the 

room, though, as if she was not quite certain of her welcome. 

"When I didn't see you over the weekend I was going to come up, but Albus said that you had 

something personal that you were taking care of, so I didn't." 

Hermione was grateful for that; the experiences had been harrowing, but she wasn't certain that she 

would have wanted to share them with anyone. 

"Yes," she said slowly, "I suppose you could put it that way." 

"Hermione," Rose sounded hesitant, "I know it's none of my business, but is everything all right 

between you and Professor Snape?" Hermione was silent at the question, considering the answer. 

Rose misinterpreted the pause. "It's just that no one saw you all weekend, and Professor Snape has 



been prowling the corridors as if he's being chased by demons, and at dinner this evening...," she let 

the sentence hang and spread her hands expressively. 

Chased by demons. Truer that you will know. For both of us. 

"It's complicated," she said eventually, "and I'm not sure that it's my story to tell." 

Rose shrugged. 

"As I said, it's none of my business. But if there's anything I can do, or if you need an ear, you 

know where I am." 

Hermione smiled. 

"Thank you," she said sincerely. "I appreciate it. And I think that things will work themselves out. 

As I said, it's just been a bit... complicated... recently." She made a decision. "Look, I'm on my way 

to the dungeons now. Will you walk with me? That way you can tell me what I missed whilst I was 

off in my own little world. How did the Quidditch go?" 

The trip to the dungeons passed in idle chatter which soothed Hermione no end after the 

rollercoaster of the last two days. It wasn't until the two women had gone their separate ways that 

the apprehension returned. She arrived at Snape's door, knocking before she could give herself time 

to think about it any further. 

There was a terse acknowledgement as she let herself in. 

He was seated in his usual chair staring into the unlit fire. At first glance, it looked as if he had 

grown a large ginger wig until the wig in question developed a large broad head and two glittering 

green eyes. She was absurdly cheered to realise that Crookshanks, infallible detector of all that was 

evil, was indicating that his loyalties still lay squarely with Snape. She felt unexpected tears 

pricking at her eyes. 

"Love?" she said softly. 

He stood slowly and turned to face her. 

"You looked." It was not a question. His face was harsh and his eyes were tired. 

"Yes." 

She moved towards him. He seemed not to notice, he just nodded as if something had been 

confirmed for him. She was almost touching him, when he opened his mouth to speak. She cut 

across him, before he could begin. 

"Hold me." 

He closed his mouth and just looked at her. She saw something spark deep in his eyes. 



"Please," she repeated, "we can talk later, but right now I need you to hold me." 

His arms came round her fiercely, holding her so tightly that it was almost uncomfortable. She 

didn't care. She would risk cracked ribs just to feel him against her. They stayed like that for a long 

time, she with her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat, feeling the rise and fall of his 

breathing. Then, she felt his lips brush against her hair very softly. 

"Dearest," she thought she heard him whisper. 

She moved a little so that she could lift her face up to his. His eyes were shadowed and glittering. 

Gently, she placed her mouth at the corner of his, and then moved so that it covered it completely. 

She felt him shudder against her, and deepened the kiss. It was long and slow and languorous, 

tongues exploring, hands and arms simply holding, cradling whilst they each reassured themselves 

that the other was still there. 

When they broke, she was trembling. 

"I love you," she murmured shakily. "Don't let go of me." 

********** 

The impossible appeared to have happened. She had looked into the Pensieve, she had witnessed 

the contents, and she had returned to him. However that particular miracle had come about, it was 

also evident to him that she had not been unchanged by the experience. 

He had expected questions, distress, recriminations. What he got was controlled, focussed and very 

precisely directed fury. 

His lover was a very angry woman indeed. 

And the target of that anger was not himself, as he might have anticipated, but Lucius Malfoy. 

"I'm going to destroy it." She had been adamant, tone brooking no challenge. "Somehow, I'm going 

to find a way to do it. I'm not going to let him break you. I'm not going to let him break us." 

He tried to remember if he had ever had someone standing at his side who was prepared to take up 

arms on his behalf in quite this way; someone who, of all extraordinary things, wanted to protect 

him. 

Dumbledore had certainly vouched for him with the Ministry all those years ago. But he had made 

a bargain with the old man. That support had come with a price; one which he had willingly paid, 

but a price nonetheless. 

Hermione asked for nothing of him that he could fathom, other than his company, his trust and his 

love. He still couldn't quite understand why she would want any of them, but she did, and as far as 

he was concerned they were hers without condition. And slowly, he was actually beginning to 

believe that when he reached out to her, she would be there. 



Meanwhile, the woman herself had formed herself into a tight ball of determined energy, as she 

scoured every book in the Hogwarts' library to find information on Pensieves. Her ability to single-

mindedly pursue a goal was one of the many things that he loved about her. But her intensity also 

worried him a little. He had more than a suspicion that much of her anger stemmed from the fact 

that she was still dealing with the reaction to what she had seen. 

He was currently sitting, book open on his lap, bald cat tucked into his robes, not actually reading, 

just studying the intent features of the woman in the other chair. She was chewing her bottom lip as 

she always did when she was reasoning something out, unaware of his scrutiny. Her brow was 

slightly furrowed and her hair was falling over her face where it had escaped from its ponytail; 

assisted in that by the absent pullings of its owner. He wanted to reach over and tuck it back, but 

was reluctant to disturb her concentration. 

Suddenly she let out an exasperated noise, and closed her own book with a bang. 

"This is ridiculous," she declared, sounding profoundly irritated. "There's absolutely nothing in any 

of these that tells me anything helpful. There are enough instructions on how to get 

your own thoughts out of the Pensieve, but no one ever seems to have considered that you might 

want to get rid of someone else's thoughts." 

She hunched into the chair, elbows on the book and chin in her hands. 

"I wish I still had my Ministry privileges. I'm sure there must be something in the British Library 

about this. Or the Bodleian." 

He carefully put down his unregarded book, and disentangled Sphinx. She chirruped indignantly, 

and Hermione looked round. It was, he thought wryly, impossible to move quietly with Sphinx 

acting as a warning system. However, ignoring the feline protest, he moved over to where 

Hermione was sitting and sat himself of the arm of her chair, placing his hand in the middle of her 

back, not knowing quite what to say to her but wanting to offer something. 

"There has to be a way to destroy it," she said without moving. 

"There's actually very little literature on the basic nature of Pensieves," he said carefully. "Most of 

it is descriptive, and largely deals with how to make them - the various charms and so forth, but I'm 

not aware of anything on how to remove information against the maker's will." 

She nodded. 

"You're saying it's not possible?" 

Not possible was a dangerous concept to introduce around Hermione, he thought with a shot of 

humour. It tended to induce a strong desire to prove the opposite. 

"I'm saying that I don't think you'll find the answer in a book." He hesitated and then went on. "And 

no, there may not be an answer at all." 



"I need to find an answer," she said eventually. "I need to... do something. I can't just sit here 

waiting for Lucius Malfoy to send us his complete collection of Pensieves, one by one." 

He rubbed at her back. If it was what she needed to do to cope with this then he would help her as 

far as he could. 

"I've never made a study of the subject," he said consideringly, "but I understand that Pensieves 

don't really fall neatly into any category. The medium is not quite a potion, the trapping is not 

exactly done through charms, and the binding effect is not really mediated through Arithmancy." 

"I think I'd worked that much out," she said resignedly. "It means going back to first principles, 

doesn't it?" 

"Probably," he agreed, although it hadn't been much of a question. 

She sighed and he felt her shoulders sag under his hand. 

"I just love re-inventing the wheel." 

  

  

It actually didn't seem as if they would get as far as a wheel. 

It was the Christmas holidays. Hermione had managed to find some kind of explanation to give to 

her parents to justify her decision to remain at Hogwarts for the entire period. She hadn't given him 

any details, simply muttering something about wanting to get this sorted out before she had to face 

any more family visits. He hadn't enquired further. He knew that if he was going to marry their 

daughter, there would come a point in time when he would have to meet his future parents-in-law 

but, currently, the thought made him feel slightly sick. He somehow couldn't imagine being 

welcomed with open arms. 

And there was absolutely no guarantee that, after the Malfoy situation had played itself out, she 

would still be willing to marry him. All in all, Christmas passed largely unmarked by the both of 

them, other than by a very private exchange of gifts. He rather preferred it that way. 

So, now they had the advantage of a large block of uninterrupted time in which to devise a solution 

to the problem of the Pensieve. And the disadvantage of having nothing to take their minds off their 

near-total lack of progress. 

He had managed to get hold of two ordinary Pensieves; neither of them, it appeared, had much 

desire to deal with Malfoy's one any more than was strictly necessary. They both fed a neutral 

memory into their separate bowls and then the other systematically tried to get rid of it. 



They started with the obvious; Obliviate charms cast on the bowls, forgetfulness potions dropped 

into the silvery medium, cleansing solutions, releasing charms, as many variants on Finite 

Incantatem as either of them could devise. 

Nothing worked. The memories stayed firmly in place. 

Snape straightened up after their most recent attempt. 

"I swear," he remarked, "that if I have to watch Gryffindor beat Slytherin to take the Quidditch Cup 

once more, I shall be admitted to St Mungo's." The sneer in his voice was exaggerated for effect but 

the weariness was not. "Was there any particular reason that you chose this memory?" he continued 

acerbically. 

He was rewarded by a slight chuckle from the other side of the bench. 

"I expect it was the same idea that made you think that I would enjoy repeatedly reliving Slytherin 

winning the House Cup," Hermione responded with her own twist of irony. 

She had him there, no question. But he felt a certain satisfaction at having amused her with his 

choice. 

"It is getting a little repetitive isn't it?" 

She came round the bench to stand close to him, close enough that he could smell her fragrance. 

Close enough that she could run one finger lightly over the back of his hand. 

"I could always remove it and replace it with something more... mutually enjoyable," she 

murmured, with a wicked edge to her tone. 

His mouth went dry and he swallowed. 

"I think I'd prefer to work with a memory that I'm actually motivated to erase," he managed wryly. 

She laughed again and was about to say something, when there was a cough behind them. They 

both jumped and turned to see Rose Brunarde standing there, looking faintly embarrassed but also 

as if she was trying to hide a smile. 

Hermione stepped back a little from him, smoothing at her robes although there was nothing out of 

place about them. She looked a little like a seventh year, caught out behind the greenhouses, he 

thought. 

Despite that thought, he could feel his face creasing into a scowl. Although his feelings had become 

markedly less chaotic over the last months, he was still not comfortable with displaying them in 

front of others. 

"Hello, Rose." That was Hermione. "What can we do for you." 



That was tactful, he thought. It was extremely unlikely that the Charms teacher was seeking him 

out. 

He didn't miss the quick look that the Frenchwoman shot in his direction. He was right. 

She was trying to stifling a smile. He could see the corners of her mouth twitching. Now he felt like 

a guilty student. His scowl deepened. 

"I'm sorry to interrupt you, but Hermione, I was wondering if you wanted to come out to the Three 

Broomsticks tonight." She paused, and then added. "Both of you." 

He swore he could hear mischief in the woman's tone. 

Hermione glanced at him. 

No. I don't want you to go. It's not safe. 

"It's up to you," he said, trying to keep his tone neutral. 

Hermione was obviously thinking something through. 

"I don't think I can tonight," she said regretfully. 

He watched Rose's expression fail to conceal polite scepticism. 

"I want to keep working on this," Hermione gestured vaguely at the benches behind her. "And there 

are some... other considerations." 

Rose nodded thoughtfully. 

"Your life is still... complicated, I take it." 

That's putting it mildly. 

"Yes, very," was Hermione's only response. Then she seemed to make some kind of internal 

decision. "Look, Rose, we have maybe another couple of hours to work on this. Why don't you 

come up to my rooms later and we can share a bottle of wine there. I know it's not quite the Three 

Broomsticks, but it'll be nice to chat anyway." 

Rose nodded again. 

"That sounds like a good idea." She paused and then said, in a rather more uncertain tone, "forgive 

me if this is none of my business, but this project." She gestured at the bench. "Does this have 

anything to do with the complications in your life." 

He felt Hermione stiffen and he instinctively drew breath to speak. 

"You are quite correct, Professor Brunarde, this is none of your business," he said coldly, just as 

Hermione touched his hand and said, "It's all right, Severus." 



Rose had drawn back, whether at his face, or his tone, he didn't know, spreading her hands, already 

uttering words of apology. Hermione didn't draw her hand away. Instead he felt her fingers entwine 

with his. 

"It's all right," she repeated. "Rose, stay please." 

The other woman stopped, but still looked wary. Snape felt Hermione's thumb rub across the side 

of his hand very lightly. The touch calmed him, but he still didn't feel ready to have the problem 

laid out for strangers to see. 

"The answer to your question is yes." Hermione was speaking. "We're trying to find a way of 

erasing memories from a Pensieve. Someone else's memories," she clarified. "Please don't ask 

why," she ended quietly. Snape felt Hermione's hand tighten on his very briefly, confirming his 

belief that the experience of Malfoy's Pensieve was still vivid to her. 

Fortunately, the other woman seemed to accept that meagre explanation. 

"Forgive me for intruding, Hermione," he noticed that Rose was not looking at him any more, "I 

have simply been concerned for you." 

"I know. I'm sorry I can't tell you more." 

The other woman shrugged. 

"It is no matter." She was moving towards the door again. "Until later then." 

She smiled briefly, and then left. 

As she left, Snape felt his breathing begin to ease. 

"Love?" She was still holding his hand. "Love, she's a friend. She was just concerned." 

"I know," he said finally, "I'm sorry, I'm just not used to...." He trailed off. 

Not used to having friends. Not used to people just being concerned. 

"Rose is my friend," said Hermione firmly. "She's funny and intelligent and well read, and you'll 

like her." 

"I wouldn't dare do otherwise," he said, trying to cover his uncertainty with humour. 

She leant forward and her lips brushed his cheek lightly. 

"She will like you as well. And you'll have a chance to get to know her this evening." 

That startled him. 

"This evening?" he said feeling confused. 



"This evening," she confirmed. "You remember? My rooms. Later. Bottle of wine." She sighed. 

"Don't tell me you didn't think you were included." 

He made a non-committal noise in his throat. It was precisely what he had thought. 

"Love," she said, in a tone which fell somewhere between affection and exasperation, "I agreed to 

marry you. I don't think you get much more included that that." 

He felt a sudden release of tension inside. He hadn't realised how much he'd been waiting to hear 

her confirm that she hadn't changed her mind. A lump formed in his throat and he caught her gaze 

for a long moment. Then his mouth twitched. 

"Shall we get back to work then," he said, "if we're entertaining later?" 

********** 

'Later in the evening' found Hermione unaccountably nervous about Rose and Snape being in the 

same room. Despite her confident assertion that Rose would like him, she knew better than anyone 

that Snape could be completely inaccessible if the mood so took him. And she knew that he had 

been as badly upset as she by the events of the last couple of months. 

All in all, the evening had the potential to go very badly wrong. 

Edgily, she paced the room, shifting things from one place to another at random, and trying not to 

think of Malfoy's Pensieve, sitting in the locked cupboard. 

I am going to destroy it, she told herself through gritted teeth. I am. 

Once again she was so wrapped in her own thoughts that the knock at the door came as a surprise to 

her. 

It was Rose, holding a bottle of red wine and looking slightly apprehensive. 

"I wasn't sure what to bring," she said diffidently, holding up the bottle. "I didn't know what... I 

mean whether...." 

Had she not been so tightly wound Hermione might have laughed. 

"Red wine is fine," she said aiming for something like light cheerfulness. "I'd better open it though. 

I wouldn't recommend serving a Potions Master red wine that hasn't had a chance to breathe 

properly." 

"Nor a Frenchwoman," reminded Rose. She hesitated a moment and then added, "so he is coming 

then?" 

"So he told me earlier this evening," answered Hermione, with more confidence than she felt. 

Snape was not a social animal by choice. She tried to cover her uncertainty by making more fuss 



than she needed to about finding a corkscrew, considering that they were both highly competent 

witches. In the end she had to rather sheepishly give up and use her wand. 

"Typical," she said with forced humour. "I can keep a lab immaculately tidy, but my living space 

always looks like a natural disaster. Harry and Ron used to tease me unmercifully about it...." She 

trailed off. She had almost forgotten Harry in the wake of the Pensieve. 

"There's been no word from Harry since he left here, I take it?" Rose was busy locating three 

glasses from the depths of a dresser. 

"Not so much as an owl feather," she muttered, grateful that Rose couldn't see her face at that 

moment. Another light tap at the door saved the need to make any further comment. 

There was a movement of air, and Snape entered just as Rose straightened up with the glasses in 

her hand and turned to face him. There was a frozen moment; none of them quite certain how to 

react to the presence of the others, and then Rose, with Gallic poise and not a little courage, smiled 

broadly. 

"Professor Snape, what perfect timing. I've just managed to find the glasses." 

He gave a snort. 

"Congratulations. I make it a point of principle never to risk looking in any of Hermione's 

cupboards." 

Hermione stifled a smile, both at the remark, and at the slight double take and swiftly concealed 

startlement on Rose's face as it dawned on her that Snape had just made a joke. 

Moving into the pause, she lifted the bottle. 

"The good news is that we have red wine. The bad news is that it still has to breathe a little." 

Snape just nodded and seated himself. "Pour it anyway," he recommended. "It can breathe in the 

glass as well as anywhere." 

Hermione gave an encouraging smile to Rose, who was busy putting the glasses on the table. The 

Charms teacher lifted an eyebrow in response and poured out three glasses of wine. She picked one 

up and handed it to Snape. 

"Professor," she said politely. 

Snape simply looked at her for a moment before taking the glass from her outstretched hand. 

"Severus," he said shortly. 

Hermione registered another millisecond's pause before Rose realised what Snape was saying. 

"Rose," she just said in response. 



Despite Hermione's fears, it turned out to be a pleasant evening. Snape, by his standards, was 

obviously making an heroic effort to be friendly and Rose was clearly inclined to give him the 

benefit of several doubts. As they moved on to another bottle of wine that Hermione unearthed 

from another dubious cupboard, the conversation strayed away from safe, but boring, school chatter 

and the atmosphere became distinctly more relaxed. 

Hermione, herself, actually found that she was enjoying listening to her lover - fiancé, she 

supposed, although that was an odd concept - and her friend debate French literature. Once again 

Snape surprised her with the breadth of his knowledge and the discussion ranged over Camus, Gide 

and Sartre, via Anouilh, Zola, to Descartes, Pascal and all points in between. 

It was the excursion into the philosophers that sent her own thoughts heading back to the Pensieve. 

So engrossed was she in trying to come up with another, untried angle on the problem that she 

failed to register that Snape was speaking to her. 

"Hermione, have you heard one word that's been said to you?" 

She blinked and shook her head ruefully. 

"I'm sorry, I was miles away." 

"Curiously enough, that fact was not lost on us." His tone was mocking, but she knew there was no 

real bite behind it. 

"Is that project still causing trouble?" asked Rose sympathetically. 

Across the room, Hermione saw Snape stiffen very fractionally, but he didn't say anything. 

"Yes," she said after a moment. "We've come up against a brick wall, and I can't see how to get 

round or over it." She looked at the ceiling, suddenly wanting to at least articulate the problem, as if 

reducing it to words would somehow render it soluble; or at least comprehensible. "The thing is," 

she said reflectively, "I know - or at least I think I know - how to make a Pensieve. I know the steps 

to follow, what materials and charms to use and so on, and I'm pretty confident that it would work 

when I'd finished. But what I don't understand is why it works. I know that it reduces thoughts and 

memories to something tangible, but I don't see how or why." 

Both Snape and Rose were sitting up and watching her now, as she struggled to give words to the 

stumbling block. 

"I think that if I could work out how you can trap a thought, then I could work out how to release 

it." She sighed. "But so far I've achieved nothing." She shrugged suddenly. "Other than maybe 

opening up a useful second career as a Pensieve-maker." 

She was aware of Snape leaning back in his chair, and was momentarily distracted by the fall of his 

hair, and a sudden ache to curl up in his arms and pretend that none of this was happening. 



"I may have something that would interest you." Rose's voice intruded on her thoughts. She was 

speaking carefully, as if she wasn't certain of Hermione's reaction. 

"What?" Pulled away from thoughts of Snape, Hermione was intrigued. 

"Well, it's a Muggle thing." She laughed, a little deprecatingly. "My besetting sin was always 

wanting to know why things worked as well. I got rather frustrated with 'because it does' as an 

explanation." 

Hermione nodded in understanding, and tried not to glare too obviously as a muffled snort issued 

from the direction of the other armchair. 

"Go on," she said. 

"Are you familiar with Muggle Quantum Theory?" 

Hermione thought. She'd read enough to know the general principles. From her recollection the 

mathematics of it was pretty brutal, even for her. 

"Well, I wanted to understand how things worked at a fundamental level, so I took it as an elective, 

when I was studying charms, and I think I remember something in it that might help. I'd need to 

check back over the texts though." 

"Wonderful," said Hermione, with feeling. 

Rose looked oddly relieved. 

"Are you sure?" she said, still sounding a little anxious. "I mean... I know a lot of wizards often 

dismiss Muggle ideas and I wasn't sure...." 

"I can assure you," came a dry voice from the other chair, "dismissing Muggle ideas is not 

something that any sensible person does around Professor Granger." 

Hermione grinned openly at that, whilst Rose looked a little disconcerted at Snape's sudden use of 

her full title. 

"To be frank," she said wryly, "at this stage I'd ask Sybill Trelawney if I thought she could give me 

any help. 

********** 

It had been a week since their quiet evening in. 

Two days after first mentioning that she might have something that would help, Rose had come 

into the Potions Room holding a book with a yellow cover with green dots on it. It looked fairly 

battered, as if it had seen some considerable use, if not abuse. She had opened it at a marked 



passage and she and Hermione had held a quiet and intense conversation, with Rose occasionally 

pointing things out on the page in front of her. 

Snape hadn't been quite sure whether Rose talked only to Hermione in deference to the fact that he 

was occupied with something else and she didn't want to break into his concentration, or whether 

she was still slightly apprehensive in his presence. On the whole he rather hoped it was the latter. 

He had allowed Hermione past his defences. That didn't mean that he was ready to open up to all 

and sundry. He still preferred to keep some distance between himself and the outside world. 

Hermione was... well... exceptional. She was Hermione. 

Hermione had begun to nod, then. Slowly at first and then with more vigour. She had turned to him, 

with that familiar look, the one that told him that she had turned inward pursuing some line of 

thought within herself. 

"Love," she had said absently, her use of the endearment in front of Rose a clear sign of her 

preoccupation, "I think I can see another angle in this. I need to sit down with Rose and work 

through it. I'll be back soon, I promise." 

He had barely had a chance to nod in response before she was out the door, holding the book and 

asking Rose questions. 

He spared a wry thought for the Charms teacher, on the receiving end of Hermione in full analytical 

mode. 

"I'll be back soon" was, of course, a flexible concept. She had been gone for the next five days. 

They did manage to meet briefly at meal times; he was relieved to notice that Rose succeeded in 

dragging her to the Great Hall with welcome regularity. But other than that, and occasional nods 

exchanged in the corridor, she was totally wrapped in whatever line of research currently had her 

enthralled. 

He was astonished to realise that he didn't mind. Well, perhaps didn't mind was putting it a bit 

highly. He would have liked her to share her progress with him. But he knew she would tell him 

when she was good and ready. And some very deep part of him was actually prepared to believe 

her promise to return; was not automatically reinterpreting a temporary preoccupation as rejection, 

betrayal and abandonment. 

His teaching days were as frustrating as they ever were. The students failed to follow simple 

instructions, didn't pay attention in class and generally behaved as if they were on some kind of 

extended holiday. His temper wasn't sweeter. He still thought that the Ravenclaws were boring and 

the Hufflepuffs were stupid. The Slytherins relied too much on his perceived favouritism to come 

up with anything truly inventive in the way of guile. And the Gryffindors still mostly reminded him 

of overlarge untrained dogs that couldn't quite believe that not everybody found them intrinsically 

loveable. Detentions were given. House points were deducted. 

Yet his nights were surprisingly peaceful; the fear of loss never wholly absent, but in abeyance for 

a time. 



A week after he and she and Rose had shared the bottle of wine, she came back to him. She was 

holding a sheaf of parchment and she was slightly breathless with excitement, eyes shining in a 

way that immediately conjured up the image of her thirteen year old self before him. However, 

instead of irritating him, it made his breath catch in a way that would have appalled her thirteen 

year old self, and indeed, all right thinking people including himself. 

"I've got the answer." So very typical of her. So very certain. "If you model the thought as a wave 

function and the Pensieve as a potential well, then all we have to do is find the energy state of the 

memory. From that we identify the charm that will cancel it out." 

Snape blinked. She had spoken with the air of someone continuing a conversation already started, 

and she had missed out several stages of reasoning. He thought he understood the words, but he 

was struggling to follow the implications. 

"That's all we have to do?" he asked, half teasing her. 

"Yes." She bit her lip suddenly, looking oddly uncertain. "At least I think so. The analysis works on 

paper, and it makes sense." 

Resisting the urge to tease her any further, he simply said, "Show me." 

Obediently, she spread her calculations on the bench in front of him. 

"What do you know about Quantum Mechanics?" she asked. 

He shrugged. 

"Like you, I've read around the subject." 

It was, in a way, inevitable that he would have. Wizards, by and large, tended to fall into two 

schools of thought. Those that were content that magic worked and looked no for no further 

explanation than the ubiquitous "because it does", and those who wanted to know why. Clearly, 

magic worked at some fundamental, basic level. Any consideration of why tended to lead the 

inquisitive along the paths explored by the Muggle quantum scientists. After all, matter was matter, 

whether Muggle or magical, and Muggles, lacking convenient magical shortcuts, were forced to 

devise their own schemata of how their world operated. Some of these models were directly 

applicable to magical principles - Charms, Transfiguration, and Potions being the most obvious 

ones. 

She nodded. 

"OK. Well you know the idea that at the quantum level things like photons and electrons behave 

sometimes like a wave and sometimes like a particle?" 

"Wave particle duality. Yes, I know." 

She clicked her tongue in annoyance. 



"I'm sorry. I want to make certain that I've got this right." 

He nodded. 

"Go on." 

"Well, if you take something like an electron, say, you can model it as a wave, yes?" He nodded. 

"And if it's trapped, say by the forces from the nucleus of an atom, the wave can only take a certain 

form, depending on the energy of the wave." 

He nodded again, this time remembering diagrams of ropes being shaken, and explanations of 

wavelengths. 

"So," she continued, "put simply, if you confine a wave in some area - a box if you like - then it can 

only exist in certain states... forms." 

He was beginning to see what she was getting at. 

"So you're calling the memory the wave and the Pensieve the box?" 

She was nodding enthusiastically. 

"Yes. I was treating the thoughts as if they were some kind of physical thing, but doesn't it make 

more sense for them to be a kind of energy?" 

It certainly did. 

He turned the idea over in his mind. 

"But even if that's right," he said slowly, "a memory is a truly complex thing. How do you identify 

the "wave" clearly?" 

She looked a little uncertain again. 

"Well, this is where it gets a bit speculative. But I'm sure it's right," she added a little defensively. 

He spread his hands. 

"Just explain," he said. 

She took a deep breath. 

"Well, obviously a thought isn't exactly like an electron. Suppose that a memory had a higher 

energy depending on how aroused the person remembering was? So that, say, putting on your shoes 

would be a low energy memory, but being angry or frightened or really happy was a high energy 

memory." He was nodding again. "Well, then if you could identify some low energy memory it 

would be a simple thought. You could take that thought and then work out what energy the rest of 

the memories had." 



"Because if you accept the thought-wave analogy, once they're confined in the box, or in this case 

the Pensieve, the memories can only exist in certain given forms," he finished. "The forms of the 

memories are all related, so if you know the simple one you can work out the complex ones." 

The complex memories would be a combination of simpler ones - taken from the perspective of 

emotional content rather than factual content. 

"Yes." 

Theoretically possible, but very, very difficult. 

"And then?" He saw a couple of possibilities, but wondered which one she had chosen. 

"If we have the 'wave function' then we could devise a charm which is its exact opposite. It would 

cancel the memory out." 

Simple and elegant. However.... 

"Hermione," he said carefully, "how are you going to identify the simple thought?" 

She looked suddenly very uncomfortable. 

"Um," she said unhappily, "this is the bit that I really don't think that you're going to like." 

He felt his heart begin to sink. 

"The Pensieve was made by Lucius Malfoy," she went on. "It's the only sample of his thought that 

we have." She paused. "I think that I'm going to have to look into it again, to find some simple, low 

affect thought. And because you know him, you're going to have to come with me to point it out to 

me." 

  

  

She was absolutely right. He didn't like it one bit. He also knew that it was their best shot at solving 

the problem. 

He did, however, lay down one stipulation. 

Before either of them went through the experience of the Pensieve, they would test the theory on 

some other, less emotionally charged, experience. Which meant, inevitably, they were back to their 

test memories. 

However, this time Snape placed a very anodyne memory in the Pensieve whilst Hermione 

measured the data and recorded the information. It was, when all was said and done, a very easy 

process. Half an hour's work and Hermione had all the raw data that she needed for the 

calculations. 



The calculations, on the other hand, proved to be a rather different story. It was another four days 

before Hermione and Rose, working together and cross checking each other's results, had a charm 

which they were confident enough to test. 

It didn't work. 

That night she came to him for the first time since she had begun with this line of research. She slid 

into bed beside him, curling herself against him, resting her cheek against his back so that he could 

feel her breath, warm against him. 

"I'll solve it," she murmured, "he isn't going to win. I won't let him win." 

The words vibrated against his bare skin, and he turned himself round in her grasp so that he was 

facing her. 

"He's already lost," he said softly. "He told me that you were going to walk away from me, and," he 

took a deep breath, as if saying it out loud was somehow tempting fate, "you haven't." 

She buried her head in his chest, and he moved a hand up to stroke her hair, softly soothing her. 

She lay there quietly, and then he felt her shudder against him; it could have been a sob or a laugh, 

he couldn't tell. He continued smoothing his hand gently over her hair, until her breathing deepened 

and he could tell that she had fallen asleep. Placing a light kiss on the top of her head, he cradled 

her to him, and drifted into sleep himself. 

The following day she was gone when he woke, and he didn't see her for next three days, other than 

at meal times. There were dark circles under her eyes and he wondered if the night she had spent in 

his arms was the last time that she had slept. He knew that she was driving herself over the 

Pensieve, but he also knew his lover well enough to know that she needed to work through this. He 

simply watched her carefully. 

He noticed that Rose Brunarde was looking pale and tired as well. He felt uncomfortable that 

this situation seemed to be drawing others in to it; sufficiently so for him to seek Rose out in her 

classroom. 

The Charms teacher was clearing up after a third year class, when he entered, standing silently until 

she noticed him. When she did, it was clear that she was preoccupied enough to be startled by his 

presence. 

"Professor... um," using his given name was obviously still not automatic yet, "what can I do for 

you? Hermione isn't here." 

"I know." He paused. "Professor Brunarde" - he certainly wasn't comfortable with her given name 

yet - "this current situation is... complicated." 

She almost smiled at that, he noticed. 

"So Hermione keeps telling me," she replied. 



He nodded briefly, searching for words in an unfamiliar situation for him; concern for others. 

"There is a history to this matter," he said eventually. "Hermione drives herself sometimes. It is not 

something that I like, but it is something that she needs to do." He paused again. "Do not let her 

drive you as well." 

He noticed that Rose looked a little startled, but he pulled his robes around himself and left the 

classroom before he could be drawn into further conversation. 

That evening Hermione and Rose announced that they thought they had found the flaw in the first 

charm. They tried again. 

This time it worked. 

  

  

Which meant, he thought uncomfortably, that there were no more reasons not to confront Lucius 

Malfoy's gift. They chose their time carefully. A Friday, when there was no Quidditch match to 

attend the following day, no students to escort into Hogsmeade, no detentions to oversee. Nothing 

to distract them from their task. He hadn't wanted Rose to be there when they did this, and he was 

relieved to see that Hermione appeared to agree with him. It was not an experience that needed an 

audience. 

They sat in her rooms, the Pensieve, with its tarnished silver contents, on the table between them. 

Between them both literally and metaphorically, he thought ironically. Although they had both 

gone to dinner, more for the look of it than anything else, neither of them had eaten very much and 

had escaped as soon as decently possible. 

She was very pale, he noticed, jaw set, eyes determined. He tried to calm the roiling sensation in his 

guts, but was having little success. The silence in the room was oppressive; for his part he could 

think of nothing to say, but desperately wanted to put off the moment when he had to revisit his 

past in this manner. 

Suddenly she moved, extending her hand to him, palm uppermost. 

"It's not going to get any easier, love," she said ruefully, the tension obvious both in her voice and 

the muscles of her forearm. 

Slowly he placed his hand on hers, clasping it tightly. She returned the grip. 

"Shall we get on with it, then?" he said simply. 

She nodded once and they both leant forward to look into the Pensieve. 

  



  

He felt the usual sensation of falling into cold blackness, and then the scene around him resolved 

into one of sick familiarity. 

He was back in one of Lucius Malfoy's dungeons. 

Hermione was beside him, her hand still holding his. She was calm, but her whole body spoke of 

someone bracing themselves against an assault. He looked around, telling himself firmly that he 

was there to do a job; to obtain information. 

He remembered the scene; the table, the trolleys, the implements. And the man chained to the wall, 

gradually regaining consciousness. Over the years, he had forced himself to recall to mind every 

detail of each of these occasions; every cut, every poison, every screaming face. Made himself face 

each and every action committed, enumerating every sin, allowing no evasion or excuse. 

He remembered. 

And yet he didn't remember. 

Didn't remember the identity of the victim - if he had ever known it. Didn't know why this one and 

not some other. He heard his younger self in his mind, cold, detached. 

They are experimental subjects, not pets. Would you expect to get attached to a lab rat? 

His older self knew that for the rationalisation it was. The first step on the path to inhumanity; 

depersonalise the victim - reduce him to an object. 

He watched as the ever-impeccable figure of Lucius Malfoy moved around the table, speaking to 

the prisoner. He watched himself preparing the potions, moving the trolley into position, cold and 

dark, face unreadable, even to himself. 

"What is he thinking?" The soft voice reminded him of her presence. Somewhere along the line he 

had lost the sensation of her touch. He glanced down involuntarily. Her hand was still grasping his. 

Concentrate, Severus. You're here for a reason. 

He swallowed, and tried to take one step back from the dungeon; to view it from a neutral 

standpoint. To put himself in Malfoy's shoes. To identify - to empathise. 

Lucius had never been one for overt displays of emotion. He would have thought them vulgar. Yet 

there was always a change in him when he entered the dungeons. He became... invigorated... in 

some way. 

"Anticipation," he said eventually, voice sounding dry to his ears. "He enjoyed the anticipation and 

the ritual." 



The easy banter of the torture chamber. The sexual touch of bare skin against raw flesh. The 

slippery sensual feel of blood under lingering fingers. Fair skin flushed, pupils dilated, lips slightly 

parted, the barest tip of tongue visible.... 

"It excited him. He liked to prolong the... preliminaries." 

He almost said foreplay. 

"So, he will be at his least excited at the beginning?" 

The question was cool, detached, coming from a long way off, as if she was determined to be as 

scientific about it as she could. 

"Maybe," was all he could manage. Once disturbed, the memories were returning with unpleasant 

ease. He struggled to keep his voice even, unemotional. "When he was cutting, he was always very 

calm. Almost serene." 

He heard her draw in her breath beside him. In front of them, Lucius was complimenting someone 

on the arrangement of the surgical implements, and then he made a remark about roses. 

His roses. It was always his roses. 

The younger Snape snarled something in response and then the chained figure was being restrained 

on the table. He was dimly aware of Hermione removing her hand from his. For a sick moment he 

thought that she was pulling out of the Pensieve completely, but a another swift look told him that 

she was simply making notes. 

Malfoy cut; the younger Snape wrote something down. And Hermione also wrote something down; 

grim parody of a lab practical. 

Snape watched as that person that was and was not himself directed the actions, added the liquids, 

measured, timed and recorded the results. And forced himself to analyse the actions of Malfoy. The 

turn of the head, the line of the shoulders, the ease of balance and movement. He noted the 

developing rhythm, the flex and stretch of the wrist, the calm, intent expression on the face. 

And as the screams reached their loudest, as the tortured body evacuated itself on to the table, as he 

watched his own face twist in disgust at the contamination of the experiment, Lucius Malfoy closed 

his eyes in a moment of utter stillness, completely at peace with himself. 

"Now," he said harshly. "That's the calmest he gets. As the body fails, he gets... frustrated...." 

The woman next to him made additional notes. 

Sure enough, as the screams faded to sobs, and the thrashing weakened Malfoy appeared to be no 

longer oblivious to his environment. His nose twitched at the stench rising up from the body. His 

movements became more petulant, like a small child who had broken his favourite toy. 



"I've seen enough." Hermione had tucked away her parchment. "I would like to leave now." 

He could hear the fraying of her voice, the rough edges where she was fighting for control. She 

would certainly get no protest from him. He turned to take her hand again, but she was fading out 

of the scene, drawing away from him. He shut his eyes at the dual visions, willing himself back into 

her rooms. 

  

  

When he opened his eyes again she was outlined in the warm glow of the firelight, sitting across 

the table, head in her hands. He could see the faint shaking of her shoulders, and the jerky rise of 

her chest as she tried to control her breathing. 

He waited, aware that his own breathing was a little ragged. Finally, she looked at him. Her face 

was very pale but her eyes were dry. She took another couple of deep breaths. 

"How?" she asked, eventually. He could hear the tremor in her voice that she was trying to 

suppress. "I've tried, but I just don't understand... why... how... you could do that to another 

person." 

It sounded like it should have been an accusation, but her tone was calm, her gaze direct; a simple 

request for clarification. 

He sought for the words to explain how he had come to the point of being able to treat a human 

being as a laboratory specimen. 

"In the eyes of Voldemort they were less than human. Not really capable of true feeling." He 

paused. "I chose not to question that premise." 

"Because Voldemort gave you what you wanted," she whispered, "Power. Control." 

"Yes." 

"They - we - are capable of feeling." 

"I know." 

He had always known, if he were honest with himself. He had certainly known that night his old 

Potions Master had been brought in. Professor Septimus Filby, his wife and two children; the first 

man who had made an effort with him. He had repaid that effort with pain and death - devised by 

him, if administered by others. But the act of recognition had stripped away the convenient façade 

of dehumanisation; had no longer allowed him to hide behind the mantra less than animals. 

It had been the last self-deception that he had permitted himself. 



"I know," he repeated, blankly. 

A small, warm hand covered his, and the suddenness of the touch made him jump. 

"It sickens me to think of you doing that," she said honestly. 

"I gave up the right to be sickened by my actions some while ago," he said, hearing an old 

bitterness colour his voice. Her grip on his hand tightened. 

"Maybe," she conceded, "but you aren't that man. Not now." 

"Hermione...," he began and then trailed off, wondering how he was going to continue. 

She stood up, still holding his hand. Softly, letting her hand shift its grip, but never losing contact, 

she moved round the table until she was standing behind his chair. With her free hand she began to 

rub at his shoulder, running the ball of her thumb over the nape of his neck under his hair. He felt a 

tingle begin to spread out across his shoulder blades. 

"Love," she said quietly, "you asked me to look. So I did. We both knew that I wasn't going to like 

what I saw. And I hate the thought of you doing that, I really do. But," he heard her hesitate, but her 

thumb continued its gentle strokes, "I hate what drove you to it as well. If there was any way I 

could take it away, that I could make it not have happened - any of it - then I would. In an instant. 

But I can't. And it'll always be part of you. And I have to accept that and deal with it if I want to be 

with you." Another pause. "Which I do - more than anything." 

He closed his eyes, concentrating on breathing, concentrating on pushing down the lump in his 

throat, concentrating on not breaking down in front of her again. 

Whether she sensed it or not he couldn't say, but he felt the thumb pause, and then soft lips touched 

his skin. 

"It's all right," she murmured, "it's really all right." 

He turned at that, so that he could look at her. She was still pale, but her face was open, unguarded. 

He searched her eyes for the tell-tale signs of pity, mockery, disgust, deception - but found none of 

them. Her brown eyes were dark, very dark; almost as dark as his, he thought and sparking with 

something - an unspoken need that called him to reach out in answer. 

Slowly, he lifted a hand to her face, knowing that he was trembling as he did so, and ran his fingers 

along the line of her cheekbone. As he cupped her jaw, she raised her own hand to trap his, holding 

it against her skin and then drawing it to her mouth. He felt her lips touch his palm, and then her 

mouth opened to let her tongue lap and circle in the hollow. 

The earlier tingle in his shoulders became a heat spreading through him, filling him with an 

overwhelming need to touch her and hold her and love her. He opened his mouth, struggling to find 

the words to articulate how he felt, but she just stepped back from him, still holding his hand. He 

wanted to protest, but she was drawing him towards her bedroom. 



"Please, love," she said, and he could hear the husk in her voice, "I need you." 

No, a distant part of him thought, she shouldn't be asking of me like this; I should be asking of her. 

But then they were in the bedroom, and they were both asking of the other, urgently craving and 

demanding release. Her mouth came up to his, hot and insistent, her hands pulling at his robes. 

Scrabbling and dragging, by the time they fell together onto the bed they were both naked and he 

was already hard. He willed himself to take as much time as she wanted, but she sought him 

fiercely, hands roaming over his body, her touch sending waves of sheer animal lust coursing 

through him. He swept his hands down her body, over her breasts, fingers seeking her nipples, 

rewarded by a soft guttural cry and an arch into his touch, pressing herself into him. He was kissing 

her hard now, tongue thrusting into her mouth, almost fighting her as she matched his passion, 

nipping and biting at him ferociously, all the time letting out small gasps of pleasure. 

Her hands ran down his back to clasp his buttocks, pulling his hips against her, and he let out a 

sound of his own as his aching hardness pressed against the roughness of her pubic hair. She shifted 

under him, opening her legs so that he could slide between her thighs. He pushed himself back a 

little, struggling through his haze of need and desire, not to simply take her as she lay there. 

He pulled his mouth away from hers, ignoring her whimper of protest, and bent his head to kiss one 

of her nipples. The whimper turned into a harsh cry, as she pushed herself into his mouth, hands 

coming up to bury themselves in his hair, massaging his scalp almost to the point of pain. He ran 

his tongue over the hard flesh, his turn to nip and bite, aware of her writhing under him as he licked 

at her. 

He ran his hand along the top of her thigh delving into her hot folds, already wet and swollen. He 

heard her choke out his name as he stroked the slick flesh, finding the tiny, hard nub and circling it 

with his thumb. He slid one finger inside her, and felt a spasm run through the muscles making her 

buck against his hand. He slid a second finger inside, and was dimly surprised to feel one of her 

hands leave his head and catch hold of his hand. 

"No... please... now...," she said incoherently, and then "I need you now. Please." 

Never in his entire life had he thought that he would hear that from a woman. He closed his eyes, 

praying that he wouldn't come there and then. 

Her hand curled around his length, and he heard a harsh sound come from the back of his own 

throat. He shifted over her, allowing her to guide him into her, the feel of her hand against his 

erection sending fire into his balls. He gritted his teeth, pushing himself onto his elbows and almost 

growling with the effort of holding back. With a single thrust, he was sheathed in her, hearing her 

cry out through the blood rushing in his ears, feeling her body arch and buck again, her nails 

digging into his back, the pain oddly reassuring; that and blind desire and overwhelming adoration 

telling him that he was still alive, that he could still feel, that she was still with him. Some primal 

instinct kept him moving his body against until there was another cry and teeth bit into his shoulder 

and he felt her inner muscles spasm and clamp around him, and with a harsh, choking sob of 

release he emptied himself into her. Again and again, he thrust into her until he was drained and she 

had stopped jerking against him. 



He moved to roll off her, but she wrapped her arms around and pulled him close. 

"No," she whispered, her voice ragged and shaken, "stay in me." 

He let himself down, hooking one leg over hers, and rolling a little to one side, so that she wouldn't 

have to bear his entire weight, kissing her collarbone gently, as if to make up for his earlier 

roughness. He tasted the salt sweat of their frantic coupling, hot and sticky on her body. He knew 

that his wouldn't be much better. Already he could feel himself cooling and his back beginning to 

sting where her nails had broken the skin. She had her arms tightly around him and her head buried 

against him. He felt a tremor run through her, and then another one, and then he felt something hot 

against his skin. 

Tears. 

His heart contracted and his mouth went dry. 

"Dearest," he whispered uncertainly, "what is it?" He paused, dreading the answer to the next 

question. "Did I hurt you?" 

She shook her head against him, vigorously, causing her hair to rub against his chest. 

"No, never think that." 

"I wanted..." Gods, he found this difficult to say, "I wanted to... take more time... but...." 

She looked at him then, and he could see the tears on her cheeks. She reached up to kiss him, and 

he could taste the salt on her mouth. It was long and gentle and as slow as he could ever have 

wanted. When she broke away, she rested her head against his chest again. 

"It was incredibly intense. And wonderful." And then, in a little rush, "you always make me feel 

wonderful." 

Another thing he never dreamed to hear someone say. 

"It's mostly just release of tension, I think." She was still speaking. "And...." There was a small 

pause, and then there was another rush of words, "... I was so frightened. I thought I was going to 

lose you at your mother's and I didn't know how to stop it happening and then there was all of 

this...," she trailed off. "I'm sorry," she said a little sheepishly, "I know I'm being silly, but...." 

Whatever else she might have said was cut off by another shiver. 

Instinctively, he drew her closer to him. 

"What is it?" 

"I'm cold." 



The relief that surged through him was so absurdly disproportionate to the prosaic statement, that 

he had to stifle a snort of laughter. 

Tension release, indeed. 

They managed to get themselves under the covers, Snape wrapping her in a combination of the 

quilt and himself. 

For the first time in months, they both slept peacefully. 

********** 

After that it was down to the numbers. 

Hermione had the raw information and she had the parameters of the Pensieve. All she had to do 

was perform the calculations accurately and it would be over. Of course, performing the 

calculations accurately took considerably more time to do than to say, more time even that the 

initial dummy run had taken. 

That one had been a comparatively simple exercise compared to dealing with the bizarrely distorted 

perceptions of Lucius Malfoy. But eventually, after days of too little food and sleep, after piles of 

wasted parchment and at least one major outburst of frustrated temper - all threaded through with 

her usual teaching workload - Hermione stood in her rooms, facing Malfoy's Pensieve, flanked by 

Snape and Rose, and holding a three foot long scroll containing her first set of possible solutions. 

Rose Brunarde was looking pale and drawn as well. Hermione had not told her the exact nature of 

the memories that they were dealing with, but the numbers alone had clearly told the charms 

teacher something. She had certainly not asked any questions after the first results had emerged. 

Snape was more impassive than usual; an indication of the strength of his feelings. She was aware 

of his apprehension - since their last encounter with the grey bowl he had become noticeably less 

guarded with her, as if, having finally decided to commit to her, he knew no half measures. 

She hoped again that she wouldn't disappoint him. 

Now they were actually at this point, she was by no means as certain as she had been when they 

started. She needed this to work too much. She raised her wand with more confidence than she 

actually felt. 

"There are a number of possible solutions," she said. "It may take more than one attempt." 

Rose nodded, and Snape made an irritable noise. 

She knew she had said this before, several times, but she needed to be clear for her own sake. 

She poised her wand, ran over the movements of the charm devised by herself and Rose one more 

time, and cast. 



The surface of the Pensieve glowed with a more intense silver, and then faded, nothing else 

happened. She let her wand arm drop. 

Was it her imagination, or was the interior less dull than before? 

She looked at Rose and Snape, Neither of them had altered expression. It must be her imagination 

then. However, there was only one way to check - a simple glance would suffice. 

Don't get your hopes up. The chances of it having worked first time are vanishingly small. 

She carefully put her wand down on the table, and bent over the Pensieve. She closed her eyes, 

letting the icy darkness take her. As the world stabilised, she willed herself to open her eyes. In 

front of her was a misty greyness, which slowly resolved into... into a plain greyness with fuzzy 

overtones. Not the blank grey of Malfoy's dungeon, but a formless limbo. In short, an empty 

Pensieve. 

Oh Gods. Oh good Gods. It worked. It actually worked. 

She was so shocked that it took the sensation of a disembodied hand on her shoulder to jerk her 

back to herself and out of the Pensieve. 

Blinking, she looked round at her room, half unseeing. Rose was gazing at her with open worry on 

her face. Snape was largely expressionless, but there were more lines than usual around his eyes, 

and it was his hand that had got her attention. She realised, belatedly, that she was still muttering to 

herself. She took a breath to try and steady herself. 

"It worked," she said simply. "It worked." 

Snape's hand dropped to his side, and he opened his mouth as if to say something and then closed it 

again. Then he just shook his head, whether in joy or disbelief or something else she didn't know. 

"Look," she insisted, fighting the silly grin she could feel forming. 

He did. When he straightened up his face was unreadable. 

"It worked," he confirmed. 

Then she was caught in a warm hug that smelt faintly of gardenias. 

"Hermione, that's wonderful. Congratulations." It was Rose. 

She returned the hug. 

"I couldn't have done it without you," said Hermione honestly. "I'd still be doing those 

calculations." 

"Yes," came a quiet sincere voice, behind the two women. "Thank you, Rose." 



"You're very welcome, Severus." 

Hermione smiled. It was not quite a tearful embrace, but it was nonetheless genuine between the 

two of them. Which just left Harry and Ron.... 

Rose drew back a little. 

"So this means that your complication is over, yes?" 

Over. Was it? 

She stood very still, thinking about that. With the success of the charm, Lucius Malfoy's power 

over them had been neutralised - or at the very least reduced to an inconvenience. She examined 

her feelings. They were free of him, for the time being. But, as Snape had pointed out, there was 

still a whole library of Pensieves at the Chateau, ready for use against them - or against others. 

There was unfinished business here all round. 

"No," she said slowly, "it's not over. Now, we take this home to Lucius Malfoy." 

********** 

  

END OF PART 8 

 

  

PART 9 

  

  

You could have cut the atmosphere in the room with a knife. 

It was a phrase that you often heard used, thought Hermione, but this was the first time that she 

truly understood it. The hostility between the various individuals was a tangible, almost living, 

thing. She half expected it to coalesce out of nowhere into something with claws and teeth and to 

begin laying about itself before it disappeared off into the Forbidden Forest to lurk only as a distant 

legend. 

At the front of the Potions Room, Snape leant against the desk, arms folded, face creased into a 

familiar scowl. She forgave him the usurpation of her proper position. Under the circumstances, she 

supposed that he couldn't be blamed for trying to assert whatever authority he could. 



On the other side of the room, close enough to make the point that they had a right to be there, yet 

far enough to away to register their utter distaste, stood Harry Potter and Ron Weasley, faces 

thunderous, body language emanating threat. In point of fact, Hermione had only owled Harry, but 

Ron had showed up as well, the two of them arriving together through the Headmaster's fireplace, 

staring her down, daring her to make comment or criticism. 

Towards the back of the room, Rose Brunarde was perched on the edge of a bench, taking in the 

group dynamics with an interested, if wary, eye. 

How much testosterone needed to accumulate in one place before the levels became toxic? 

She had written to Harry Potter three days ago. 

Snape had come up quietly behind her as she threw yet another draft of the letter into the corner in 

frustration. 

"You're writing to him," he had said calmly. It had not been a question. 

"I'm not going to stop," she had responded. It had not been an answer. 

He had laid his hand on her shoulder then. 

"I'm not asking you to," he said gently. "But I am going to ask you not to do it alone. And not to 

take unnecessary risks." 

"That," she had said, "is why I'm writing to Harry." 

Two days after the letter, Hedwig had returned with a terse acknowledgement. 

And the following day, Harry and Ron had arrived at Hogwarts. 

So far little had been achieved other than the exchange of some not-so-veiled insults between 

Snape and Ron. Harry had simply sat, waiting to hear what she had to say. Maybe the previous 

truce was holding. 

Maybe. 

She took a deep breath and began. 

She told them about the Pensieves and their contents. She told them what Lucius Malfoy was doing 

with them. She told them that she and Rose and Snape had found a way of wiping the Pensieves. 

And she told them that she intended to destroy his collection. 

And she told them that she needed their help. 

There was silence when she ended. 



"Let me get this right," said Ron after a pause. "Lucius Malfoy was using these things to blackmail 

Snape to make a cure for Draco Malfoy?" 

Hermione nodded. 

"And Snape's past being used against him bothers me because...?" Ron's tone dripped sarcasm. 

She drew breath to speak, and Snape moved against the desk. 

"It bothers you because he's also using it to hurt Hermione, and the last time I looked she was our 

friend. Isn't that why you insisted on coming along?" 

The voice belonged to Harry Potter. 

It appeared that Harry had been doing some fairly serious thinking since their last meeting. Ron 

looked a little disconcerted and fell silent. Snape relaxed fractionally. Hermione decided not to 

comment, but to just carry on. 

"Right," she said, with more confidence that she felt, "what I'm going to do is this; find Malfoy's 

collection of Pensieves and wipe them so that he can't do this to us, or anyone else, again. But I 

want him stopped as well. Harry," she turned slightly towards him, "the reason that I owled you is 

that if we save some of the Pensieves, the Ministry can use them as evidence to bring Malfoy to 

justice." 

There. It was said. Spoken in a firm and purposeful tone of voice it all sounded completely 

straightforward. 

Simple 

Achievable. 

The room was silent again, everyone digesting the outline she had laid before them. 

"Where exactly are the Pensieves?" asked Harry eventually. 

"The Chateau Montnégre de Malfoi - the Malfoy family seat." This was Snape, from the desk. "He 

keeps them in a special library in the house." 

"Right, I see." Ron again. "So we just stroll up to the front door, ring the bell, and ask to be shown 

to the secret Pensieve library, do we?" 

Hermione was well aware that her own tendency was to do just that. That was largely what made 

her grit her teeth against snapping at Ron. 

"I was hoping," she said grimly, "that someone here might have some helpful suggestions." 



"I take it you've been to this chateau before, Snape?" It was the first words that Harry had spoken 

directly to Snape. The tone was not exactly warm, but the question was reasonable enough. Snape 

straightened a little against the desk. 

He was hating this, she noted. For him, he was positively fidgety. 

"Yes." No elaboration, but no sarcasm either. 

"I presume that there are wards against simply apparating in." 

"Yes." For a moment, she thought that was all he was going to say, but he continued with a visible 

effort. "The wards are not dissimilar to those on the school. No one can apparate into or out of or 

within the building unless they are disabled - which only usually happens when Lucius is expecting 

someone. There also used to be internal wards to detect movements, unexpected presences and the 

like. I would imagine that there still are." 

Harry nodded slowly at this. 

"Can they be removed?" 

"If they can be identified, I imagine so. I have an idea of what they used to be. But I'm afraid that 

it's been a while since Lucius has discussed his security arrangements with me." 

"It is also easier to disarm those sorts of wards from within than without," remarked Rose from the 

back. "External wards can be concealed by, or layered within, other spells. Unless one knows 

exactly what one is looking for the task can be very complex and time consuming." 

"We don't have that much time," stated Hermione. "We need to disarm the wards to get inside, but 

we need to be inside to disarm the wards." She sighed. "We need another solution." 

Snape stirred again, face unreadable. 

"We don't get inside," he stated bluntly. "I do." 

Everyone looked at him. 

"You forget the reason that the Pensieve was sent in the first place. Lucius wants a cure for his son. 

I simply tell him that I have found one. He will let me into the chateau of his own accord. Once 

inside, I can find some way to lower the wards." 

Harry was nodding again. 

"That makes sense." 

Hermione felt her insides clench at the thought of him going back in. She could still remember the 

state he had been in upon his return from the last visit. She bit her lip in an effort not to protest. 



"Pardon, Severus," interjected Rose unexpectedly, "but it is not an easy task to identify and counter 

unknown charms of this type. I mean no disrespect, but you are not a Charms Master, I think." 

"No, but Malfoy has no reason to let you in, and I doubt I can devise a convincing explanation for 

your presence." 

"No," pointed out Hermione, "but he has a reason to let me in. You just tell him that you needed my 

help to find the solution." 

Snape glared at her. 

"Out of the question," he stated flatly. "Leaving aside the danger, if you recall Malfoy's other stated 

aim, your presence would hardly be believable." 

She remembered with a cold sensation that Lucius Malfoy had threatened to break Snape; had 

threatened to destroy their relationship. And Snape needed a convincing pretext for his change of 

heart. That didn't involve Hermione paying house calls on the Malfoy residence - she was still 

supposed to be blissfully ignorant of these matters. The other three were looking slightly confused 

at this turn in the conversation. She wasn't about to enlighten them. 

"Do I gather," began Rose carefully, "that the reason that Hermione shouldn't accompany you 

would also rule out the use of Polyjuice?" 

"Yes," said Hermione and Snape together, and then to Hermione's astonishment Snape continued in 

a rather tight voice. 

"It would be a highly dangerous course of action. Your presence rather than Hermione's would not 

make the risk any more acceptable." 

Under other circumstances she might have had time to be pleased that Snape finally appeared to be 

making efforts to interact with the outside world, but now she was simply feeling frustrated at the 

apparent dead end. 

"So we're stuck," she said. "Is that what you're telling me." 

"I think," said Harry slowly, "that we're going to have to rely on Snape's efforts to lower the 

wards." 

"Maybe not." This was Ron's first contribution to the discussion since his earlier digs at Snape. He 

had spent most of the intervening time examining the back of his hands. She hadn't minded that 

much; anything was better than running warfare, and she didn't have the time or the energy to 

negotiate another cease fire between the two halves of her life. 

"Go on," she said, neutrally. 

Ron took a deep breath. 



"Well, I've been working on something at the Ministry. It's a type of Portkey, only as well as it 

being keyed to take you to a certain place, it can also be linked to another Portkey - so activating it 

will take you to the other Portkey." 

Hermione thought about this. 

"You mean that if I have one of these and you have one of these, then I can use it to get to you and 

vice versa?" 

"Yeah, that's about it. It's designed to operate to a series of commands - a general travel command, 

a particular travel command and a summoning command. So the holder of Portkey A can either 

travel to point A as normal or travel to the holder of Portkey B or summon the holder of Portkey B 

to them. It's also designed to work using a very contained magical field, so that it can't be easily 

disrupted by anti-apparition wards." 

When he was speaking about his work, Ron forgot to be sulky, and his face lightened back into the 

man that Hermione had loved for so long. She felt a pang, as she realized how much she'd missed 

his enthusiasm for gadgetry. 

"Which means," he was now gesturing with his hands, "that if Snape can get in to this chateau 

carrying one of these, he should then be able to summon us all to him when he gets to wherever he 

needs to be. Unless Malfoy has protected against them very specifically, we should bypass his 

wards." 

Ron subsided, looking a little sheepish at his sudden burst of animation. 

"Would Malfoy have any reason to know about these Portkeys?" Hermione asked cautiously. 

Ron shrugged. 

"I would say not. They're highly experimental, and only a few people know of their existence. 

Malfoy might have spies within the team, but the keys are certainly not in general field use." 

"No," confirmed Harry. "In fact, this is the first I've heard of them." He shot a glare at Snape. "And 

before you say anything about The Famous Harry Potter, I am included in a lot of the high level 

discussion on experimental equipment and field techniques. I believe the Minister regards me as 

quite good at my job." 

Snape shrugged and Hermione thought that she could almost see a hint of a smile. She must be 

imagining things. 

"I didn't say a word, Mr Potter," he murmured blandly. "You're too sensitive." 

"I think," she put in, anxious to avoid anything that might rock an extremely fragile working 

relationship, "that Ron's Portkeys might be our best bet." 



"In that case, it might be a good idea to run some tests here before we go." There was an edge of 

professionalism in Ron's voice that Hermione couldn't recall hearing before. She supposed that was 

because she only ever really saw him off duty as it were; in his role as the trio's comic relief. 

But she wasn't certain that they had the time for this. 

"We don't doubt you, Ron...," she began. 

"Ron, they'll be fine...," came from Harry, sounding conciliatory. 

Ron cut across them, his voice annoyed. 

"Look, just stop will you. I know you all think that I'm some kind of idiot, and maybe I am most of 

the time, but like Harry here, I am quite good at my job. Which is designing and constructing things 

like these Portkeys. And one of the things that I like to know is whether or not my ideas actually 

work." He took a step forward. "Now, at the moment we're in a place that has anti-apparition wards 

all over it. If we can use these things on Hogwarts' grounds, that doesn't prove that they'll get us 

into Malfoy's castle, but it makes the prospects much better. If they fail here, then chances are 

they'll fail there. And I, for one, would prefer to find that out now, rather than when this little 

enterprise suddenly goes tits up in the field." 

He took a deep breath. 

"I do have some sense of responsibility to the people that get sent out with the stuff that I dream up. 

I don't release things until I've done as many tests as I can. These Portkeys are no different. I want 

to run the tests. Actually, scratch that. You don't get them until the tests are done." 

Hermione blinked. 

"A very praiseworthy attitude, Mr Weasley," came Snape's voice from the front of the room. 

Hermione couldn't stop the swift look in his direction; even she suspected some underlying 

sarcasm, although his tone was unchallenging. But there was no sign of mockery. "Speaking 

personally, I do not relish the prospect of being trapped inside the Chateau Montnégre with a 

defective experimental magical object, if there are sensible ways of avoiding it. I think that tests are 

an excellent idea." 

Ron looked as if he had just come face to face with Aragog and been offered a comfortable chair 

and a Cornish Cream Tea. He was quite clearly examining the remarks closely for any hidden 

meaning. 

"Well, let's assume that Ron's Portkeys work fine, and we get in," interjected Hermione, wanting to 

move things on whilst the going was good, "what then?" 

Time wore on, and the five of them continued planning. 

  



  

The next day they assembled behind the Herbology greenhouses, wrapped in cloaks against the 

biting wind. Whilst they had all agreed that the bad weather was a good thing in that it severely 

limited the chances of being discovered by curious students, privately Hermione could have lived 

with something a little more clement. 

The object of the exercise was to ensure that the Portkeys worked and that everyone was fully 

aware of how to use them To Hermione's relief, both parts had been accomplished with the 

minimum of bickering. There seemed to have been an unspoken pact that everyone would keep this 

on a strictly professional level. In fact, Ron had been completely immersed in his tests and 

adjustments, muttering under his breath to himself. Even his occasional tart comments to Snape 

seemed to arise out the work and not out of any particular malice. Whatever the motivation, Snape 

simply worked past them and an uneasy peace settled over the group. 

It might, she thought, just be a case of The Emperor's New Clothes; everyone choosing to 

participate in a convenient fiction. But she wasn't going to be the first to point anything out to 

anybody. 

Now, she was holding in one hand a small glass potions bottle. It was a good choice for an 

unobtrusive Portkey; most witches and wizards carried something of the sort with them and it was 

unlikely to draw attention or comment. About 50 yards away from her she could see the bundled 

figure of Ron. She squinted, the wind in her face making her eyes water uncomfortably. She 

wondered how long he would be. Just as she was beginning to think that he had already tried to 

summon her and it had failed, there was a familiar jerk at her midriff and the wind against her face 

became unbearable. Seconds later reality came back into focus, and she was standing next to Ron, 

who was looking very pleased with himself. 

"Brilliant," he said. "We're as ready as we'll ever be." 

********** 

The Chateau rose from within the formal gardens, all light stone and many-paned French windows. 

Low towers rose from the building, edged with delicate, tasteful, decorative stonework. Snape's eye 

traced the geometry of the gravel paths outlining lawns and flower beds. Now, in mid-February all 

was covered with a light dusting of snow, but by June the beds would be magnificent with roses, 

ordered by colour, the gradations leading the eye from planting to planting; each new view 

resplendent against the backdrop of an impeccably manicured lawn, each bush perfectly tended by 

Lucius himself. 

It was always his bloody roses. Snape hated roses. 

He surveyed the finest attributes of classical French design, moulded expertly into a place to stroll, 

to discuss art and literature and politics, to escort a beautiful woman. 

He hated the garden as well. And he hated Lucius and his delusions of being the new Louis XIV. 



That being said, it was nice, just for once, to arrive at the Malfoy place of residence under his own 

control, rather than on the receiving end of the wizarding equivalent of a cosh on the back of the 

head. 

The door behind him opened at last, and he was ushered in by a venerable looking house elf, no 

doubt enchanted to the correct air of grave respectability. 

"Good evening, Professor Snape," it intoned. "The Master awaits you in the Great Library, if you 

would be kind enough to follow me." 

Not only the appearance had been charmed evidently. Somehow Snape doubted that Lucius Malfoy 

had become a late convert to the cause of Further Education for House-Elves. A stray imagining of 

the sleek, pale wizard wearing one of Hermione's old S.P.E.W. badges came to him. He pushed it 

down ruthlessly. This was the wrong moment to develop a taste for whimsy. 

He obediently followed the house-elf to the Library, although he was perfectly familiar with the 

layout of this part of the Chateau and he had ceased to be impressed by the marble floor many years 

ago. The elf pushed the main doors open and stood aside for Snape to enter. 

The room was exactly as before. The same roaring fire in the hearth. The same leather chairs giving 

off their heavy sweet scent. The same midnight blue carpet; the same draperies, darkened to indigo 

as the weak winter light filtered in. The same chandeliers dispensing their respectful illumination. 

The walnut desk was clear of papers, the silver inkwell stoppered, the quills neatly trimmed and 

arranged. Even the family photographs maintained an air of appropriate reserve, holding 

themselves so stiffly that they could have been Muggles. 

"Professor Snape is here, Monsieur de Malfoi." 

Snape blinked. Monsieur de Malfoi is it now? He suppressed the uncharitable thought that 

Voldemort would not have countenanced that sort of presumption for a heartbeat. 

He wondered if Malfoy was finally beginning to lose what little was left of his, admittedly always 

tenuous, grasp on reality. 

"Severus, my dear friend." The voice issued from the depths of one of the wing chairs facing the 

fire. "Come forward, have a seat." 

Lucius Malfoy didn't bother to get up and Snape made his way down the length of the room. 

Somewhere behind him he assumed that the house-elf had closed the library doors and he struggled 

against a sense of claustrophobia. He also fought the desire to finger the glass bottle in his pocket; 

the latest Weasley creation. His safety, if not his life, currently rested on the fabled Weasley ability 

to create magical gimcrackery; an ability that he had spent a good deal of his teaching career trying 

to discourage in various family members. 

He strove not to dwell too deeply on the irony. 



"I was so delighted to get your note," Lucius continued, as Snape cautiously took a seat opposite 

him. "I was quite certain you'd reconsider once you'd had some time to think about it. Can I get you 

a brandy?" 

"No." Alcohol was absolutely the last thing that he needed right now. 

"As you wish." Lucius sounded unperturbed by Snape's curtness. "How is the lovely Miss 

Granger?" 

"Well." Not giving any more information than he needed to. 

"Did she enjoy her gift?" 

They had reached the point of no return. 

"She never saw it." 

"Really?" Lucius took another sip of brandy, his tone one of polite enquiry. 

"Really." 

Lucius nodded. 

"Sensible of you not to take the risk. I grant you, with Gryffindors there is always the possibility 

that they will turn out to be tiresomely noble about things, but they have such a blind spot when it 

comes to selective elimination of the weak. I think you acted for the best." He paused, a small 

frown creasing his brow. "Are you sure that I can't get you anything. I feel rather guilty sitting here, 

with you empty handed." 

"I don't want anything to drink." 

Lucius shrugged. Snape wanted to hurry this along, but he was walking a fine line. He had to move 

Lucius to where he wanted him to be, without alerting the man that something was going on. That 

would not be an easy task. Malfoy's level of paranoia would be apt to make him suspicious even 

had his visit been perfectly genuine. By taking the initiative, he had necessarily taken some of the 

control from Malfoy. And Lucius Malfoy deprived of control - even to the smallest degree - was a 

dangerous creature. 

He gritted his teeth and hunched into the chair, hoping that, if he even noticed, Lucius would take 

the gesture as one of defeat. Certainly, there was a strong air of graciousness in victory about the 

other man that set Snape's nerves on edge. 

Malfoy gazed serenely into his glass, swirling the liquid and sniffing as the aroma was released. 

Snape rode out the silence, willing his body to calm. 

"So," Lucius said meditatively. "Tell me about this impossible cure for my son." 



Snape swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. Maybe he should have had that brandy, he thought 

wryly. 

"It isn't a replication of the cure. That would have been impossible as I said. But it is an 

alternative." 

"Which will work." 

"Which stands a high chance of working." 

Malfoy smiled. 

"Ah, Severus, ever the scientist. Never one to deal in certainties, only probabilities and likelihoods. 

Always adding the caveats." 

Snape didn't feel flattered by the comment. 

"I like to be exact," he said coldly. 

"I remember." The fond smile of reminiscence made Snape slightly queasy. "Whereas I am seduced 

by the few broad brush strokes that define the whole picture - forging ahead, content to leave others 

to deal in the details." He smiled at Snape with something like affection. "I always thought of you 

as the Architectural Drawing to my Impressionist Masterpiece." 

And I always thought of you as completely fucking insane. What's more, I still do. 

Snape's nausea rose even higher. 

"The cure," he said harshly. Malfoy blinked, disturbed out of whatever memory he was reliving. 

"Of course. You were saying." 

"I was saying that it isn't guaranteed to work, but the probability is that it will mimic the effects of 

the original potion." He moistened his lips. "The basic premise is straightforward. The active 

ingredients in the potion act on the para-sagittal of the brain to increase the responses of the medial 

temporal lobes...." 

Lucius held up a hand. 

"Enough. I want it to work, not to create it myself. That's what I've got you for. Draftsmen and 

Impressionists, remember." 

Snape scowled, but was privately relieved. He had been counting on Lucius intervening after about 

five words, before it became clear that he was talking utter nonsense. 

"Very well," he said, making his tone as grudging as possible. "In a nutshell, I have a potion that 

should activate his declarative memory. Once he's taken that, some very strong stimulus should 

make his mind begin to work again." 



"Stimulus?" Snape knew that he had lost Malfoy, even in the simpler version. It wasn't that the man 

was stupid. He just couldn't be bothered to think if he could pay, or threaten, other people to do it 

for him. Lucius was simply not paying attention. 

"Yes. Such as a Pensieve." 

Now, that had got his attention. 

"A Pensieve?" 

"Yes." Snape shrugged, forcing himself to look disinterested. "It doesn't particularly matter what's 

in it. Something that involves him might be best." Lucius was looking at him with an embryonic 

flicker of mistrust. Snape began to improvise. "I started thinking along these lines when you 

little gift arrived. So, in fact, I owe the idea to you." He inclined his head in a mocking salute. 

Lucius' face cleared and he began to chuckle. 

"The brush strokes of the master at work yet again, Severus," he said cheerfully. 

Snape carefully let his breath out again, grateful that the man's obsessive self-glorification allowed 

to believe that an act of his could be the inspiration of others. 

"So," Lucius continued, expansive good humour restored, "how shall we proceed?" 

Snape noted that the "cure" had now become joint property as a result of his last remark. So much 

the better. 

"Well, once a suitable Pensieve has been selected, I need to examine Draco and then administer the 

Potion to him." 

Lucius nodded, losing interest again at the mention of his son. 

"A Pensieve," he said with a distant air, "I know just the one. We'll go to the Minor Library now 

and I'll get it for you." 

Lucius swept to his feet, rapt in the thought of his collection, placing his brandy glass carelessly on 

the desk as he went past. Wordlessly, Snape followed. 

  

  

On this trip through the Chateau, Snape had an idea of where he was going, and was not - or at least 

not seriously - harbouring any ideas that he was going to be tortured at the end of the trip. Which 

meant it gave him a chance to pay close attention to the route. For himself, he would have been 

content to rely on his memory of the last trip, even allowing for the more stressful aspects of it; his 



time as a spy had made the registering of details such as location and exits second nature. But this 

time he had others relying on him; she was relying on him. He wasn't going to take chances. 

He noted the twists and turns that Lucius took, ignoring the paintings and the furnishings, making 

only monosyllabic responses to the other man's comments about the antiquity of this escritoire or 

the rarity of that statuette. Then they got to the less familiar places; a turn and a turn had them 

heading towards the dead end and the plain, polished door that he had been shown on his first visit. 

Again the touch of the hand on the door, and the murmured word. This time Snape was 

concentrating, but Malfoy spoke too softly for him to hear. 

Damn. 

He hoped that Rose Brunarde was as good as she said she was. 

The door swung open. 

Again, all was as before. A room lined with shelves; lined with the tangible reminders of Malfoy's 

life - and of his life, he reminded himself coldly. 

He made himself focus on the details of the room. A large fireplace. Chairs in front of the hearth. A 

table, about the size of the one in the Great Library, but made of a different substance - rosewood, 

he thought. Floor to ceiling windows, polished wood floor not carpet, although covered with 

opulent looking rugs - probably Chinese, his mind supplied irrelevantly. 

Enough room for five people to work in. Up to five potential ways out. Which meant up to five 

potential ways in - and any other hidden entrances known only to the Chateau's owner. Hardly the 

most defensible position. They would need to be fast; this was not a place in which to be besieged. 

Lucius, meanwhile, had made his choice. He turned to Snape with an absurdly proud look on his 

face. 

"The night that Draco took the Mark. It was one of the happiest moments of my life." He sighed. 

"Would you like to see?" 

Not in the slightest. 

"I was there, Lucius. I remember it perfectly well." 

"It brought back all the memories of my own call." Lucius actually appeared to be getting tearful. 

Mine as well. 

Snape suppressed a shudder, both at the memory and the gross sentimentality of the man opposite 

him. 

"It will do," he said curtly. "Shall we get on." This was taking too long. 



"Always in such a rush, Severus." The fond tone was back. "You never did take time to savour the 

moment. I recommend rose growing. I really do." 

His urge to growl fled when he saw that Lucius was moving towards the door, still carrying the 

Pensieve. He searched his mind for inspiration. 

"Leave the Pensieve here," he said shortly. 

Malfoy looked surprised. 

"I would have thought that it was easier to bring the Pensieve to Draco than the other way around." 

That depends on what you're trying to achieve. 

"The memory reactivation is likely to be more effective if it takes place away from familiar 

surroundings. The mind will have less comforting objects behind which to shelter. It will be better 

if he is brought here." 

Snape wondered if that sounded as wildly implausible to Malfoy as it did to him. 

"Very well." 

Lucius placed the Pensieve on the table. Apparently the hint of technical explanation had caused 

him to stop listening again. Snape concentrated on keeping his breathing even and not worrying 

about how much time he was losing in this pointless conversation. 

"Shall we go," he suggested. 

Stepping back, he allowed Lucius to precede him out of the Small Library, and tried not to look too 

impatient at the process of re-warding the door. The clock was ticking. 

Slowly, too slowly, they made their past priceless examples of good taste and inspired design until 

they paused by a door, decorated with some kind of woodland scene. Several deer were grazing in 

the foreground and a passing stag eyed them suspiciously. Lucius placed his hand on the door and 

the movement caused the animals to scatter. Snape tried not to let his lip curl. He would have been 

fractionally more comfortable with scenes of torture then with this pastoral delicacy. 

It would at least have had the merit of honesty. 

The door opened soundlessly and for a moment Snape thought that he was in the woody glade 

itself. The room was entirely decorated in shades of leafy green. Dark green carpet, lighter curtains, 

the palest of green moiré silk on the walls and the bed, the centrepiece of the room, a creation in 

forest green. 

The inarticulate sound from the bed brought him back into focus. 

"My son and heir," remarked Lucius with a tone of distaste. 



Cautiously, Snape moved towards the figure, half concealed behind the rich hangings. It was curled 

up, occasionally flinching as if from some unseen blow, muttering things that could only be 

interpreted by the equally mad. 

"I need to examine him," Snape said brusquely, recoiling inwardly at the thought of touching the 

thing in front of him. "Then we can take him back to the... other... library." It was necessary to 

convince Lucius that at least some of this charade has a legitimate purpose. 

Lucius did not move. Snape wondered briefly how hard it would be to manage Draco on his own, 

He doubted that Lucius would help - given that he was currently keeping as much distance between 

himself and the fruit of his loins as he could and still remain in the room. And the last thing that he 

wanted to have to deal with was the helpful input from Messrs. Crabbe and Goyle. 

Trying not to flinch himself, he moved forward. Draco had a sour, unwashed smell about him, 

although the linen was clean enough. But, no matter how high the standards of hygiene, there was 

still that lingering acrid odour that spoke of lack of conscious control over bodily functions. He 

swallowed, giving thanks once again that his early training had given him a strong stomach. 

Leaning forward, he placed a hand on what he judged to be Draco's shoulder. 

A shudder ran through the body and it gave out a small whimper. 

"Draco," he said experimentally, "can you hear me?" 

There was a moment's eerie stillness, when Snape almost thought that he was going to get a reply, 

and then the whimpering started again. 

There was a noise of disgust behind him. 

"Do we really have to listen to this, Severus?" 

No, he supposed not. 

He tightened his grip on Draco's shoulder, and pulled him over so that he was lying on his back. 

The pale skin, once so pale and delicate, was now sallow and papery. Snape felt a memory rise; one 

of the man hunched and weeping in the corner of a whitewashed stone cottage. And an unconscious 

woman at his feet, blood slowly pooling in her hair. He swallowed again and shook firmly. 

"Wake up, Draco," he snapped harshly, all Hogwarts professor. 

Draco's eyelids flickered briefly, and then drifted shut again. Snape shook a second time, hard. This 

time the man on the bed moved his head painfully and his eyelids crept open. The once clear grey 

eyes were muddy and expressionless. They met Snape's for a moment and paused. Snape thought 

he saw something like confusion, and then fleeting recognition, cross Draco's face, but then 

everything relaxed, and Snape thought that it must just have been a muscle spasm. 

He sighed and fished in his robes for the bottle, as one of the ormolu clocks in the bedroom began 

to chime the hour. 



Damn. This had taken far too long. Well, there was no help for it now. 

Resolutely, he unstoppered the bottle and prised the slack jaws apart. Wedging the edge of the 

bottle between Draco's teeth he poured the contents into his mouth. Yellow liquid bubbled out and 

ran down Draco's chin. Snape pocketed the bottle and began to rub Draco's throat with his free 

hand. 

"Come on, Draco, swallow," he muttered, conscious that Lucius was only a few feet away. 

Mentally cursing Draco and Lucius, he reached for the edge of the sheet to wipe the stringy 

combination of potion and saliva from Draco's chin and neck. 

"Severus," came the faint reproach from the other side of the room, "those sheets are antique linen, 

you know." 

Then all Hell broke loose. 

Snape was about to retort when a series of loud bangs echoed around the room. Draco gave a high 

screech and retreated into a foetal position. Lucius scowled, uncharacteristically marring his 

perfectly schooled features. It sounded as if the Chateau was under some form of heavy artillery 

fire. 

Snape felt an overwhelming sense of relief. 

"What in Hell is that," snapped Lucius, clearly annoyed by the disruption to his plans. "No one 

should be able to get near the Chateau." 

Snape shrugged. 

"I have no idea what it is," he said, infusing the remark with as much acid boredom as he could. "I 

suggest that you go and investigate, Unless, of course, you're confident that your pet gargoyles can 

manage without a directing brain." 

That should be enough to get Malfoy out of the room... 

The elder Malfoy glared at him. 

"And what about you, my dear friend?" 

"The potion has some after effects that I want to monitor," he lied smoothly. "I expect I shall be 

safe enough baby-sitting. In fact, I can take him to the library and get started on the main part of the 

cure." 

He hoped Malfoy would accept the suggestion. 

"Ever the hero, I see, Severus." 

"I like to stay with what I know." 



Just hurry up and get out. 

Lucius looked as if he wanted to object, but another bang, from what appeared to be another 

location, coupled with the sound of breaking porcelain pulled at his attention. 

Lucius hesitated and then made a decision. "Just get on with it," he said curtly, "I'll meet you back 

in the Small Library. The password is Serenity." With a flourish of his robes, the master of the 

Chateau swept out of the room. 

Serenity. How very Lucius. 

Although he was beginning to have some serious reservations about the stability of the man. More 

than usual, that was. 

As the door slammed, Snape let out a sigh, and began to count under his breath at a careful and 

measured pace, trying to ignore the animal sounds coming from the bed. When he reached one 

hundred he pulled the now empty bottle from his robes again and spoke the words of summoning. 

********** 

Hermione felt a pull at her midriff, and then that peculiar feeling of the world rushing by very fast. 

The fact that the world also contained walls and people, and she seemed to be flying through them, 

did not make the sensation any more agreeable. 

Then the world did an emergency stop in front of her eyes and she was assailed by green. 

Green and a high pitched wailing. And a nasty feeling of being trapped underwater. 

"We don't have time to sightsee, Professor Granger." 

She blinked. The familiar sneering tones abruptly recalled her to herself and where she was. 

Chateau Montnégre de Malfoi. 

She glanced round and the green showed itself to be a bedroom, rather too perfectly matched for 

her taste. Beside her Rose Brunarde was blinking as well. Hermione looked round for Snape. 

He was standing by the bed. His face was grim, but his eyes held the shade of an apology. She 

sketched a smile and a nod, knowing that he had used the remnants of his old terror and her 

professional title to shake her back into awareness. And to distance himself from his own fears. 

The unearthly wailing seemed to be coming from beside him. 

"This is not the library." It was half a question, half a statement from the other woman. 

If it was, thought Hermione, the damned Pensieves were well hidden. 



"No, Professor Brunarde. It is a bedroom. I would have thought that that was obvious." Snape's 

voice was taut. "Now, we can either discuss interior design or we can get out of here and to the 

actual library." 

There was another loud crash, this time apparently coming from outside. Hermione checked her 

watch. 

"I promised Harry and Ron another couple of minutes." 

"What are they doing?" 

"It's another gadget of Ron's. He calls it a Bouncing Bomb. It appears, lets off a charge of magical 

energy and then disappears again. The cycle of appearances is random. Apparently, it's a variant on 

something that Fred and George came up with. It'll carry on pretty much indefinitely, according to 

Ron, but they want to seed as may as they can." She paused. "Right, that should do them." 

She pulled out a small bottle of her own and spoke some words. 

Harry Potter and Ron Weasley appeared in the room. 

"I thought this was supposed to be a library," muttered Harry, with an edge of suspicion in his 

voice. 

Hermione drew breath to intervene before Snape could, but Rose got there first. 

"Clearly it is not," she said briskly. "Shall we go to the library?" 

"An excellent suggestion, Professor Brunarde. Mobilicorpus." The last was directed at the bed. 

A pale figure floated out from behind the hangings, and took on an almost upright posture. Ron was 

looking at the apparition in something like horror. It was still keening softly. 

"Tell me that's not Draco," he breathed in a sick voice. 

Harry meanwhile had simply gone over to the bed and was hauling on one side of Draco to 

manoeuvre him towards the door. As Harry pulled on him awkwardly Hermione got her first good 

look at Draco since the encounter in Hester Allworthy's cottage. 

Dull grey eyes met brown. And something sparked. Deep within the emptiness of Draco's features 

she saw a faint flicker of awareness; someone struggling with something. He made a sound. 

Involuntarily, she took a step back. 

"He recognized me." 

"I doubt it," responded Snape. 

Draco's body twitched. 



"He's moving," she pointed out, trying not to betray her nervousness. "What did you give him?" 

Trying to clamp down a wholly irrational fear that he might, indeed, have devised a cure. 

"A simple Enervating Potion. It's stimulating what residual gross motor function that he possesses. 

I had to give him something that would convince Lucius that something was happening. The 

movements are a simple muscle reflex. Nothing more." 

She hoped so. But yet, that sense that something within had woken didn't leave her. 

"Remind me again why we need to bring him along?" muttered Ron as the two other men 

manhandled the semi-dead weight to the door. "Seeing as we don't now need him as an excuse to 

get into the library." 

"Because, Mr Weasley," Snape informed him coldly, "Lucius Malfoy is expecting to meet me with 

Draco in the library. He might be a little suspicious if he comes back here to find me gone and 

Draco still here. In addition Draco is a legitimate occupant of this building. His presence may 

prevent the activation of some of the internal wards." 

And given what she had just seen - or what she had thought she had seen - she certainly wasn't 

happy about just leaving him. 

"He comes with us," she said firmly. "I want him where I can see him." 

If anyone had a comment on that statement they wisely didn't voice it. 

With Draco bobbing along in front of them, they made their way as swiftly as possible to the room 

where Lucius Malfoy kept his Pensieves. The only sound in the corridors was the random 

explosions of mock-ordnance generated by Ron's Bouncing Bombs. Harry had curtly 

cast Silencio on Draco, none of them able to bear the high pitched whining sound that he had made 

ever since they had left his bedroom. 

To distract herself from the charged silence, and the occasional jerkings of the floating body, 

Hermione concentrated on observing the interior of the Chateau. It was an eerie sensation, rather 

like sneaking through a site of national historic importance. She felt that Lucius Malfoy's home 

ought to be all gloomy corridors and draping spiders' webs. To find it arranged like a antiques 

showroom was more than a little disconcerting. 

Then she recalled the Pensieve; Malfoy cutting, as skilfully as a surgeon and as lacking in emotion. 

The décor was the same. All technique and no depth. 

Snape seemed know where he was going, she thought gratefully. And if any internal wards had 

been activated, they had heard nothing about it. The atmosphere was sufficiently tense for her to 

begin imagining that spears would shoot out of the walls or poisonous gases would seep through 

the floor. 

Perhaps Snape was right. Draco's presence was acting as a kind of shield. 



She certainly hoped so. 

After what seemed to be an interminably long time, they came to a passageway that ended in a 

plain wooden door. 

Snape placed his hand on it and muttered Serenity. The irony of the password was not lost on 

Hermione. 

Then he gave one push, and the six of them were inside the Small Library. 

It was much as Snape had described it, she thought. Airy, almost cosy. And full of the most 

concentrated misery that you could hope to find. Floor to ceiling pain. Torture in big and small 

sizes; take home atrocities, packaged in the elaborate or the austere. Something for everyone, just 

take your pick. 

Her determination to destroy these things returned hot and fierce. She pulled out her wand, 

registering in a corner of her mind that Snape had dumped Draco in one of the chairs by the fire. 

That's more kindness that he deserves, she thought bitterly. She noticed that both Harry and Ron 

were avoiding looking at or even approaching the slumped figure. Instead, they were prowling the 

room, wary, alert. 

Hermione drew her wand, and noticed that Rose was doing the same thing. 

She moved over to stand in front of one of the shelves. She pointed at one on the top shelf. 

"Accio, Pensieve," she said softly. In obedience to the charm, it floated into her hand. It was a thing 

of beauty, this container. Carved, jewelled, almost filigreed stonework. She felt sick. Laying her 

wand over the contents, she spoke the Erasing Charm. The bowl glowed and then shone silver at 

her. 

Cautiously she looked in, and felt no pull. 

Whatever had been in there was now gone. 

One down - and an indeterminate number to go. 

Grimly, she summoned the next one. 

********** 

Snape stood by the fireplace, still, observing the other occupants of the room. Weasley had lit a fire 

in the hearth, claiming that it would cheer the room up. He had wanted to snort. This room was 

beyond cheering up. 

But he didn't restrain the action. Lucius would have expected him to light the fire. 



Potter and Weasley pacing like animals, clearly wanting to work off their excess frustration in some 

way - perhaps by a fight. They might yet get their wish. He knew that they were working on 

heavily borrowed time. Sooner or later Lucius, or some Malfoy underling, would be alerted to their 

presence. He was under no illusions that they would just get out with a severe warning. 

And Hermione and Rose, working methodically, intently, through the hideous collection. 

Summoning and erasing almost mechanically. He wished he could help them, but Rose had been 

perfectly clear that it would take too long to teach the charms to someone who was not a Charms 

Master. He suspected that Hermione might have met her match in Rose Brunarde, at least when it 

came to academic self-confidence. 

He looked over at Draco, sprawled in one of his father's club armchairs, mouthing silently - nobody 

had suggested removing Potter's Silencio charm. The jerky movements were getting more 

pronounced; did that mean he had given too strong a dose of the Enervating Potion? He had 

thought that a good half of it had gone down the man's chin. 

Draco's head had begun to toss back and forth, mouth open as if sighing. His hands were clutching 

spasmodically at the arms of the chair, back arching. It made Snape think, very uncomfortably, of a 

woman in orgasm. Bile rose in his throat and he moved away from the hearth, so the thrashing man 

was out of his line of sight. 

Covering the move, he walked towards one of the shelves; one not yet visited by Hermione or 

Rose. He drew his wand and reduced four or five bowls at random. 

"What do you think you're doing, Snape?" came the accusatory question. 

He sighed. 

"Evidence, Mr Potter?" he said tiredly. "Part of the object of this exercise was for you to obtain 

evidence upon which the Ministry could prosecute." 

Harry Potter had the grace to look slightly sheepish. But only slightly. 

He nodded and held out his hand. Snape raised an eyebrow. 

"Evidence, Professor Snape?" The tone was mocking, but not overly so. "For me to give to the 

Ministry so that they can prosecute." 

Snape decided to let it go. 

He stood back and gestured to the shelves. 

"Help yourself. I can assure you I have no desire to retain any of them." 

Both Potter and Weasley looked at him suspiciously, and then also reduced several of the Pensieves 

to the size of thimbles. With an air of forced unconcern, they stowed them away in the depths of 

their robes. 



More for the act of movement than anything else, Snape tucked his wand away and moved across 

the rugs towards the rosewood table. Sitting on it in lone glory was one, rather opulent, 

bowl. Papa's Graduation Pictures, he thought sourly. 

"You might be interested to take this one," he said idly. "Lucius told me that it shows the night that 

Draco took the Mark." 

Potter - the embryonic bureaucrat, it occurred to him, with not a little irony - came over, followed 

by his friend. They both looked at it with mingled horror and - he was almost amused to note - a 

faint guilty interest. 

"Aren't you... aren't you tempted to... well... look?" This was from Weasley. He looked at the red-

headed man sharply, but there was only a sort of shame on his face. He was astonished to find that 

the question - neither the content nor the source - didn't rankle nearly as much as he would have 

expected it to. 

Which didn't mean that this was a prelude to soul-baring followed by a session of male bonding. 

"No." he said repressively. "In any case, I was there and saw it first hand." 

Weasley visibly jumped back. 

"Yes, I suppose you would have been," he said, and some of the hostility was back in his voice. 

What Snape might or might not have said to that remark was lost in a sudden cry from Rose. 

"Hermione, behind you!" 

Snape whirled and barely stopped himself from swearing viciously. In their game playing they had 

forgotten to pay attention to what was going on. 

Beside him, Potter and Weasley weren't bothering to even try to restrain their language. 

Draco had somehow pulled himself to his feet and was lurching towards Hermione with an intent 

look on his face. It was one that Snape recognised; the mingled avarice and lust that he had seen in 

Hester's cottage. Draco reached for the woman, trying to touch, to possess; Hermione retreated, but 

shock had dulled her reaction speed, Snape could see that. 

Draco was clumsy and uncoordinated, but still moving faster than anyone would have expected. 

Recollection grabbed at Snape as he forced his mind to analyse the situation in front of him, to 

segregate that part of his mind that wanted to cry out in fear for Hermione. 

He watched as she dodged Draco's lunge, trying to move backwards, to get enough space to use her 

wand. But she was hampered by being too close to the shelves and had to slide sideways to avoid 

being backed up against the wood. Rose also had her wand at the ready and was moving to get a 

clear shot at Draco without risking Hermione. 



It might all have gone well, he thought, but for the inevitable Gryffindor element added by - in this 

case - Ron Weasley. The part of his mind that was able to observe noted that Harry Potter had had 

the sense to hang back, to leave the field clear for Rose. Not so Weasley. With a shout he pitched 

himself forward, managing in several swift, impulsive strides, to get between Rose and Draco just 

as Rose cast Stupefy. 

Ron hit the floor. 

Behind him, Harry Potter swore again and moved. The boy's vocabulary had clearly widened 

somewhat since school. 

Draco's head swung round at sound of both the spell and the body hitting the floor and his muddy, 

lecherous look turned into confusion, and then abruptly into sheer terror as he caught sight of 

Snape. He backed away, shaking his head, mouth working soundlessly. A thin line of saliva 

trickled from his mouth, as he stumbled slightly, his gaze transfixed on Snape's face, blindly 

moving towards Ron's collapsed form. 

"Finite Incantatem." A dual voice sounded. 

Harry Potter and Hermione; Potter, confident and controlled, and Hermione, in a slightly shaky 

voice, both aiming towards Weasley. Hermione's spell was only a little wide of the mark, or maybe 

just not quite focussed enough; shock still affecting her. But instead of Ron, it hit Draco. 

And the odd quietness gave way to screams. Earsplitting screams. And they were no longer 

wordless. 

"You no please no more keep away from me don't hurt me not again I'm sorry please 

no...FATHER...." 

Oh Gods and seven Hells. 

He pulled out his wand but before he - or anyone else could cast anything - some newly awakened 

survival instinct had made Draco duck behind the chair, cut round the edge of the room behind 

Harry and bolt for the door. 

Harry spun round and cast a hex after Draco, but it missed him by a whisker. Rose moved to fire 

past Harry and, indeed, himself, but she was wide and Draco was out and away. 

Snape gathered himself. Rose and Hermione had to finish here and Draco had to be stopped. Harry 

clearly had the same idea. They paused briefly, bristling at each other like angry dogs. 

Not now, you stupid boy. Fight with me any time you want, but not now. 

"Ron," said Harry without taking his eyes off Snape. "Stay here and make sure that Rose and 

Hermione get out safely. Snape and I will go after Draco." 



That tone was not one that you would argue with without good reason, Snape noted. It was 

professional and dangerous. The annoying brat had grown up. 

Said brat was still looking at him. 

"Shall we?" 

Harry's eyes were hard and determined and unforgiving. 

Don't fuck this up, they seemed to say. 

It seemed as if he and Harry currently shared the same unwilling agenda. 

********** 

Hermione fought the urge to slap someone. Preferably Ron. 

What possessed you, she wanted to cry. What on earth possessed you to try and get in the way of a 

field Auror and a Charms Mistress? She took a deep breath. Now was not the time. 

"We'd better get moving," she said shortly. "Draco's gone, so between our unwanted presence and 

his shouting someone will be here any minute." 

"I'm nearly done here," confirmed Rose. 

Hermione turned back to the shelves. 

"Can I do anything?" This was Ron, sounding a little groggy. 

I think you've done enough somehow. If either of them get hurt because of this, Ron.... 

This was no good at all. Snape and Harry were both perfectly able to take care of themselves. Of 

course they were. She needed to get on with this and then worry about what to do. 

"Just watch the door," she said tightly. "And kill the fire. We don't want half the house flooing in." 

To Ron's credit, he obeyed her without making a murmur, simply extinguishing the flames and then 

taking up position where he could watch both door and hearth. 

As swiftly as she could, Hermione concentrated on getting through the last few Pensieves. 

"Done," she announced, as Rose stood back and nodded her agreement. 

"Right," said Ron, "now we get out." 

Hermione shook her head. With her own part of the plan finished, her fears had nothing to restrain 

them. 



"You and Rose get out," she corrected. "I'm going after Harry and Severus." 

She headed purposefully towards the door, only dimly aware of the movement of Rose and Ron 

behind her. 

Ron put his hand on her arm to restrain her before she could leave. 

"Don't be stupid, Hermione." 

She glared back, rational thought driven out by her concern for two people that she loved. 

"I'm not being stupid. They have no idea what's out there, what other things Draco might have 

alerted." 

"Neither do you, Hermione." That was Rose coming up on her other side. "You don't know where 

they are or which way they've gone. Think for a moment, chérie." 

That made Hermione pause. 

"Yeah," added Ron, obviously spotting a chance, "do you really want to think about the reaction if 

they get out and find out that you're stuck in there? Snape will petition the Ministry until I get sent 

back to Hogwarts so I can spend eternity in detention." 

The sudden reversion to the Ron of her school days made her smile involuntarily, even as she 

recognised the manipulation that lay behind it. 

"Both Severus and Harry are very powerful and Severus knows the Chateau well," Rose pointed 

out. "And I do not think that either will allow the other to be hurt if they can avoid it. If only out of 

pride." 

That was true enough, she conceded wryly. Both had more pride and honour than was sometimes 

healthy, albeit in very different ways. 

The combined efforts of Ron and Rose had brought her common sense back into play. They were 

right. They would be of far more use outside the Chateau, leaving those inside with one less thing 

to worry about. Definitely sensible. That didn't mean she had to like it. 

"OK," she nodded. "I take your point." She noticed the other two visibly relax. "Shall we go then?" 

Ron nodded and fished in the pocket of his robes, half pulling something out. 

"Crucio." 

And Rose fell to the ground screaming. 

Hermione fell to her knees feeling as if someone had punched her in the stomach. She doubled 

over, gasping for breath, pain searing through muscles clenching hard against the unknown 

adversary. 



"Well, look, if it isn't the Weasel. Just like old times." There was a laugh, dimly heard over the 

sobbing and the roaring in her own ears. "Except that this time Potty isn't here to save you. Or your 

precious Dumbledore." 

She fought to think. The voices were familiar. Unexpected but familiar. 

Crabbe, some distant part of her analytical capacity informed her. The pain in her abdomen was 

beginning to recede, which suggested that she hadn't been the one hit by Crucio. Two spells, two 

casters. 

The house was now taking bets on the presence of Goyle, she thought in a moment of surreal 

humour. 

They must have come through the fireplace somehow whilst she and Ron and Rose had been at the 

door. Clearly they had some way of getting through that didn't require the fire to be lit. 

Damn! 

Slowly, she raised her head and shifted so that she could see. 

"And now the Mudblood is back with us. Isn't that nice?" Definitely Goyle. "Tell me Mudblood, is 

it true you're fucking our dear old Head of House? Got the taste for Snakes have you?" He laughed 

and rubbed his crotch suggestively. "Although," he added, "you're a bit too living for my taste at the 

moment. Maybe later, eh darling?" 

Hermione swallowed bile. 

"I see your sense of humour is as arrested as the rest of your development," spat Ron. 

Rose was still twitching on the floor. 

Hermione pushed herself carefully up to her feet, using the door handle to help her, making rather 

more of a show of being in pain that was strictly necessary. 

Crabbe and Goyle. Vicious. Ruthless. And slow and stupid without Draco Malfoy or someone else 

to do the thinking for them. She wondered how many other people had been alerted. Maybe they 

would be just tell her. 

"How did you know we were here?" she croaked, trying to sound as pathetic as possible. 

They both laughed. 

"We heard Draco doing all that screaming for his daddy," said Crabbe. 

"So we thought we'd come and have a look. See if we could prepare a surprise for them," added 

Goyle. 

Astonishing. It actually worked. They were stupid enough to want to gloat. 



She had really only thought that happened in bad books and films. 

She tried to think whilst keeping a defeated look on her face. She and Ron could simply Portkey 

out, but Rose couldn't whilst the Unforgivable was still on her. Summoning her out would work, 

but they couldn't risk leaving Crabbe and Goyle free to raise the alarm. Not whilst Harry and Snape 

were still somewhere in the Chateau. 

She shifted, striving for an air of nervousness, trying to get the butt of her wand into the palm of her 

hand. 

"What are you going to do with us?" asked Ron with a hint of defiance. 

Hermione almost blinked in surprise. Then she recalled that Ron had, of course, read his way 

through her father's entire collection of James Bond novels. He knew the correct protocols for 

dealing with the Arch-Villain's Evil Minions and he had caught up with what she was trying to do. 

If the stakes weren't so high it would be farcical. 

Get a grip, Hermione, my girl. Preferably on your wand. 

"I don't know. Maybe some more Crucio, maybe some other games. What do you think, Crabbe?" 

She fidgeted again, trying to block out the conversation. Then she felt her wand shift into her palm. 

In one movement, she flicked it forward and cast Stupefy at Crabbe. He must have been the one that 

had cast the curse on Rose, for as he hit the floor, her keening stopped. That was one down. 

Goyle, however, had moved faster than she would have given him credit for. He dived behind one 

of the chairs, casting as he did so. Ron moved out the way, and the curse hit the wall harmlessly. 

Hermione dropped to her knees and started to move over to Rose, who was still pale and twitching 

a little. Something flew over her head, embedded itself into the wall and began to smoulder. One of 

the burning hexes. She tucked her wand away and began to sort through Rose's pockets. If she 

could find the Portkey then they could all get out of here. 

"Incendio," she heard Ron say, and wondered for a moment if he was planning to use the fireplace 

for something. 

Then there was a shriek, and the sound of movement. 

Ron had set fire to the chair that Goyle was using for cover. The overstuffed filling caught quickly 

and began to burn merrily with a bright orange flame. 

Ron cast another Stupefy, which only narrowly missed and Hermione turned her frantic attention 

back to the Frenchwoman's robes. 

Damn it, Rose. Where the Hell is it? 



Rose was beginning to stir now and push weakly at Hermione. 

"It's OK, Rose, it's Hermione. I'm just trying to find the Portkey." 

She wasn't certain that the other woman could hear her. The chair was making unearthly spitting 

and cracking noises, and the smell of charred fabric reached Hermione bringing goosebumps up on 

her face and neck. 

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered that Ron was pressing forward, towards the 

bonfire, which was now beginning to give off smoke as well as flame. Fire had run down the legs 

of the chair and ignited in the rug. The odour of burning silk joined the mix of hot wood and polish 

and leather. 

She remembered seeing a demonstration once, where the local Muggle fire brigade had shown a 

fire gut a room in minutes. 

They were running out of time. She shook Rose hard. 

"Rose," she said sharply. "Where is the Portkey." 

The other woman muttered, obviously disorientated. 

Another crack and a waft of burning leather told Hermione that the other chair had caught alight. 

The fumes were now beginning to catch in the back of her throat, and she forced herself to breathe 

shallowly and keep her head down, fighting against the reflexive urge to gasp. 

She risked a sideways glance at the rest of the room. 

Both the chairs were ablaze, and tendrils of red-orange were working their way up the curtains, 

paths edged in back as the material charred first before exploding in points of heat. And from the 

curtains it could slither, like a living thing along the shelves, to the next window and along again 

from shelf to window to shelf. 

Hermione's heart was pounding again and not just through the increasing heat and lack of oxygen. 

Goyle was now trapped between Ron and running fire. 

She watched as he froze, looked over his shoulder and then broke towards Ron, towards the door 

and his only way out. 

And Ron raised his wand at the oncoming target, and cast Stupefy. 

Goyle hit the floor, stunned. 

In an instant, Ron was beside her. 

"Never mind. We can summon her out. The whole room will go up in a minute." 



As he finished there was a sound like a loud whipcrack. Hermione jumped. 

The heat was beginning to crack the stone bowls of some of the Pensieves at the far end of the 

room. 

She sought for her own Portkey, and Ron brandished his own. 

For a moment she paused. 

"What about Crabbe and Goyle," she asked quietly. 

"What about them?" asked Ron. 

Their eyes met briefly. His were hard and determined. 

She swallowed and nodded. 

After all, someone might be alerted by the fire and get them out before.... 

They might. 

Together they spoke the words of transport. 

********** 

Harry Potter set off down the corridor at a run guided by Draco's semi-coherent screaming. Snape 

followed him, matching his pace. 

How ironic, he thought again. The concept of using some event from his past to stimulate his 

memory had actually worked. Although it had been the sight of Hermione and himself that had 

been the catalyst, not the Pensieve. 

Draco had obviously seen the other; that creature from shadowy realms that had worn his body for 

such a short time. The memory still made his skin crawl. 

Not to mention the thought of what he might have done to Hermione; he recalled the creature had 

promised her to Draco, had desired her for its own. 

The boy had to be stopped. For all their sakes. 

Suddenly Harry came to a standstill. They had come to a T junction and the sound of pleading and 

wailing had halted. 

"Which way?" he asked curtly. 

Snape struggled to orientate himself. They were in the main part of the Chateau; nowhere near any 

of the regions where Lucius recreated himself as the New Sun King. One way led past various 

suites of rooms to the back stairs to the kitchens and the servants' areas, as he recalled. The other 



way led, eventually, to the main staircase down to the entrance hall and the Great Library, The 

Music Room, the Crystal Ballroom and several other sumptuous public rooms. 

Under ordinary circumstances no Malfoy would even begin to entertain the thought of sheltering 

among the house elves. 

"Assuming that Draco is applying the slightest amount of rational thought to his actions, I would 

expect him to head for the public rooms. It's where Lucius is most likely to be." 

Assuming Lucius hadn't discovered his son gone from the bedroom. Assuming Lucius wasn't, even 

now, on his way to the Small Library. Assuming he wasn't already there. 

It seemed to be enough for Harry. He nodded to his right. 

"After you." He cocked an eyebrow, "You do know where you're going after all." 

Aware that all sound had ceased, for reasons currently unknown, Snape led the way, at a rather 

more cautious pace. Several time he paused at corners, listening, checking. Harry Potter never once 

protested and for the first time that he could ever remember, obeyed his instructions without a 

murmur. 

The boy has grown up, he thought. They both have, him and Weasley. 

He wondered why that should surprise him so much. 

The paintings glared at him as they passed, but apparently gave no sign of unease or distress. He 

supposed that to be a Malfoy family portrait required a degree of discretion. And they had certainly 

seen him before in the company of Lucius. The situation was unusual but they obviously weren't 

about to take the risk of raising an unnecessary alarm. 

He was sure that eventually he would be able to savour the full irony of his current circumstances. 

But perhaps not today. 

Moving more slowly, they finally reached the gallery surrounding the entrance hall. Snape paused 

again and risked a quick glance into the expanse of stone. 

And ducked back again, closing his eyes briefly and willing his stomach to subside. 

He opened them again to see Harry Potter looking at him quizzically. He nodded his head towards 

the hall, and the younger man edged forward to take a look. 

He was back just as quickly, a tinge of pallor to his face. 

"Gods," he muttered, his voice laced with disgust. 

"I think," Snape murmured softly, "that we no longer need to hide. Lucius appears to be expecting 

us." 



Summoning every ounce of self-possession he had ever possessed he moved away from the wall, 

straightened his robes, and stepped out onto the gallery, making his way down the sweep of the 

main staircase with as much dignity as a host at a formal gathering. Harry Potter matched him 

stride for stride, down the stairs and across the marble floor, not glancing down, not even seeming 

to notice the illusion of movement in the ground under his feet. 

His attention was fixed on the figure by the door to the Great Library. 

It was rigidly upright, nightclothes hanging limply off it. Its feet were several inches above the 

floor, allowing it to drift a very little. The skin was waxy and yellow and dead looking. One arm 

was outstretched from the shoulder, pointing at the open door and the wash of indigo beyond. 

As Snape and Harry approached the figure bowed awkwardly from the waist; parody of a butler 

ushering them in. 

And the eyes. They were open and alert and conscious, reflecting horror, although whether it was at 

the sight of himself or its current predicament, Snape wouldn't have wanted to say. 

Draco had obviously found his father. 

Snape moistened his lips, and without breaking step, entered the Great Library. Harry Potter and 

the ghostlike Draco followed him. 

It was almost a shock to realise that it was under an hour since he had last been in the room. Lucius' 

brandy glass was still on the desk, still with a trace of liquid in the bottom. Snape almost thought 

that he could see the smear where Lucius' lips had been, the outline of his fingerprints smudged on 

the crystal. 

"Severus, my friend, do come in." Lucius' voice from in front of the fire. "And Harry Potter as 

well." He stood now and moved towards them. 

Snape saw that he was holding a tumbler in one hand. The liquid was a pale, caramel colour. He 

wondered if it was his imagination that he could smell the peat of Lucius' favourite whisky. 

His preferred drink for the dungeons. 

But he was smiling now, all gracious welcome. 

"Mr Potter, such an honour. I don't think I've seen you since you had that most 

unfortunate contretemps with my previous employer. I hope you won't think that I'm too dreadfully 

late when I offer you my congratulations." He turned his attention to Snape. "I must say, you are 

moving in exalted circles these days, Severus. Maybe there are advantages to disaffiliation after 

all." 

Harry was looking somewhere between bemused and suspicious at this greeting. 

"Can I offer you a glass of anything?" Lucius continued. 



"Get to the point, Malfoy," he snarled. 

"The point," mused the other man, "young people are always the same. Get to the point. Hurry up. 

They just don't take the time to enjoy the pleasures of life as they pass." He shifted his glass to the 

other hand and then sipped again. "Tell me, Mr Potter, do you like roses?" 

Harry blinked. 

"What?" he spat, in tones of utter incredulity. 

"I thought not." He looked mournfully at Snape, "You see what I mean, Severus. No patience. No 

instinct to let things just unfold." 

His right wrist twisted like a cobra. 

"Petrificus Totalis." 

Snape had been watching for the move from the moment that he had seen Malfoy change his 

drinking hand. 

"Expelliarmus." 

The curses hit in mid air. The petrifying curse missed Harry. Malfoy managed to keep hold of his 

wand but his wrist was jerked back and twisted with considerable force. 

There was an audible crack, and pain shot across the flawless porcelain face to be replaced by sheer 

fury. 

Dropping his glass, he moved his wand into his left hand. 

Harry Potter had his wand out and was casting Stupefy, but Malfoy blocked it with surprising 

dexterity, and then, pointed his wand at Draco. 

"Finite Incantatem." 

The figure of Draco crumpled to the floor. 

Snape didn't have time to speculate on the action, because he was too busy blocking a curse 

heading in his direction. He recovered fairly easily and was about to take a clear shot at Malfoy, 

who was aiming at Harry at this stage, when a heavy object hit him in the back of the head and he 

crumpled to his knees, head ringing. 

"No please no kill it don't let it hurt me make it stop father no help please...." 

Draco. 



Shaking his head to clear it, he decided to leave Harry to deal with Malfoy for the time being and to 

immobilise Draco. As he straightened, he saw Draco behind Harry, holding one of the larger family 

photographs. 

Heavy silver frame. Thick. Sharp, he thought in surreal clarity. 

"Potter," he shouted over the noise of Draco's ravings, "behind you!" 

Harry whirled and ducked in enough time to avoid the descending blow, as Snape cast a blocking 

charm across Malfoy's latest attack. 

It was clear that the pain and the effort of casting with his non-dominant hand was slowing Lucius 

down. 

Not that he'd be much of a match for Harry and myself anyway, he thought with a certain 

satisfaction. Hence the addition of random confusion in the shape of Draco. Nevertheless, Lucius 

was still fast enough to be dangerous. 

Curse and counter-curse flew through the air, punctuated by Draco's unfocussed pleading - part 

litany, part tirade - and the succession of distinctly non-magical missiles. Snape noted, with 

satisfaction, that every one of Lucius' attacks was diverted by one or other of them. He also noted, 

with rather less satisfaction, that they could never quite get enough of a break to immobilise either 

of their attackers. 

But eventually, slowly, it seemed to him that they were gaining the upper hand; driving Lucius 

Malfoy back even with the added distractions. 

It appeared that Malfoy thought that as well, for he gradually began to move back towards the 

hearth. 

No, thought Snape. Don't let him get to the fireplace. 

Lucius was still casting, but he was shifting closer to Harry Potter. 

Then he suddenly stood up, hands above his head. The right one looked swollen and useless and the 

left one held his wand horizontal in full view. 

"I surrender," he called over the wailing of his son. 

Snape didn't believe a word of it, and immediately straightened to cast a full body bind. 

"Don't, Snape," came the voice of Harry Potter. "Let's hear what he's got to say." 

"Let's not," he growled, with an edge of his former snap. "It's a trap." 

"Severus, cousin, how could you think that?" Lucius sounded hurt. 

Experience, mostly. 



But he had paused a moment too long. 

With a flick of his uninjured wrist Lucius sent his wand spiralling through the air over their heads. 

As both men instinctively turned to follow the flight path, Lucius broke for the fireplace. Before 

either Snape or Harry could turn to stop him, he had grabbed something from the top, tossed it in 

and then dived into the flames. 

"Avada Kedavra," came the scream from behind them. 

Draco Malfoy had caught his father's wand. 

********** 

  

END OF PART 9 

PART 10 

  

  

Hermione sank to her knees, sucking in choking lungfuls of clean air, blinking in a vain attempt to 

clear the black spots that danced across her vision. Beside her, Ron was coughing painfully. She 

concentrated on forcing herself to breathe evenly and deeply, fighting the urge to hyperventilate, 

willing herself to think past the aching pain in her chest. Gradually, oxygen returned to her 

deprived system and the roaring in her ears and the darkness on the edge of her sight receded. Her 

breathing slowly returned to a reflex action from being one of conscious control. As her heart 

slowed to a more comfortable pace, she pushed herself back on to her heels, and lifted her head. 

She closed her eyes quickly, feeling momentarily faint as her blood pressure adjusted to the change 

in position. 

The Portkeys had brought them back to a just about intact stone hut outside the grounds of the 

Malfoy residence, which had been adopted as the unofficial base of operations. The original use of 

the shelter was unclear. It could have been used by a woodsman or a gamekeeper or a shepherd for 

storage of food, care of animals or just as an escape from the weather. It was basic on any view; 

four walls, small windows, a simple fireplace, a door and a more or less intact roof. It did, however, 

make a handy point of reference for Ron's altered Portkeys. 

The world came back into focus again, and Hermione was now aware of Rose on the floor next to 

her, her cries of pain now reduced to long, heavy exhalations as the other woman regained her 

control over breath and body. Ron's coughing also appeared to be subsiding although the sound of 

his breathing was still distinctly jerky. Wiping the Pensieves and the fight with Crabbe and Goyle 

had taken their toll on both of them and the effort of summoning Rose out immediately after their 

own transport had made severe inroads into their remaining energy reserves. 



She crawled over to the Frenchwoman. The Portkey was still clutched in her hand, biting into her 

flesh. 

"Rose?" she said experimentally and swallowed painfully, her throat raw and dry from smoke 

inhalation. 

The woman took another audible breath. 

"Hermione? What happened?" 

Hermione sighed in relief. Rose was recovering. 

"Crabbe and Goyle showed up. You got hit by Crucio and then the library caught fire," she said 

succinctly. There was no time for long explanations and her throat was protesting vigorously. She 

also didn't want to question too closely the fact that she and Ron had probably left two men to die. 

Mercifully, Rose just nodded. "How are you feeling?" she asked, knowing the question was banal. 

"I hurt," replied the other woman, equally succinctly. 

"Can you move?" Hermione didn't like having to push like this, but they were in a fairly precarious 

situation and Snape and Harry were still inside the Chateau. 

Rose tentatively pushed herself up on to one elbow, shutting her eyes briefly as she did so. 

"It hurts," she repeated, "but I can move if I have to." 

"OK, stay there and rest whilst you can." Hermione was afraid that they would very quickly be at 

the point when they had to move, and she wanted Rose to be as well as was possible in the 

circumstances. She had no idea what sort of shape Harry and Snape would be when they got out. 

When, she told herself firmly. 

Don't even think of any other outcome. 

Ron had made it to his feet now. He looked pale, and he was smudged with soot and sweat. He had 

his wand in his hand. 

"Are you two OK?" he said to the air in general. 

Well, let's see now. Rose has put been under Crucio and we left two men to be burned alive. And 

Severus and Harry are still in there, with one if not two madmen. 

It was too much to deal with. 

"I'm fine," she said. 

Rose nodded next to her. 



Hermione looked up at her childhood friend and partner in crime. His face was as unyielding as it 

had been inside. 

"There was no choice," he said firmly, "it was them or us." But there was flicker of something in 

his eyes that betrayed his awareness of the decision that they had made, of the consequences. 

Some distant part of her wanted to cry out against this; to claim that there was always a choice. 

That there was always an outcome that worked. But that was the younger Hermione; not the 

Hermione that had touched the face of darkness, that had seen it and more, understood it. Of 

course, there was always a choice. But the situation sometimes only made certain ones sustainable. 

In the end the alternative, such as it was - save Crabbe and Goyle, possibly sacrificing Rose in the 

process - was unacceptable. 

Hermione buried her head in her hands, letting the Portkey drop to the ground beside her. 

Gods, I want my innocence back. 

"How long do we give them?" 

Ron's voice came from a long way away, intruding on her moment of self-knowledge, demanding 

that she return to the now and participate in it. 

She forced herself to think. How long had the fight taken? Minutes? Hours? She had lost track of 

time. Analyse, girl, she told herself. The fire could still only be minutes old, but house must have 

been alerted. She looked up, wearily running her hand through her hair. 

"We don't give them any longer," she decided. "We pull them out now." 

"Now?" Ron sounded a little surprised. 

"Yes, now." Resolution, strength, adrenaline - she didn't much care what it was that was flowing 

through her - but it was clearing her mind. "We've done what we came to do. And the longer that 

we're here the more chance there is of getting caught again. Let Lucius and Draco get on with it." 

As she spoke, she reached to pick up the glass bottle from where it had fallen beside her - and froze 

at a sound from the fireplace behind her. 

"Ron?" she said, carefully, without moving. "What was that? 

"That, my dear Miss Granger," said the imperturbable voice, "would be me." 

"Don't move." That was Ron. Hard and angry. 

Lucius bloody Malfoy. 

Hermione had gone through anger herself; that, and fear and horror and self-disgust. Now she was 

right back at anger. No - more than simple anger. The cold fury that had taken root after her first 



sight of the Pensieve grew and burst swiftly into full flower at the sight of the man who had 

decided to wreck her life for no better reason than that he could. 

"Lucius," she said, pushing herself slowly to her feet and turning to face him. "Lucius Malfoy." 

Even here, in a crofter's hut, hair in disarray and robes stained from the fireplace, Lucius Malfoy 

managed to project that sense of grace and presence that Hermione remembered from the Pensieve. 

He was standing, back to the fireplace, almost relaxed. It would only take a slight shift and he could 

be leaning against the mantelpiece, sipping a good cognac and entertaining his guests. He seemed 

completely unruffled by the fact that Ron was pointing a wand at him. 

Hermione shook her sleeve slightly and released her own wand. She took aim, very pointedly. 

Lucius looked amused. 

"Come now, Miss Granger, Mr - it is Weasley, isn't it? Do I look in any position to put up a fight? 

If it makes you feel in any better I've just surrendered to your friend Mr Potter and your - well, I'm 

not entirely certain how to describe Severus, now." 

"Surrendered?" Ron sounded suspicious -as well he might, she thought. 

"Indeed." He laughed again and spread his hands in front of him in an almost comically helpless 

gesture. She noted that his right hand was bent at an improbable angle; she thought that the wrist 

might be broken although he was showing no apparent signs of discomfort. "I don't even have a 

wand. Your friends have it." He spread his arms higher in a parody of yielding. The sleeves of his 

robes fell back to reveal bare forearms, the shadow of the Dark Mark still visible on the left one. 

The right one was markedly swollen. "You can even search me if you like." 

His attitude of easy superiority nearly deprived her of the power of speech. It was everything that 

she had experienced at the hands of Snape's relatives, concentrated into one person. The casual 

assumptions from this man who had tortured and killed because it amused him and because he 

could - all that appalled her - but also his unswerving sense of entitlement, his utter failure to 

understand that his view was not the only one possible. 

That lack of comprehension was almost worse than the brutality. 

At that moment she wanted to kill him with every ounce of feeling that she possessed. Not to be 

forced into it, but to make that choice knowingly, rationally; to rid the world of 

something inhuman. 

She could see herself doing it; breathing in, forming the syllables, pronouncing the words. And she 

was back in a room above a bar in rural Suffolk, power playing around the periphery of her senses, 

calling her, tempting her. 

And she was also being held. Someone had stopped her from falling then. Someone was doing it 

now. 



Throughout, her eyes had not wavered from Malfoy's face. His insouciance had given way to 

something like delight. 

"You want to kill me, Miss Granger." His eyes shone with something uncomfortably like approval - 

passion even. "I can see it in your face, feel it in your body." He moistened his lips. "Do it," he said 

caressingly. "It's a simple enough thing done like this. Two words and it's over." 

The details of the room registered in her consciousness in too-sharp relief. Lucius lounging at the 

fireplace; Ron, motionless but tense, poised for something; watching her with as much intensity as 

he was watching Malfoy; Rose on the floor - moving? She was aware and unaware, mind focussed 

solely on the obscenity of the man in front of her urging her to kill him. 

Kill him because he wanted her to? Kill him to see whether or not she would? Kill him to use his 

last action to turn her into him? 

She made herself breathe evenly for the second time in half an hour. As time stretched out she 

could sense Ron shifting his balance, as if he wanted to move for her. 

Kill him because he was inhuman and the world would be a better place without him? The same 

justification that had led to deaths of hundreds of Muggle-borns; that had led to deaths of Harry's 

parents. 

Keep breathing. 

She could see Lucius' tongue touching his lower lip, wet and eager. 

"I don't think I'll do that," she said coldly. 

You lose, Malfoy. I'm not you. 

A look of profound disappointment settled over the beautifully sculptured features. 

"Ah, what a pity. I was just beginning to understand what Severus sees in you." He turned to Ron 

who was still drawn in for action. "How about you, Mr Weasley? Care to do the honours? Grasp 

your rightful share of the glory for once, instead of playing the faithful assistant to Harry Potter? 

Act as befits your blood?" 

Ron's grip tightened on his wand. 

"Shut up, Malfoy," he said curtly. 

"Ah yes, you are a true son of your father. The Weasleys always were Mudblood lovers. Are 

they good lovers, Mr Weasley? Skilled? Sensitive? Passionate? 

Ron flushed and his knuckles went white on his wand. Hermione didn't move an inch. 

"Ignore him, Ron," she said with more calmness than she felt. "He's just trying to provoke you." 



"Why ever would I want to do that?" Lucius sounded amused, relaxed even. "There are three of you 

and I don't even have a wand. What threat could I possibly pose?" 

Hermione couldn't immediately answer that one, but she was in no doubt that Lucius was planning 

something. 

"Well, Mr Weasley?" Lucius returned his attention to Ron, who was now obviously restraining 

himself with difficulty, his whole body tilting towards Malfoy, betraying his desire to rush for the 

man. 

Don't, Ron, he's up to something. I know he is. 

"Although," continued Lucius easily, "I suppose that you can't really comment on Miss Granger, 

here, given that she seems to prefer to have pureblood of sorts inside her." Ron made a noise 

between his teeth. "Is that a problem for you, Mr Weasley. The thought of Severus with her... his 

hands... his tongue... his...?" 

Ron moved, lunging forwards at exactly the same moment that Hermione shouted out to stop him, 

drowning her protest with a snarl of his own. 

"You bastard. If you had a wand I would...." His words were cut off. 

His furious movement had brought him to within arms reach of Lucius. Moving more swiftly that 

Hermione could have thought possible, given that he had an injured hand, Malfoy grabbed Ron and 

deftly unbalanced him, using Ron's own furious momentum against him. Ron, hampered by a 

combination of innate hesitation at attacking an unarmed man and sheer blind unthinking rage, was 

off balance and in Malfoy's grip before he could react in any effective way. Seemingly oblivious to 

any pain in his wrist, Malfoy held him in place with his right forearm across Ron's throat. He had 

Ron's wand in his left hand, held to Ron's chest. 

Without lowering her wand even a fraction Hermione took a pace back, mentally cursing Ron's 

volatile temper for the second time that day. She wondered whether Rose was up to participating in 

the fight yet, but didn't dare take her eyes from Malfoy long enough to risk a glance in the other 

woman's direction. 

"You can't get away," she said, striving for authority in her tone. "We'll just stay like this until 

Harry and Severus get here and then I'll hand you over to the authorities to be dealt with as you 

deserve." 

Lucius gave a funny smile, one that she couldn't interpret. 

"I'm sorry to disappoint you, my dear, but I'm not going to Azkaban, or wherever it is that your 

little Gryffindor heart is set on sending me." 

He looked at her, grey eyes shot with melancholy. 



"Do you like roses, Miss Granger?" She was taken aback by the sudden change of subject, but he 

didn't seem to require an answer from her. "It is of no matter, I suppose." He appeared to gather his 

thoughts. "To grow a really good rose," he continued after a moment, "takes time and patience and 

skill. It is a meditation, almost an exercise of the soul. The seed is planted, the bush grows. It buds 

and flowers, and is cut back, excising the dead wood, removing that which mars it, which impedes 

its progress, which causes it to waste its energies. And in the end, one achieves a bloom of such 

perfection, of such exquisite beauty and perfume, that the heavens weep to see it." 

He sighed. Hermione was barely breathing. Lucius Malfoy was quite clearly utterly insane. 

"The wizarding world should be such as this, Miss Granger - the embodiment of all that is finest in 

man. Yet to achieve this, the inferior stock must be cut away and destroyed. There can be no other 

way. And to reduce it to a petty power struggle is to desecrate that sacred evolution." He sighed 

again. "Voldemort had some interesting ideas, but in the end he was hopelessly petit bourgeois." 

He seemed almost wistful. "The Dark Lord, indeed." 

Ron shifted uncomfortably under Malfoy's arm, bringing the older man's attention back to the 

room. 

"Please do stop fidgeting, Mr Weasley." He refocused on Hermione. "Now, I am perfectly aware 

that I cannot escape. Even if I were to persuade you to put your wands down, even if I were to kill 

Mr Weasley, I would be unable to cover a significant distance before you pursued and caught me 

again." He paused. "I cannot go to Azkaban, you see. I am not a commonplace person and I will not 

end my existence that way - in filth and banality." His cold grey eyes met Hermione's directly, and 

there was nothing in them now but calm self-possession and overwhelming self-belief. "I am a 

Malfoy, Miss Granger. I have lived as one and I will die as one, not as some mewling subterranean 

creature." 

Abruptly, he pushed Ron away from him towards Hermione, sending the younger man sprawling 

across the floor. She instinctively moved to avoid losing her own balance and in that moment 

Malfoy had brought Ron's wand up to his own throat. 

"Avada Kedavra," he said quietly. 

Hermione was too stunned to move. Ron's wand sparked and then glowed and then light arced into 

the exposed throat. Within moments his body was bathed with green fire and Lucius Malfoy fell to 

the ground. 

There was utter silence. 

"Is he dead?" asked Ron eventually. 

Hermione wished she could dismiss that as a stupid question. 

"I don't know," she said eventually. She pointed her wand at the apparently lifeless form. "Stupefy," 

she said, and then added "Petrificus Totalis." 



Nobody suggested that she might be overreacting. 

Suddenly she felt very, very tired. 

"Let's get Severus and Harry and get out of here," she said. 

********** 

Draco had power and a wand and intermittent flashes of coherence, but he lacked the ability to 

bring any of them together in any kind of focus. This made him on the one hand less dangerous - 

the Avada Kedavra had missed them both and ricocheted off the ceiling, bringing down a large 

chunk of decorative plasterwork - and on the other hand more dangerous on the grounds of sheer 

unpredictability. 

He was casting spells at random, calling out remembered words, performing movements long since 

trained into the muscle memory, but with no purpose or 

direction. Accio followed Crucio followed Reparofollowed Tarantallegra followed Imperio. None 

found their mark - if, indeed, Draco was actually aiming at anything - but the succession of 

unanticipated spells and consequential damage were causing the other two wizards more problems 

than either of them were comfortable about admitting. 

If they could just get a few moments respite, thought Snape distractedly, they could grab the 

Portkeys and simply leave. Lucius has gone and Draco would probably exhaust himself in time. 

There were more pressing concerns. In any event, leaving by means other than magical would be 

difficult. An Accio spell, of all things, had pulled an entire book case and its contents down, 

blocking the handsome double doors leading to the entrance hall. He supposed that he could just 

use the Portkey himself, but some part of him was reluctant to leave Harry on his own facing 

Draco. 

Gryffindor-ism must be contagious, he thought wryly, conveniently forgetting Hermione's frequent 

exasperation with what she described as his sense of honour. 

Just then a hand pulled at his robes, overbalancing him. He landed on the floor somewhat 

awkwardly, as another section of plaster moulding crashed into the ground where he had had been 

standing. 

Crouched next to him was Harry, face sheened with sweat, hair even more dishevelled than usual, 

scattered cuts and scratches evidence of the fight. Snape gathered himself and shifted a little further 

along the floor; there was a section of the ceiling still hanging loose and he didn't like the look of it. 

He caught Harry's eye and nodded fractionally. The younger man acknowledged the thanks briefly. 

Snape had to admit that his annoying former pupil had matured into a useful man to have beside 

one in a fire fight. The reckless streak was still there, but had been tempered by experience and 

caution. Unlike Mr Weasley, whose headlong intervention had resulted in him being stupefied and 

precipitated the flight of Draco. Although, Snape had to accept that the family talent for putting 

objects to uses other than the usual had proved very helpful. 



None of which excused their behaviour towards Hermione in the slightest. 

"We need to get out of here." A low voice sounded in his ear. 

"Agreed," he murmured. "If Mr Malfoy will pause for long enough to allow us to concentrate." 

"It occurred to me that his target appears to be you." 

"Very possibly." Snape waited. Somehow they had got beyond jibing at each other. Harry would, 

no doubt, have a point to the remark. 

"I thought that you could distract him and I could stun him." 

It was something they'd been trying to do for some little while, Snape reflected, but had never been 

close enough together to be able to co-ordinate the attack. Their timing had always been slightly 

off. 

It was straightforward, direct, very Gryffindor, and frankly, Snape couldn't think of anything better. 

"Very well, Mr Potter." He paused. "Did you have any suggestions for a particular distraction?" 

"Well, 'Oy You' always worked well for Ron." Snape could have sworn he heard a hint of humour. 

Clearly, the boy's sense of timing hadn't improved. 

"Yes, I can imagine it would have," he responded, aiming for a repressive tone, but astonished at 

the lack of heat that finally came out. 

He risked a glance at Harry's face. The younger man's skin was flushed and his eyes were sparkling 

with a mixture of adrenaline and excitement. Snape realised that Harry was actually enjoying this. 

Gryffindors. 

He felt very old. 

"On my count?" he suggested. He was the target after all. 

Harry nodded. 

Snape readied himself and counted. One, two.... 

On three both men stood up. 

"Mr Malfoy," roared Snape in his best making-himself-heard-across-the-Quidditch-pitch voice. 

Draco spun to face him with a shrill, high scream, mouthing pleading nonsense. He raised his 

father's wand and said something. 



Snape never really knew whether it was a Severing Charm or a twisted attempt to say his name. 

Harry cast the stunning spell and it hit Draco just as Draco's own spell left the wand. It missed 

Snape and flew off at a tangent to strike against one of the glittering enchanted crystal chandeliers 

that had so far escaped miraculously unscathed. 

Draco crumpled to the floor, Harry moving forward to check that he was fully unconscious. 

Snape could see the light from the glass shiver, hear the incongruously melodious chimes, as the 

chain by which it was suspended sheared and then broke. He launched himself forward at the two 

men directly in its path, catching Harry by the arm and pulling him back, but slowly, too slowly. 

A cascade of shimmering, razor edged glass landed squarely on top of Draco. A delicately chased 

branch caught Harry a glancing blow on the back of the shoulder and head. He lurched forward into 

Snape's arms and it was only Snape's reflex in holding on that prevented the other man from sliding 

on to the floor. 

As it was, he carefully let Harry down, aware from the movements of the body that he was, at least, 

still breathing. 

He stood and moved cautiously towards the wreckage of the chandelier, the enchantments still 

giving off a misty light. That light, he noted, was also now shot through with faintly pinky hues. 

Draco had been directly underneath. Knife like shards of glass were embedded in his body, pinning 

him to the floor, drawing attention to each and every wound, shining through sliced skin and flesh, 

eerily softening and colouring the light. One piece in particular; buried deep between the third and 

fourth ribs, pulsed gently as if it were drawing the heartbeat out of him. Other than the shifting 

iridescent patterns of light, the body was utterly still. 

Snape tried to feel grief for the boy he had known, but somehow couldn't. That boy had effectively 

died in a cottage in Suffolk over a year ago. This dead thing was something else. It hadn't been 

Draco for a long time. 

Impassively, he turned away to concentrate on the living; on Harry Potter. 

Harry was unconscious, but his breathing was deep and even. A quick examination suggested that 

there were no fractures, but that he had suffered a number of deep lacerations. Nothing life 

threatening, but still needing immediate attention. 

Annoying as the boy was, he had proved himself competent and professional in this little operation. 

Not to mention the fact that Hermione would be devastated if anything happened to him. And, he 

added, as a slightly self-deprecating afterthought, what passed for his own conscience would not 

allow him to leave him here to his fate. 

Snape sat back on his heels and reached into the depths of his robes for the Portkey. Carefully he 

placed it into Harry's hand, curling the fingers round it to hold it in place. Then he searched through 

Harry's own robes to find Harry's little bottle. Mercifully, he found it fairly easily; he hadn't wanted 

to take the chance of one Portkey taking them both out. 



Holding on to one of the Portkeys in his left hand and wrapping his hand around Harry's to keep the 

other one still, he spoke the words of transport. 

********** 

"Let's get Severus and Harry and get out of here." 

The words had just left Hermione's mouth when a rushing sound echoed round the enclosed space. 

Gods, what now, she thought in something like despair. She didn't think that any of them were up 

to another hostile encounter. Tightening her grip on her wand, she readied herself. 

An outline was forming in the centre of the room, blurry and indistinct. It was lumpy and squat, 

spread across the floor. She wondered what new product of Lucius Malfoy's perverted imagination 

this was, willing herself not to speculate, but just to relax and react. 

The outline gained definition, and gradually resolved into two figures; one lying motionless and the 

other crouched by it. 

Snape and Harry. 

Her heart lurched as she took in the fact that one of them was not moving. 

It took Hermione a moment to identify which was which, and a shorter moment to quash the guilty 

relief that it was Snape who was upright. That hasty relief gave way to renewed fear as she 

registered the blood oozing from Harry's head and left shoulder, his robe already soaking with it. 

No. This was not going to happen. 

In an instant she had her wand up and was kneeling by Harry's side. Closer to, she could see the 

movement of his chest, reassuring her that he was still breathing. 

"What happened?" she asked shakily. 

The equally still form of Lucius Malfoy had been completely forgotten. 

Ron had also put his wand away and was crouching next to Snape, with no apparent animosity. 

"Harry," he said, "can you hear me?" 

"A chandelier fell on him," Snape answered Hermione in a slightly closed tone. 

She spared a brief look at him. He was impassive, the lines more deeply etched than usual. He had 

a forbidding, shuttered look about him. 

Issues for later, she surmised. 



"It was only a glancing blow," he amplified, catching her look. "His shoulder took the worst of it. I 

checked his skull and detected no fractures, although I hardly claim to be the last word in medi-

wizards. His injuries appear to be simple lacerations." 

Hermione nodded, as she took this in. 

"I'll need to stop the bleeding before we try to get him out of here," she said briskly, grateful for 

having a defined activity to prevent her dwelling on the events of the afternoon. And she really 

didn't want to inflict another burst of magical tansport on him until she was certain of his injuries. 

Carefully, she buried her fingers in Harry's blood-matted hair, feeling the back of the skull, 

pressing gently, praying that she wouldn't encounter the telltale spongy softness that spoke of 

broken bone and damaged tissue. The area was warm and sticky, but her tentative probing 

confirmed Snape's opinion; Harry's skull was intact. 

She let out a small breath of relief. 

Next to her Ron was speaking to Snape. 

"Did you find, Draco?" 

The part of her mind that was not concentrating on using light cutting charms to clear the shredded 

robes away from Harry's shoulder heard the pause before the response. 

"Yes." 

"And?" prompted Ron, when no further information appeared to be forthcoming. 

"He died." 

At that Hermione stopped briefly, the question how popping unbidden into her mind. 

She very much doubted that Snape would use an Unforgivable to save his own life, but in defence 

of others? Even Harry? 

"What happened?" she asked softly. 

"He was directly under the chandelier when it fell." 

Hermione returned to working on Harry. 

"You're sure he's dead?" That was Ron. 

"There was a ten inch piece of glass buried between his third and fourth left ribs, Mr Weasley. 

Whilst I admit to being no medi-wizard, even I can recognise that as a reasonably fatal injury." 

The sarcasm in his tone was painful in the surroundings. 



He's upset about this, noted Hermione distantly. 

"I just don't want him popping up through the fireplace as well," muttered Ron in what sounded like 

a rather mutinous tone. 

"As well?" Snape's question was sharp. 

Hermione was trying to concentrate on Harry's injuries and had little or no patience for allowing 

the two men to recommence hostilities. 

She looked up. 

"Just after we got back here from the library, Lucius came through the fireplace." 

"What happened?" It was Snape's turn to ask, urgently. 

"He committed suicide as far as we can tell." That was Ron again. 

Hermione pointed over to the body of Malfoy by the fireplace. 

Snape was quiet for a moment. Then he straightened slowly and moved away from Harry. 

Hermione felt a flash of concern for the bleak look in his eyes, but Harry's condition was more 

pressing. 

Later, love. I promise. 

By now she had peeled away the remnants of Harry's robes and could see the damage wrought by 

the falling glass. The whole of the left side is his shoulder, from the collar bone, across the shoulder 

blade and into his upper back was marked with cuts, many of them bleeding afresh from the 

removal of what was left of the covering cloth. To Hermione's untrained eye most of them looked 

superficial but messy. In a couple of places, however, the glass had cut deeper, slicing into the 

muscle and towards the bone, She checked these ones carefully and then spoke the words of a 

simple healing spell. 

All she needed to do was halt the bleeding long enough for them to get back to Hogwarts and 

Poppy Pomfrey, she told herself. This was not life or death. Not this time. 

Carefully, she healed the worst of the cuts and then muttered some brief words over the scalp 

wounds. 

She straightened, wiping her hands on the back of her hips, staining her own robes with Harry's 

blood. She had been so intent on what she was doing that she hadn't noticed the silence in the room. 

Rose was sitting now, propped up against a wall. Ron had obviously helped her over there whilst 

she had been concentrating on Harry. Her colour was better and her body appeared to be back 

under her control. Ron, himself, was leaning against the wall near her, with an air of someone 

keeping his distance - both from Snape and from her, she realised with a slight pang. 



The necessity of working together had clearly only brought about a superficial softening in Ron's 

attitude. She also suspected that he could still hear Malfoy's taunts ringing in his ears. 

Snape himself was also standing, but he was by the fireplace, propped against it on one arm. She 

couldn't immediately tell from his body language whether he was leaning against the wall, or using 

it for support. His gaze was fixed intently on something on the ground. 

Lucius. 

She studied him as her hands absently patted down her robes. He could have been carved in stone; 

face rigid, expressionless, diamond hard. It was impossible to get any clue to what he was thinking; 

even for her. It could have been grief or disgust or even pleasure, although she somehow didn't 

think it was the last of them. Relief, perhaps, but not pleasure. 

There was something absent about him, she thought. As if he had retreated into some deep place 

within; somewhere she doubted that he would ever let her go; somewhere that maybe should be left 

to him alone. 

Involuntarily she took a step closer to him, and the movement seemed to shatter something. She 

was aware of Ron's eyes on her, appraising her. She took another step. 

Sod your feelings, Ron. I'm too tired to deal with them. 

She knew she would regret that harshness of the thought, would make an extra effort just to atone 

for it. But that would be when they got back to Hogwarts and she could stop this. 

She made her way across the room to Snape's side. Deliberately scuffing her feet to give him some 

warning of her approach, she laid her hand lightly on his arm. 

"I've stopped the worst of the bleeding," she said quietly. "I think we can take him back to the 

school now." 

For a moment she thought that he hadn't heard her, so fixed was his attention on the lifeless body in 

front of him. If Malfoy had faked his own death he had done a damned good job of it, she thought 

distantly. His skin had a slack waxy look to it, nothing like the luminous porcelain of his living 

flesh. 

"What are we going to do about him," she asked, more in the hope of eliciting some response, than 

out of any real interest. 

"Leave him here," came the eventual reply. "The building can be warded sufficiently to secure it 

until Albus can arrange for someone to deal with him." 

It sounded as if speaking were an effort for him; as if he had to physically drag himself back from 

the place that he had been. He didn't seem about to say anything else, but he made no move to 

dislodge her hand from his arm. 



Definitely upset. 

She squeezed briefly, an unspoken promise, and then let go. 

Turning, she met Ron's eyes again. For a second she thought there was a trace of understanding 

behind the hurt, and then he looked away. 

"Rose," she said, as if the contact with Ron hadn't happened, "do you feel well enough to apparate." 

The other woman nodded. 

"If it gets me out of this place," she confirmed. 

"Fine," responded Hermione. "Ron, can you help me with Harry." It was not a request. She could 

have asked Snape, she supposed, but the politics of it were too complicated, and she sensed that 

Snape still needed to keep his distance. 

Ron simply took up a position on one side of Harry, then began to unbutton his robes. 

"He should be kept warm," he said in answer to the unspoken question. 

Hermione took the robes from him and wrapped them round Harry, as Ron, now down to his 

sweater, carefully lifted him up from his uninjured side. 

On a count of three, they apparated. 

  

  

The fire burned brightly in Snape's room, but the man opposite it still wore an air of chill, huddled 

into himself almost protectively. 

The return to Hogwarts had been almost laughably easy. One simple apparition to the bounds of the 

castle, one slightly slow progress inside, by which time Harry had begun to regain a woozy 

consciousness. Rose and Harry were left in the care of Poppy Pomfrey; Ron, Hermione and Snape 

related the gist of the situation to Dumbledore, who bustled off to arrange for Malfoy and his estate 

to be dealt with, which just left the main players to be dispatched to their respective 

accommodations for rest and recuperation. 

Ron had bid them a curt goodnight, once it had become clear that Hermione was heading down to 

the dungeons with Snape. She wondered tiredly whether he would ever come to terms with her 

decision. And then, utterly unexpectedly, she had felt a hand tucked through the crook of her arm, 

pulling her very gently away; Snape, in an almost public display of affection. She had laid her free 

hand lightly over his for a moment, and then they had returned to his rooms together. 

He had not removed his hand from her arm. 



The house elves had left food for them, and they had eaten, in Hermione's case more out of a sense 

of duty than hunger. Snape, too, had appeared to be eating mechanically, lost in his own thoughts, 

Only the fact that he had led her back gave her any indication that he even desired her presence. 

Now he was sitting in an armchair, facing the fire staring absently into the flames, arms wrapped 

around himself defensively. She had offered to get him something - whisky, brandy - but he had 

refused with a faint flinch that she didn't fully understand. Now, they had been sitting in silence for 

nearly an hour. She found neither his presence nor the absence of conversation disturbing. On the 

contrary, it gave her a chance to examine some of her own feelings about what had happened; about 

Crabbe and Goyle, to be specific. 

She regretted their deaths; assuming that no one had managed to get them out of the inferno that 

had been the Pensieve library. But Ron had been right - there had been no other acceptable choice. 

And she knew that faced with the same situation she would have made the same decision. She felt 

bone weary and curiously empty, as if the experience had drained something from her permanently. 

She also noted, with an almost academic detachment, that didn't feel anything like the crushing 

guilt that she had expected to. 

She wondered if that was a good or a bad thing. 

She also wondered what Snape was going through. Leaving her own thoughts for a while, she 

decided that she had left him to brood for long enough. 

"Love?" Her voice was very gentle. "Tell me what happened." 

She was not asking for a factual account. 

A shift in his breathing told her that he had heard her. She waited patiently for him to order his 

thoughts. 

"The end," he said after a while. "The end happened." 

She let him explain it in his own way. 

"With Lucius and Draco gone, and the Pensieves, it was the end of their... control... over me, if you 

like. Even if they never used it, it was still there. I knew and they knew it. The decision not to wield 

power is still an exercise of that power." A pause. "I have been a hostage to the past for so long that 

I have forgotten what it feels like to be otherwise." 

He stopped again for a moment. 

"And I feel... nothing. I watched Draco Malfoy die. I saw the body of Lucius Malfoy lying at my 

feet - a sight that I will admit to having dreamed about often enough over the years - and I felt 

nothing. Not grief, not jubilation, not regret - nothing. I find this anti-climax... not what I 

expected." 

Hermione shifted in her seat. 



"Maybe you've changed," she suggested. "Over the years you found other things, things that 

became more important to you without you realising it." 

He looked at her with a strange look, something that was comprised of equal parts awe and love 

and profound irritation. 

"You really do have no idea, do you?" 

She almost flinched, wondering if he was about to attack her for something; it was true, she still 

had very little idea about what drove some parts of his thoughts. 

"You just say I will not accept this, and you go out and change it." 

She felt uncertain, insecure at his tone. 

"You have always been like this - from the house elves to the Pensieves. You tell the world to 

change and it meekly obeys you." 

What was this? 

She couldn't decide whether that was praise or criticism. 

"Um - not often," she said carefully. "I didn't get very far with the house elves as I recall." 

He just looked at her. 

"You walked into my life, and you said this must be different, and it was, and you don't even know 

that you've done it, do you?" 

She was almost scared. 

"Do you have any idea how frightening that is? How annoying? How completely incredible?" 

"I'm sorry," she began hesitantly, not certain what it was he was wanting of her. 

"No," he cut across her, "don't be sorry. Don't ever be sorry. Just... don't ever lose that. Please. 

Whatever else changes; not that." 

She opened her mouth, but she couldn't find the words to speak, stunned as she was by the intensity 

in his face, the power in his voice. The irony of his words could have choked her. 

"I think that part of me is already gone," she said, almost inaudibly. 

But he was shaking his head. 

"No. Not gone. It's too much a part of you for that. You've just lost your balance for a moment, 

that's all. It will return." There was a quiet confidence to his voice, an intensity that made her breath 

catch. 



He unwrapped his arms from around himself and pushed himself up from the chair. For a moment 

she thought that he was going to come over to her, but he moved towards the back of the room. 

Perhaps he is going to get a drink after all, she thought, obscurely disappointed after the charged 

tone of his earlier words. 

Then he did come back across the room to her, holding something in one hand, but not a drink. He 

held out his right hand to her. 

"I thought you might like this," he said diffidently, almost curtly. 

On his outstretched palm sat a small box, covered in green velvet. 

Curiously, she took it; Snape wasn't looking at her, she noticed. She opened it, and was robbed of 

the power of speech for the second time in as many minutes. 

It was a ring. 

Three emerald cut diamonds set on a plain white gold band. 

It was exquisite. 

"If you don't like it," he said carelessly, "I expect that Minerva can transfigure it into something 

better." 

She felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes and her throat tightened. 

"It's wonderful," she said sounding slightly husky to her own ears. "Perfect. Don't even think about 

changing it." 

He looked at her then and she could see the fear in his eyes; the fear that he had turned away to hide 

from her. 

"Truly?" he asked in a low voice. She suspected that he was asking about more then just the ring. 

"Truly," she confirmed softly, sincerely. 

She took it out of the box and slipped it on to the ring finger of her left hand. It went on slightly 

loosely, but as she settled it at the base of her finger, it shrunk until it was a neat, comfortable fit. 

"Perfect," she repeated. 

He crossed the room and pulled her fiercely into his arms. 

********** 



Snape had dismissed his last Defence Against the Dark Arts class of the day and was busying 

himself with some of his private projects in the Potions Room when there was a light tap on the 

door and the sound of someone coming in. 

He waited for that someone to speak and, when they didn't, he let out a very pointed sigh without 

turning round. It was usually sufficient to discourage the hardiest of students. 

"Professor Granger is not here at present, as should be perfectly obvious to anyone endowed with 

even semi-normal vision. I suggest you return during the Professor's scheduled consultation hours." 

"Actually, Professor, it was you that I wanted to speak to." 

The voice was calm, even sounding faintly amused. 

Snape fought not to freeze defensively. He took a step back from the cauldron that he had been 

preparing to work on, and slowly turned round. 

Harry Potter was standing inside the room, with a carefully neutral look on his face. He was still 

pale from his brush with Lucius Malfoy's chandelier. Snape and Hermione's assessments had been 

correct; Harry had suffered some deep lacerations, blood loss and a concussion from the blow to 

the head. Poppy Pomfrey had insisted that he remain in the hospital wing for a couple of days "for 

observation", as she sternly put it. Privately, Snape thought that she just wanted the opportunity to 

fuss over Potter as she had in his school days. Although he given the expected scowl when she had 

informed him of this, it didn't touch him as deeply as it once might have. 

"Mr Potter," he managed, with a slight acknowledgement of his head. "What can I do for you?" 

He hadn't been to see Harry in the hospital wing; he and Potter had never been on the best of terms 

and he hadn't thought that a visit from him would be particularly welcome. Hermione had kept him 

informed as to Harry's condition - and if she hadn't, the general conversation in the Staff Room 

would have done the job adequately enough. 

Harry looked a little uncomfortable. 

"I wanted to thank you, Professor." That had not been what Snape had been expecting to hear. "I 

certainly remember you pulling me out of the way of the chandelier, and I gather that you also got 

me out of the library." 

Snape wasn't entirely certain how to answer. Think nothing of it? Don't mention it? Habit suggested 

an offhand, sneering response; instinct told him that here was an opportunity that might allow a 

bridge to be built between Hermione and her old friends. 

"You're welcome, Mr Potter." 

The hastily concealed twitch of Harry's face indicated that he had been expecting a less 

accommodating response. Snape felt a small surge of pleasure; it was nice to think that he could 

still wrongfoot the Gryffindor. 



Then a smile began to play across the features of the other man. 

"Professor," he said with a hint of mischief in his eyes, "I would have thought that you could call 

me Harry by now. I'm told that we came out of the castle holding hands." 

Snape realised with a shock that Harry was actually teasing him. 

He also realised - not that he didn't mind - he wasn't certain that he would ever be comfortable with 

being teased by anyone other than Hermione - but that somewhere along the line he had lost the 

need to replay the battles of his past with the avatars of this generation. 

He glared at Harry. 

"That is information that I would prefer not to enter the public domain." Harry was watching him a 

little warily. "I also note," he said pointedly, "that you have yet to lose your Gryffindor desire to 

find fresh and exciting ways to die." 

He watched with some amusement of his own as the younger man played the words through his 

mind, obviously trying to decide whether they were intended to be taken as a joke or not. The 

eventual, cautious smile, told him that the balance had tipped in favour of humour, but there 

remained a substantial uncertainty. 

Good, he thought with satisfaction. 

The mischief had faded from Harry's face though, and he ran his hand through his untidy hair, as if 

he had something else to say, and was searching for a way to do it. Snape waited for him. 

"Hermione told me that you plan to get married," he said eventually, flat out. 

Snape felt himself stiffen. Whatever professional respect he had found for Harry during their fight 

in Malfoy's chateau, whatever latitude he was prepared to give in order to help Hermione re-

establish her friendship, he was not prepared to let Harry interfere with this. 

"Have you come to give us your blessing?" he asked, the sneer creeping back in. 

A look of annoyance passed over the other man's face. 

"Would it make a difference?" he snapped, and then shifted uncomfortably. "Look," he continued, 

speaking with an obvious effort, "I really didn't come to pick a fight about anything." He paused. 

"Hermione's my friend, whatever you may think, and I don't want to see her get hurt." 

Snape thought about this, considering his response. 

"Astonishing as it may seem to you," he said carefully, "neither do I. And what I think is that both 

you and Mr Weasley have behaved very badly towards her over the last year." 

The younger man flushed at that, but stood his ground. 



"Maybe," he conceded, eventually. "Hell knows that both Ron and I can behave like idiots at 

times." 

"Yes," agreed Snape blandly, "I've always thought so." 

Harry glared at him. 

"You are determined to make this as hard as possible for me, aren't you?" he said a little resentfully. 

I held her whilst she cried, Potter. She was in pain and she didn't want me to see it. Give me one 

good reason why I should make it easy. 

"I wasn't aware that this conversation was about you, Mr Potter." 

Harry flushed more deeply, and dug his toe into the ground. 

"You really are a bastard, Snape, you know that?" 

"Yes," agreed Snape, again. "I do." 

"I don't know what she sees in you." 

"I confess that that eludes me as well." 

Harry shook his head at that, and suddenly shrugged. 

"I suppose that if she's happy then that's all that matters." His tone was not exactly pleased, but the 

hostility, the vitriol of their encounter earlier in the year, seemed to have drained out of him. "Just... 

look after her, Snape." 

It was as if that phrase released something between them, Snape thought. It wasn't a joyous 

reconciliation, but it was a tacit acknowledgement, an acceptance of a situation that wasn't going to 

change and, therefore, simply had to be lived with. 

He had won, he supposed, although he hadn't been seeking a victory. 

"I will," he said simply. 

Harry nodded, and turned away, as if to leave. However, Snape reflected, there was something that, 

in all conscience, remained to be said between them. 

"Mr Potter." 

Harry paused and looked towards him, with a faintly defensive air. 

"I believe that I also owe you my thanks for your part in what took place at the Chateau." 

Harry shrugged again, this time looking a little embarrassed. 



"Hermione didn't really give me much choice." 

Snape chose to overlook the slightly graceless answer. 

"I seem to recall that she didn't give any of us much choice," he remarked with a hint of irony that 

he wasn't really expecting to be there. 

"No," said Harry ruefully, "she can be a bit like that sometimes." 

I know. 

"Nevertheless, I am grateful that you assisted her... and me... in that way," he added stiffly. 

He was finding this - not easy, never that - but less difficult that he might have anticipated. He 

didn't want to do it, certainly, but it all mattered so much less now. 

The younger man was now looking at him with a measuring expression. 

"We're never going to be friends, are we?" he said. 

Snape almost blinked. There was no aggression behind the remark, just a simple statement of the 

truth of the situation. 

"I doubt it very much," he replied, striving for the same detached tone, wondering where this was 

leading. 

"I don't want to make this difficult for Hermione in any way." The same dispassionate voice. 

"Neither do I." 

Harry nodded, as if something had been settled within himself. 

Then he astonished Snape once more, by extending his hand. 

"Truce," he said seriously. 

There was something so totally Gryffindor House about the gesture, that Snape very nearly laughed 

out loud. And something so very Harry Potter about his conviction that his calling a truce would be 

significant in the grand scheme of things. 

And yet... it would be significant to Hermione, and that, when it came down to it, was what 

mattered. If the schoolboy ritual saved her any more distress then he would do it willingly. He 

wondered if he should spit on his hand, and then decided that Potter would regard it as mockery. 

Which, of course, it would be. 

He extended his own hand and grasped the other man's hand for the second time in his life. 



"Truce," he said. 

********** 

The March winds were blowing their way around the turrets and outside spaces of the castle. The 

early flowers of spring - snowdrops, and some especially hardy crocuses - were pushing their way 

through the iron-hard earth of the flowerbeds, and Professor Sprout could be heard muttering about 

the behaviour of some of the more rowdy specimens of this year's crop of Mandrakes. 

Above, the sky had managed to produce neither rain nor sleet for the better part of the day, but it 

was still grey and heavy, promising storms to come. 

Hermione wrapped her cloak more tightly around her body as she walked along, but the chill air 

still seemed to manage to find chinks to creep through. It was fortunate, she thought wryly, that 

none of them were particularly given to tearful partings. It was definitely not the weather for it. 

Slightly in front of her Rose Brunarde - now fully recovered from the effects of the Cruciatus curse, 

much to Hermione's relief - was hunched against the weather in a similar way. Striding along next 

to her, to her enormous surprise, was Snape. They were all going to the bounds of the castle to say 

goodbye to Harry and Ron - both of whom had finally milked as much as even they could out of the 

need for rest and recuperation, thoroughly enjoying the attention and the excellent food provided by 

the school. She more than suspected that Snape had come along simply to make sure that the two 

men actually left. 

On her left hand, the diamond ring sparkled. Rose had been suitably complimentary upon being 

shown it. 

"A man of true taste," she had remarked with approval. "You have made a good choice 

there, chérie." 

To her surprise Professor Sprout, Poppy Pomfrey, and even Minerva McGonagall had been equally 

appreciative. 

It's amazing how the possession of an expensive ring turns a sordid little affair into an epic saga of 

true love against the odds in people's minds, she thought with not a little irony. Snape had smiled at 

her, one of his rare, true smiles, when she had shared that thought with him, touching her face 

softly. 

"Never underestimate the power of people to rewrite history when they need to. It takes a rare 

person to see what is actually there." 

She supposed that that was right. 

The events at the chateau were receding in her mind now; Draco and the death of Lucius - even 

these were taking on an air of unreality as the tension under which they had lived for so long was 

lifted. Snape had assured her that Lucius was dead; that there had been no trap behind his apparent 

suicide. She believed him, but she would have been infinitely happier about the whole thing if she 



had been able to see Lucius Malfoy's body burned as Darius Snape's had been. Even Crabbe and 

Goyle had faded for her; not forgotten and still the subject of nightmares, but actions forgiven, 

understood by those she loved. 

Somehow, she had noted, Snape and Harry had managed to come to some agreement. Whether it 

was spoken or unspoken she didn't know and didn't ask. All she knew was that the atmosphere 

between them had become one of careful courtesy; a detente that she wasn't about to disturb with 

questions. 

So the walk to the bounds of Hogwarts was proceeding in a more or less amicable fashion. There 

was little conversation amongst the five of them, but that was due more to the wind and the need to 

cover all extremities. 

Eventually, they reached the point from which it was possible to apparate and there was the 

awkward silence common to a group of people who need to part but are not quite certain how to 

actually go about it. 

"Well," said Harry after a moment, "I suppose we should be off." 

"I suppose," she responded, feeling at that moment acutely aware of how much she would miss 

them, even if they did spend half their time behaving like idiots. "Take care of yourselves." 

Her throat tightened as she spoke. To her surprise, she felt a hand rest between her shoulder blades 

and stay there. The gesture was probably masked by layer of robes and cloaks, but it was a comfort 

to her anyway. 

"And you," said Harry a little self-consciously. "And, you know, good luck and congratulations and 

I hope the wedding goes well." 

Beside him, Ron muttered something inaudible, and shifted uncomfortably. 

"It'll only be small," she said hoping desperately that they could avoid a confrontation at this time 

of all times. 

"Do I gather from that that you would refuse an invitation if extended?" came a voice from over her 

shoulder, startling her almost as much as it plainly startled the other two men. Only Rose seemed to 

take the remark in her stride. 

"Are you inviting us?" That was Ron, trying to keep the defensiveness out of his tone. 

"Of course, I want you there," she said, half answering the question, too innately honest to claim 

the we. 

"Well, that's settled then," cut in Rose briskly. "Everyone is coming to the wedding. Now can we 

please get out of the cold? I'm beginning to lose the feeling in my feet." 



Hermione fought the urge the laugh out loud at the Frenchwoman's pragmatic tone and her heartfelt 

complaint. It also saved a lot of embarrassed skirting round the subject. She suspected an ulterior 

motive, and resolved to tackle her about it later. Inside. In the warm. Preferably over a bottle of 

something nice. 

"That's settled," she confirmed, suppressing a grin. "Now go, before we have to explain to Poppy 

why we all have hypothermia." 

Ron gave a snort. 

"Come on Harry, we know where we're not wanted." 

Her heart rejoiced. It was her old friend speaking; all mock hurt and injured pride. 

For the first time in over a year she felt a surge of confidence that this would work out after all; that 

she wouldn't be forced to make another choice. 

"See you soon," she called as they disappeared, with a genuine smile, and a genuine hope that it 

might actually be true. 

Beside them Rose was obviously stamping her feet. 

"I like those two," she remarked. "They are very young of course, but no doubt they will mature 

into acceptable young men." 

Snape's snort was a tangible thing. 

"I fear your expectations may be rather high in that regard." 

"Perhaps," was all the Charms teacher would say. 

They began the trip back up to the castle. As they followed the path across the grounds, Hermione 

edged nearer to Snape, near enough that their robes brushed against each other as they walked. 

Under cover of the tangling material she sneaked her hand into his pocket to entwine her fingers in 

his. 

"Thank you," she said softly. "I don't know what you did, but thank you for it anyway." 

He didn't say anything, didn't even look at her, but she knew from the pressure of the hand in hers, 

the caress of his fingers across her palm that he had heard and understood. 

And the wind swirled around them, pushing them up the path towards the school and towards the 

rest of their lives. 

********** 
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