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Chapter 11:   Never Rains But It Pours
26th to 30th December 1998

Peter Pettigrew was dead.  When Hermione returned to Hogwarts she learnt that Peter had been rushed to St Mungo’s Hospital but had died on the way.  He had been playing cards with one of the guards, and had a seizure and collapsed; his fists so tightly clenched that the Admissions Room staff had to prise a card out of his hand.
Harry and Remus were in Severus’s sitting room when Jotto showed her in.  They sat and talked and talked, but as midnight sounded they had still reached no firm conclusions.
“People do die young” Remus insisted for the umpteenth time.  “Especially men.  Heart attack is quite common.”

“Aren’t the guards trained in first aid?”

“Sometimes it doesn’t work, no matter what you do.”

“Are Peter’s parents still alive?”

“No” Remus said to Hermione.  “They died years ago, poor things.  Not long after he was thought to have been murdered.”

“Aren’t there any relatives?”

Unsure of that Remus looked at Severus.
Severus shook his head.  “I think not” he said honestly.  “No one came forward when The Prophet reported his move to Hogsmeade.  No one, so far as I know, got in touch at all during the trial or his time at my house.  No one.  Perhaps we will have to deal with the funeral.”

“Would you do that?”

“Of course.  I don’t mind doing the organising” Severus said to Harry.  “But probably Remus and yourself should…”

“Be the front men?”

With a delicate inclination of the head Severus indicated yes.  “You were his friend” he said to Remus, “And Harry became his friend.  I know it’s awkward, but it’s far more appropriate than if I lead.”

“Err, we’re jumping the gun a bit” said Hermione.  “We don’t know for sure if it was a heart attack.  Will there be an investigation?”
“I expect so.”  Severus sounded as thought he didn’t relish it but he didn’t expect to escape it.  “Yes, we might sound as if we’re planning too much, too soon, but all this is just between ourselves.  It’s useful to have some ground rules decided.  Let’s sleep on this now.  In the days to come we can see how matters unfold.”
They nodded and got up to go.
“Oh, Harry” Severus said softly.  “I need to call off the Godric’s Hollow trip.  You’ll understand–”

“Crikey.  Yeah” Harry whispered, recalling with a shock that it was planned for the morning.
“We will rearrange it.”

“Yeah.  Sure.  No worries.”
Harry was being kind; he wasn’t sure if Severus meant it.  But there was still a week left of the holidays, so perhaps it would happen.  He had turned for the doorway and Hermione was following.  Severus caught her sleeve.
“Stay” he whispered.

“But–?”  Hermione watched the others uncertainly.  They were already on the stairs leading down to the office.

“Don’t go.  Not yet.  I’d prefer not to be alone.  Err, no monkey business.”
She smiled and said “Perhaps I’d better go back for a nightgown.”
“I’ll lend you a nightshirt” he suggested.  “You can have my new one.”
It was warm in the four-poster with the curtains drawn.  Severus sat upright, his pillows heaped up, and Hermione tucked under his arm.
“I’m going back downstairs before dawn” she reminded him.
“Understood.”  He didn’t want to talk about Peter Pettigrew so he asked about her parents, wondering what they said about him.
Hermione didn’t know how to tell him.  They hadn’t said so directly but she didn’t need to be a Legilimens to sense that they hadn’t taken to him.  And it didn’t actually matter because Hermione knew that most of all it was her choice that counted.
“They’re a bit concerned about the age difference” she ventured.
“Yes, well, that’s only to be expected.”

“They’re surprised, mostly” she added.  “They assumed it’d be Ron or Harry.  It’s okay though; we didn’t row or anything, it’s just got them puzzled, that’s all.  By the way, Dad’s talking about giving me driving lessons – my next birthday present.  They’d like me to have a car.”

“A motor car?  Around here?  That won’t be easy.  Cars never venture into Hogsmeade.”  Thinking it over Severus added “I suppose you could start from Dufftown.”

“I suppose so” Hermione agreed.  “Dad’ll pay for the lessons – I’d have to arrange them.  I don’t see much point at the moment.  We’ll never give up Apparating.”

“Mmm?  It might be nice, in time” he said.  “It might be nice to have a car.  Just for touring; sightseeing.”

“Would you learn to drive?”

“Oooh dear … Probably.  Couldn’t have you being one up on me.”

“Sev?”

“I was only joking–”

“I know.  Sev, do you think there will be an investigation?”

She was back onto the subject he didn’t want to talk about; Peter’s death could not be put to one side so easily.  “Bound to be” he said.  “I expect to be questioned, and to account for my movements today.”

“You will tell the truth, won’t you.”

“Of course!  I expect I’ll also be asked about my relationship with Wormtail.”

“You didn’t like him, did you.”

“Truthfully?  No, not much.  He wasn’t my choice of companion.  I always thought he was a worse man than I.”

She knew why he said that, and there was a curious Snapian logic to it.  When Severus had divulged the prophesy he didn’t know to whom it referred.  When Peter broke the Fidelius Charm he knew who he was endangering, and James was even supposed to be a friend.  Both acts were shameful, but in Severus’s mind Peter’s had been the worst.
Hermione didn’t agree; she thought them equally bad.  To her way of thinking Severus should not have endangered anyone, particularly not a baby.  And she knew – she was almost one hundred percent certain – that Severus had been gambling that James would die, leaving Lily ‘free’.
And baby Harry?  Hermione suspected that Severus hadn’t given Harry’s situation much thought either way.  He regretted that now.  The reckless youth who failed to feel for people had spent years as the man who was forced to re-examine those moments.  When he was younger he had coped alone with the pain of trying not to remember.  Now he preferred company, if the right sort could be found.
Severus, meanwhile, was mulling over what questions he might be asked.  Eventually he said “I wonder what Sidney will do about the house.  I’ll have to speak to him.  Then I can decide what to do about the secret passage.”

“I think you should keep it.”

“But if the Shack is sold to a stranger?”

“Seal off the end by the house but keep the tunnel.  That’s my advice” she said.  “You could ask Harry’s opinion.”
Severus said he would when he got an opportunity but that Harry and Remus would not be down for breakfast; they had decided to have breakfast in Remus’s sitting room.

“I think I’ll skip breakfast in the Hall too” said Hermione.  “In fact I’ll give it a miss entirely.  I’m putting on too much weight.”
“I’m not surprised.”

“What do you mean?!”

“Well think about it” Severus said smugly.  “You eat as much as ever.”

“So what?  I do as much as ever.”

“Do you?”

Hermione thought it over.  She didn’t have a full timetable but she was always busy – lessons, marking, discussions with Septima, keeping an eye on students as she walked around the school … yes, she was as busy now as she had been as Head Girl, as she had been during her OWL years, and the earlier years… 
“No” he told her with a shake of the head.  He knew her line of reasoning and he knew it was wrong.  “If you believe you’re as active now as you were as a student, you’re deluding yourself.  It’s because of what you teach.”

Arithmancy?  What of it?  What could it matter?  “There’s no magic in it!” she said eventually.  “No demonstrable magic.”

“Yes” said Severus.  “No wand waving.  The busiest teacher, in terms of spells, is Filius.  Next is Remus.  After that, I suppose, Harry.  If you don’t perform spells you need less fuel.  If you want to eat as much as ever, you need to take more exercise.  That’s one reason why I got you a broom.”

“To stop me getting porky!  Thanks very much.”

“I thought you’d be pleased” he pleaded.  “It’s good exercise.  And it’s important to be an adequate flyer.  Who knows when you might need it?  As Sinistra said to me – many strings to the bow.”

“Bugger Sinistra!”

She got up and went to the bathroom, but when she scrambled back into bed she’d calmed down, seeing the truth of it.  And she was also secretly relieved that Severus had not messed around with the contraceptive, and felt mean for suspecting it.  A question had also occurred to her.
“That spy story” she said, “How far have you got?”

“I’m just starting Leiser’s Run” he said.  “I can’t see any reason why Olive would have chosen that book.  I wonder whether her father might have taken it out.”

Hermione thought that very possible.  “It’s good isn’t it” she said.  “A good story.  No – I can see by your face that you don’t like it.  Well, I thought it thought provoking.”

“Too emotional for me.  Too … searching.”

Severus wouldn’t say more.  The book was thought provoking but there were also certain aspects that were lost on him.  And the passages he had recently read forced him to reflect on a well-worn opinion of Hagrid’s – that when a person gives his heart to the Dark Side everything else ceases to matter.  Was that true?  Not for Severus, not any more; but it brought to mind that moment of heady anticipation when he had imagined that he and Voldemort would do great things; that they would be comrades, possessed of great knowledge and wielding vast power – a secret egalitarian elite.
What folly.
“It’s reinforced the value I place on being a wizard” he said.  “If I was Muggle I’d never choose the secret-agent life.  One other thing that strikes me is whether there are similar dysfunctions in our own Ministry.”

“You mean Departmental rivalries?”

“Rivalries possibly; but I was thinking of communication.  There’s Law Enforcement and the Aurors, and that new section Arthur Weasley runs.  I wonder how much the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand’s doing?”

That had not occurred to Hermione.  “All I wondered about was code words” she said, thinking again of the book.  “Or trying to find if there’d ever been a mayfly Animagus.  I can’t see a point to Olive keeping that novel.  Unless she used it as a training manual – how to be a spy.  Or rather (ha-ha) how not to be a spy.  But perhaps her father was the one who borrowed it; or her mysterious uncle.”

“Perhaps Olive borrowed it, disliked it, but couldn’t be bothered to return it.”

“Yeah, maybe.”  She said it lightly but a minute later Hermione’s mind was working on another theory.  “Hey, what if she didn’t have time to return it?” she said excitedly.  “What if she got carted off to prison?  Yes – Sev – if I could check with the County Council I’d be able to find her address.  It might also pin down when she went to Azkaban.  It would sidestep Kingsley being difficult about minors.”

Severus thought that highly unlikely.  “That is a longer long-shot than Mr Longbottom longing to be a potioneer” he sneered.
“You really are hateful, sometimes!”

“Well, it is” he said plaintively.  “Firstly, I cannot believe that Devizes Library would have a record of a book lost thirty years ago.  Secondly, I cannot believe they would simply hand out Olive’s address, or any information about her.  You would have to bewitch them–”
“Damn!  But–”

“Even if you didn’t bewitch them, you’d have to concoct a mountain of lies.  It’s not your style, Hermione.  You’re the lover of the straight question; you expect to get straight answers.  You expect to demand information by right.  And you don’t want to have to hex people, and certainly not curse them.  And, as it happens, I don’t want you to, either.  What’s wrong with the notion that one of the Greens took out a book and then cast it aside?  Maybe whoever it was was attracted by the title but hated the story.”

“But someone hid things in it.  It was kept for a reason.”

“It was used for a reason but that happened later.  That doesn’t necessarily mean it was kept for a reason.”

“That’s a very interesting idea.”

“It’s a fine distinction.  You have to get to grips with them.  People do things for reasons, and sometimes for no reason at all.”

Hermione sat up, annoyed; her arms clenched round her legs.  “It could have been the title, though” she wondered aloud.  “Yes … it could.  Remember the Myriad Library?  Ravens Craig’s library?  The titles are the keys … ‘The Looking Glass War’ … What could glass point to?  What about the Mirror of Erised – mightn’t that mean something?”

“What about Harry’s two-way mirror?” he countered.  “The fourth-floor mirror; Mad-Eye’s Foe Glasses; Longbottom’s Remembrall; Trelawney’s orbs…?”

It set Hermione laughing, and saying “I’d rather not think about Sybill’s orbs.”

“I’d rather think of yours.”
“No monkey business!” Hermione protested, still laughing.  “Well … okay then … maybe just this once, because we need cheering up…”

He woke as day was breaking and to find Hermione gone and Jotto curled at the foot of the bed.  Had she told him to sleep there?  For companionship?
Beyond the Head’s Tower the subdued atmosphere was almost tangible; Christmas seemed banished overnight.  He took breakfast in the Hall and most of the staff were present, hunched beneath a featureless ceiling as chill fog swirled outside.  Students had not returned in large numbers, the few who were there were well away from the High Table so the staff could speak freely about Peter Pettigrew.

“I barely remember him” Septima said.  “He didn’t do Arithmancy.”

“He didn’t stand out in any way” said Pomona.  “Harry got to like him.  And I think Remus did too, up to a point – I think they got back some of the old comradeship.  It’s hard to understand how, though.”
“Feelings aren’t logical” Filius ventured.  “Sorry I had to call you back yesterday, Severus, but it seemed the best thing.”

“It was certainly the best thing” Severus agreed.  “Strictly speaking it’s nothing to do with the school, and yet we cannot pretend it won’t affect us.  It will certainly impact upon Harry and myself.”
“Is Harry upset?”

“I don’t honestly know.  He’s with Remus at the moment.  I’ll catch up with them later.”

“Remus will be transforming soon, won’t he.”

“Yes.  January the second.”

After breakfast Severus owled the Minister, asking for news, and he hung about in his Tower most of the time, expecting to be questioned.  He lunched in the office with Hermione, Remus and Harry, and then went back to his lonely vigil.  A Ministry delegation arrived in the late afternoon, but it wasn’t the Law Enforcement staff working on the Pettigrew case.  It was…

“Three people from the Improper Use of Magic Office” Titcha said portentously “Is asking to see you, sir.  I have them in the anteroom.”
“Show them to the office, Titcha.  I shall be down directly.”

The three people turned out to be Ivor Cauldwell, Rick Pennifold, and Ron Weasley; and the matter they had come to discuss was nothing to do with the death of Peter Pettigrew.  As they explained the situation Severus grew irritable.
“So you’re asking me to take this boy?” he said finally.

“We’d like you to see him” Ivor said.  “And to see the foster parents.  They’re at their wits’ end.  If we don’t do something he’ll end up in a secure care unit.”

“He’s not eleven yet.”

“He will be in a week’s time.”
Severus was in no mood to co-operate.  “I’m full to capacity” he complained.  “If the Hat puts him in Hufflepuff there isn’t even room in the first-year dorm.  Why can’t he go to Fagan’s?  Or Hawby Towers?”

“You’re his nearest wizard” Rick said, “And given that you run Hogwarts–”

“That doesn’t make me any more space!” Severus said acidly.  “I say again, what about Fagan and Hawby?”
Ivor and Rick shifted awkwardly.  Dionysia Lovegood had already turned Brian down.
Severus guessed.  “I’m following Di’s example” he began.

“She took Arthur Widdershins” Ivor pointed out.  “Professor Lovegood said Widdershins ought to mean she’s done her share.  And I have to agree – Widdershins was a handful.”

“Then let’s save ourselves the heartache and let this one go straight to Borstal.”
“He’s no Widdershins, Professor.  Just see him.  Please.  Take a look.”

Severus was weakening – perhaps the boy would be controllable, and it would mean Brownie points with Hermione.  “I need to speak to my Deputy first” he said, “And then to my Heads of House.”

“Great!” said Ron, punching the air.  “I knew Hogwarts would come up trumps.”

Severus gave him an old-fashioned look.  “Your faith in me is most touching” he sneered.  “Or do you think Mr Potter will work his magic on this miscreant?  Titcha, call Professor Flitwick here.  And then stand by to call the other Heads of House.  And then, if need be, Professor Potter.”

It had turned into a very strange day.  By nine o’clock that evening Severus found himself in a terraced house in Norfolk, with two very scared Muggles sitting opposite him and Harry and Ron holding back the curtains to look into the black night.  Far from Scotland’s fog, a thin sleet was falling, flickering past the window pane.
“There’s no sign of him” Ron said.

“He’ll ’ve gone to the kebab shop.”

“You reckon?”

“He always does” Mrs Pargiter said, shrugging helplessly.  “He can’t buy anything – he hasn’t got enough money.  He just hangs around the parade, and when he gets a chance he nicks something.”
“Let’s go and get ’im” Ron murmured, giving Harry a nudge.

“Perhaps I’ll come to.”

“No-no” said Severus, motioning Rick Pennifold to stay seated.  “Leave it to the boys.”

It seemed only minutes before Harry and Ron returned, dragging between them a very surly boy.  Severus was shocked by his appearance.  He had been warned that the boy had a birthmark, but the lower half of his face was a puckered brownish red, as if someone had smeared jam mixed with cocoa across his cheek and over his mouth.  Undismayed, Severus put on a stern expression and turned his wand on the boy.
“Good evening, Mr Semple” he said.  “I am Professor Snape and I am here to see you.  I want you to listen carefully to what I am going to say, and I intend to make you sit still long enough to do so.  Now stop struggling, sit in that chair, and keep quiet.  Do so voluntarily, or I will make you.”

“Hey; just a–”  Mr Pargiter started to object but Severus flicked his wand and the Pargiters’ eyes glazed over.

“Easy, Snape” Ivor growled.  “Remember who we are.”

“Do you want this to work or not?” Severus asked.  “I can’t spend all night on this foolery?  Do I continue, or go home?”

Ivor and Rick exchanged glances.  “Carry on” Ivor said.  “Carefully.”
“Brian Semple” said Severus, turning again to the birth-marked boy.  “Your foolish antics have caused the Ministry of Magic to contact your family.  Clearly you have been born with some measure of wizard powers, and that is why you can make odd things happen that frighten the people around you.  But your powers need to be trained.  You need to learn how to master them.  And how to develop them, because there is very much more that you can learn to do.  To achieve that you need to attend not an ordinary school, but a school for wizards.  I can offer you a place at my school.  Everyone here was a pupil at that school and can attest to its greatness.  It is called Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, and it is in Scotland.  Are you interested to know more?”

Brian said nothing.  He pushed his glasses more firmly onto his nose and watched Severus waving his wand, lifting the Obliviate charm from his foster parents.

“Speak, boy” said Severus.  “Aren’t you interested to learn magic?  Perhaps if you saw the prospectus.”
As Brian watched Severus draw the booklet from a pocket of his robe he finally found his voice.  “Can you fix my face?” he asked.  “Doctors can’t.  Can you magic it?”

“The doctor won’t risk it” Mrs Pargiter confided in a whisper to the wizards.  “The capillaries are too – I forget the word they used – too enlarged I think it means.  I can’t see why that matters.  I don’t understand it really.”  She sounded sad and defeated.
“It amounts to they won’t do anything” Mr Pargiter said testily.  “The other kids tease Brian.  Jam face.  Simple Semple.  He’s proud of his name.  And he’s no wimp – he stands up for himself.  A bit o’ trouble, now and then, is only to be expected.”

“His standing up for himself has nearly landed him in court” Severus pointed out.  “And his indiscriminate use of half-formed spells has put the Ministry on alert.  Untrained wizard powers are a menace – it’s like giving an infant a scattergun.  I understand his motivations but you, his parents, must understand the consequences.  It comes down to this, Mr Pargiter.  We are speaking of mastery, or of restraint.  Our world can provide the means to mastery – my school will teach him and train him.  Your world will provide restraint if you reject my world and if things here are allowed to go much further.”

“We know” Mr Pargiter said softly.  “Look at the prospectus, son.”

“He didn’t answer my question.  And look attim” Brian added, gesturing towards Severus’s pale face.  “Looks like a vampire.  Fat chance I’ve–”
“Brian!  Manners!”

Harry and Ron thought that Severus would blow a fuse, but somehow he kept his temper.  “My school will teach you manners” he said.  “As for the mark, I’m not making any promises.  But there are possibilities.  Well, Mr Semple, do you want to know about Hogwarts or not?  Buck your ideas up.  I don’t have all night.”

Brian bent forward and studied the glossy booklet, flicking the pages irritably and almost affronted that the photographs moved.  “I don’ wanna wear these funny clothes” he said.  “You all look like prats.”

“Brian!”

“Well, they do, Mum.”  He looked at more of the pictures and added “The grub looks good … Are those candles up in the air?”

“Yes” said Harry.  “Like this.”

He pulled his wand and made the television handset float around the room.

Mrs Pargiter let out a small scream, but Brian laughed.

“That’s how I nick chips” he admitted.  “Can’t always do it, though.  Usually it goes wrong and the bag drops halfway out the shop.  Is that a magic wand?”

“Yes.”

“And they really work?”

“Yes.  For us they do” said Harry.  “They wouldn’t work for you mum and dad.  And they won’t work hardly at all for you until you do the lessons.  Seven years.”

“Seven years?”

“You can leave after five, but Ron and I did the full seven.  Most people do.”

Brian stared into the middle distance.  Clearly he was thinking how many bags of chips he could steal once he’d had seven year’s worth of training.
“We are not a school for crooks” Severus warned him.  “Criminal wrongdoing is punished as much in the magical community as in yours.  In fact our punishments are more severe.”

Undeterred, Brian thought a little longer and went through the brochure again.  He had lank blondish-brown hair.  It was unfashionably long and fell forwards around his face just as Severus’s had done when he was a boy.  The glasses were National Health frames, round, white and plastic.  Unflattering.  They reminded Harry of the wire-framed spectacles the Dursleys used to make him wear.
“This is a castle, right?” Brian said suddenly.  “You ride broomsticks.  You play games in the air.”

Harry caught Ron’s eye and they both grinned.  “Just a little bit” said Harry.

“It’s very hard work at Hogwarts” Severus warned him.  “It’s not for fools and time-wasters.  You have to average at least fifty percent each year to carry on to the next.  If you fail the examinations the most likely outcome is that you have to leave.”

“But that’s not fair!  You said it was hard!”

“It’s not impossible” Ron assured him.  “I’m an idiot, and I got through.  It’s talent that matters.  And if you can do levitation charms at ten years old without a wand you’ve definitely got talent.”

The Pargiters looked at each other; they were apprehensive and yet determined.
“You ought to give it a try, Brian” Mr Pargiter said wisely.  “Professor Snape’ll take you for the rest of this year.  Then if you’ve settled to it you can start the first year again; do it properly.  You’ll have a head start by then.  Better than going to Diss Comprehensive, eh?  Better than the police picking you up next time you try floatin’ someone’s purse away.”

*
With the death of Pettigrew, and now the advent of Brian, the Christmas holiday seemed to have fallen apart.  Severus cursed his luck that his first year, which had started so promisingly, was as bedecked with problems as the Hall was with decorations.  He set Harry and Hermione the task of kitting Brian out, and reminded them that many things could be obtained second hand from the school stores.  He had agreed to provide financial help with the tuition fees and didn’t see why the Pargiters should spend a lot on books and equipment, particularly if Brian did not stay the course.  By the start of term the Hat had put Brian into Slytherin and Hermione had helped Mrs Pargiter find the few things that she needed from Diagon Alley.
“No point in getting an owl or a broomstick” Hermione had said.  “School owls are fine for sending letters home, and school brooms are adequate.  Potions scales?  He can borrow mine – and my dragonhide gloves – but I’ll want them back of course.  Eventually.”

“Of course.  I hope he takes care of them.”
Mrs Pargiter had sounded doubtful but Hermione pointed out that the magical world wasn’t quite like the Muggle world; things could be repaired, up to a point.
“And you can be sure that I’ll be keeping an eye on Master Brian” she promised.  “Now … parchment, ink, and quills – he’ll need those – and a stock of basic ingredients.  He’s got his wand.  I’ve had a look through the stores and found robes, a hat, and a cloak.  Not a very good cloak but it’ll get him started.  It’s only from the third year that students are allowed out and that’s when you need to be well wrapped up.”

“So what clothing must I pack?” Mrs Pargiter asked.
“School tie – you have to get that from Madam Malkin.  Shirts, underwear, socks, and gloves – all marked with his name.  Shoes – just a couple of pairs – ordinary black shoes.”

“Slippers?”

Hermione thought them a good idea.  “And handkerchieves I suppose” she said.  “And he’ll need a book-bag – any ordinary school book-bag; but nothing flashy.”

“Err, school scarf?”

“No – the school provides it.  It will be in the House colours.  And the tie and badges on the robes will have taken up the House colours by the time Brian wakes up for his first day of lessons.”

Mrs Pargiter was impressed but she also thought it creepy.  “Didn’t it scare you, Professor?” she asked, “Going to this Hogwarts?”

“I loved it” Hermione said, beaming at her.  “Brian’s lucky, he’ll be taught by Harry Potter.  The only really wonderful people he won’t get to see is my old House Mistress, Professor McGonagall, and our previous Headmaster, Professor Dumbledore.  I visit Professor McGonagall at times.  If Brian behaves himself I might take him along.”
“That’s very kind of you” said Mrs Pargiter.  “And do you see this Professor Dumbledore?”

“Sadly no” Hermione said.  “The old Headmaster is no longer with us.”

Chapter 12:   The Warthog and the Lizard
4th to 24th January 1999

As it turned out Brian Semple had enough to contend with with the new Headmaster.  Never in his life had he imagined that he’d have a Headmaster like Snape.  The gossip in the Slytherin common room was that Snape had eliminated Dumbledore as part of his strategy to wheedle his way to the top.  And, making clever use of Harry Potter as an instrument of retribution, he had got rid of someone called He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named – the greatest Dark Wizard of the age – and all of that wizard’s followers; so, if Snape so desired, he could now take over that hallowed position!  Snape had then allowed himself to be caught and tried, and had been let off, precisely because he had been canny enough to have elicited the help of Harry Potter.  Harry Potter was a kind of saint-like figure, talented, but not as bright as Snape.  Snape was shrewdness personified.  As proof of his remorse he had returned to Hogwarts trailing professors Potter and Granger in his wake.  It was his repentance.
“Repentance for what?” Brian asked.

“For being a Death Eater.”

“What’s one of those?”

“A follower of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named” Eamon Burke told him.  “Never mess with Snape.  He’s killed to get where he is.”

The notion that the present Headmaster had killed a previous one was so mind-boggling that Brian began to fall under the Hogwarts spell very fast indeed.  How could Snape still be employed?  Why wasn’t he in geol?  He looked as pale as a ghost, but his mind and his temper were as sharp as knives, and he had an uncanny ability to appear at the most inconvenient moments.
And so too had Harry Potter.
The story related by the other Houses was a bit different.  Brian noticed that according to them it was Professor Potter who had defeated He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named.  And, thanks to him, it was now possible for people to say that dreaded name.  He-Who-Could-Now-Be-Named was called Lord Voldemort, or more usually just plain Voldemort.  Harry Potter had stood up to Voldemort time and again, and survived many dreadful things, finally defeating him with help from Snape.  So said all the non-Slytherins.  But which way round did the truth lie?  It was all very confusing.

Unfortunately life at Hogwarts had more in it than gossip.  Brian was expected to work, and he was the subject of scrutiny.  Hermione, particularly, kept a watchful eye on him from the High Table.
“He’s got the manners of a warthog” she said sadly to Severus as she was walking out of the Hall one evening.

Severus turned in his throne-like chair and then looked down the Hall, following her gaze.  “Ronald had his moments” he reminded her.  “Perhaps Semple will grow out of it.  You’ve finished early.”
Hermione reminded him that she had given up puddings.  They had gone the way of fried breakfasts – not allowed except on special occasions.  He watched her set off for her office, to work through her marking pile and sustain herself with a single cup of coffee.  Then he helped himself to a portion of rhubarb crumble and Jeremiah Dyall asked him if he had thought any more about getting a telephone installed at Lempaura.
At half-past nine Jotto knocked on Hermione’s door.  “Headmaster requests you to kitchen, Miss” he said.
“I’m a bit busy, Jotto” she said.

“You must come, Professor-Miss.  Headmaster most insistant.”

They went down together and she found Severus sitting at a table.

“Why are we here?” she asked.
It brought a smile to his thin mouth.  “That’s a very big question.  I think I’d stand more chance with physics than with metaphysics.  We’re here for hot chocolate, and to force you to take a break.  Actually” he added as they began their chocolate, “I wanted to suggest we take a break on Saturday.”

“How?  It’s the match.  You mean in the afternoon?”

“Yes.  I thought … the pictures?”

Saturday was Severus’s fortieth birthday.  It was also the day of the Ravenclaw / Slytherin Quidditch match.  He was having a party in the evening, in the anteroom to the Great Hall, but he wanted time alone with Hermione.  Although she thought it a nice idea a moment’s reflection convinced her it would not be wise.
“I think it’d be best if it was another time” she said sadly.
“Why?”

“We’ve been away from school a lot lately.  You especially.”

“That can hardly be helped.  I’ve had to answer to the Ministry.”

“Yes, I know.  But as far as the staff are concerned you’re not here.  That’s how they see it.”

“No one’s complained.  Have they?  Have they complained to you?”

No they hadn’t, but Hermione’s point was that he wouldn’t want it to get to that stage.  She suggested they wait until Peter Pettigrew’s funeral was safely past before embarking on more outings.  Annoyed though he was, Severus knew it was the wiser choice.  But what Hermione didn’t know was that he was about to forego the conviviality of the Hall and take most of his meals in his office, and as a consequence his weekdays would be bleaker.  When she asked why, he reminded her about her comment about Brian Semple.  “I’m teaching the warthog table manners” he said.
“Oh my goodness!  Not just because I–”

Severus explained that it wasn’t solely because of her comment, it was mainly because Horace Slughorn had warned him that Brian could be a discredit to the school.
“He thinks he’s … uncouth” said Severus.  “I can’t smooth away all the rough edges, but I can do something about the grosser ones – this year, especially – what’s left of it.  So it’s going to be breakfasts and lunch, at the table in my office.”

“But what if you have visitors?”

“When do I ever let meetings disrupt meal times?  Titcha knows how to manage the diary.  If I have to go out the elves and the portraits can keep an eye on Brian.  But I intend to be there myself.  Certainly for the first week.”

“Does Brian know about this?”

No Brian didn’t yet know, and Severus was relishing the fun of telling him.  At breakfast on the Monday morning he reminded him of the rules.

“Always use the correct cutlery.  Never handle food if serving cutlery is provided.  Never speak with your mouth full.  Keep your mouth closed while chewing.  Clumsiness will not be tolerated.  At the end of the meal the tablecloth must be spotless.”
“S’not fair” Brian muttered mutinously.  “You know how to clean up.”

“Say that again, correctly.”

“What–?”

“Say that again, correctly, Semple, or you will be in detention” Severus repeated in a soft, deadly voice.

Brian didn’t understand what he had done wrong but he realised he had overstepped some mark.  He could feel hairs standing up on the back of his neck.  He was tempted not to answer, but he decided that would probably be a mistake.  “Tha– that’s not fair … Headmaster” he stuttered.  “You can clean up spills – you know how.”

“I do.  I know a lot of things” Severus reminded him, still in a menacing tone.  “So the quicker you learn to master Charms et cetera, the better for you.  But in the meantime we can start with the niceties of life that any fool should know…”
It was the most tension-ridden fortnight of Brian’s life.  He knew he had to get it right because if he didn’t the Headmaster had promised he would be taking future meals in a dungeon, and with spiders, rats and a ghost or two for company.  During each course Severus said little to him, he might remark on the weather or complain that the tea had grown cold, but he didn’t expect conversation.  The ordeal was all about manners, and that was odd because the Headmaster didn’t have perfect manners – it was a case of ‘do as I say, not necessarily as I do’.  Jotto served them, spreading a snow-white cloth over the meeting table, setting out goblets, plates and dishes, and clearing away after each course.  Brian looked curiously at Jotto.  Sometimes at breakfasts Jotto would read bits aloud to the Headmaster from the Daily Prophet.  Aside from that very little was said; most of the time Severus behaved as if Brian did not exist.
By the second Thursday Brian had had enough of feeling on the outside.  Jotto had been reading two articles, one about a new magical law, and the other about a wizard who had had an accident.  It seemed to be someone the Headmaster had known and had disliked, and Brian wanted to know more.
“Who’s Wilbert Slinkhard?” he asked.

“He used to work here” Severus said offhandedly.  “He gave it up to write books.  Very poor books.  He won’t write any more, will he.”

“And what’s the Bill for … Bill for Justy-something?”

“Justifiable Confiscation.  My-my; you are full of questions” Severus observed.  “I wish you were as full of answers in classes.  For your information, Semple, the Bill for Justifiable Confiscation is a bill the Minister is trying to launch in the Wizengamot.  He wants to have the power to examine wills and, if he sees fit, confiscate the contents.”

“Wills?  You mean like when my step-granddad died and left us his Watford Town souvenir programmes?”

“An inheritance fit for a prince.”

“That’s what I said” Brian said with equal sarcasm.  “Man City – that’s who I support.  But shouldn’t those will things be sort of private?”
“This is the objection to what the Minister wants” said Severus.  “But if he gets his way it would largely put a stop to people passing on Dark objects.  They’d have to pass them on within their lifetime.  There’s not a lot of support for it so it will take a long time to become a decree, if it ever does.  Which means?”

“Err …”  Brian thought frantically, caught off guard.  “People don’t want to give away stuff.”

“People don’t want their wills examined.  They don’t want their wealth discovered – Dark or not.”

“Oh! … Is the bank like a Swiss bank then?  My step-dad says if you have a Swiss bank account the police can’t find out what’s in it.”

“It’s similar” said Severus.  “The Minister can apply for an Emergency Waiver of Wealth Secrecy if there is no one to claim an estate.  Then the vault can be opened.  But it’s a risky thing to do – some vaults contain cursed objects.  That’s one reason why Gringotts employs curse-breakers.”
With so much to think over Brian fell silent as he finished his egg and bacon.  He took a piece of toast.  Jotto laid the Prophet aside and took away the teapot to refill it.
“Why does that little animal read to you?” Brian asked eventually.
“He’s a house-elf.  I’m teaching him.  Talking of which” Severus added, making Brian wish he’d kept quiet, “Your reading could be better.  And your writing is appalling.”

“It’s those stupid quills.  Why can’t I use a roller-ball?  Or a fibre-tip?”
Inwardy Severus sighed.  You always knew it would be an uphill battle, he reminded himself.  “Brian Semple, you are training to be a wizard” he said.  “You are part of a very special elite.  We do not do things the way Muggles do.  We have traditions to uphold.  And how do you expect to master a wand if you cannot master a quill?”
“Post, master” Jotto said, as he brought Severus three letters.

A glance at the envelopes made the Headmaster hurry to open the one on top.  “Now there” he said, “Is an elegant hand.  We are going to hospital on Sunday.”

“Why?”

“We are going to visit a friend of mine.  A Healer.”

“About my birthmark?”

“About your birthmark, if you behave.  About your broken neck, if you don’t.  How is that tablecloth?”

Brian stared down, cramming the last corner of toast into his mouth and picking up the crumbs with a moistened finger tip.  He had done very well, there was only one tiny drip of marmalade and one unfortunate spot of orange juice.  He took out his wand and tried a vanishing spell on the juice spot.  It went a fraction paler.  Then he tried the marmalade but it remained unchanged.
Severus hid a smile.  “It takes considerable effort to vanish substances” he said.  “I’m glad to see you have managed some studying.  No doubt you are thinking of how much evidence you will be able to obliterate when you start your life of crime.  Come to my office at eleven o’clock on Sunday.  And do not eat after nine.  We are taking the Knight Bus to London, and it’s best not to do so on a full stomach.  And do not get your hopes up!  My Healer friend has already written back and said she probably cannot help us.”

“Then why go there? … sir.”

“I want her to see you.  I want her to say it face to face.  She has agreed to a meeting, so let’s make use of it.”

They saw Hestia Jones on Sunday.  Severus had explained the situation in his letter and she had written back saying she had raised the matter with the Treatment Panel and they didn’t think it was an appropriate case.  But just as a favour to Severus she had agreed to take a look.
It didn’t take long for Hestia to decide.  “I’m sorry, but it’s no go” she said to Brian.

“And that is why?” Severus enquired.

“Not a magical malady” Hestia said simply.  “You know that.”

“Yes, but … in view of your skills.”

She dropped her voice to a murmur and said “Well if we’re talking skills, why don’t you … you know.”

“Ah-ha, no” he chuckled, side-stepping her line of arguement.  “I’m not a Healer.”
“Yeah, but you did a fantastic job on that–”

“Dead bodies are one thing.  Risking a boy’s face is another.  His parents might sue.  I’m sorry that St Mungo’s doesn’t have the courage to take this on.”

“I don’t think I can change their minds, Sev” she said realistically.  “I daren’t do it on the quiet.  Sorry.”

They said their goodbyes and started down the stairs, Brian grumbling that the visit had been a waste of time.
“You really are the most ungrateful little brat–” Severus began.
He stopped short.  A skinny witch in laboratory robes was trudging up towards them.  She looked up.  Her face broke into an uncertain smile.
“Severus.”

“Honor.”  He stared at her, unsure of what to say.  “This is Brian” he said.  “New student.”

“Hello, Brian” she said.  “How are you, Sev?  Enjoying the new job?”

“Best fun I’ve had in years” he sneered.  “Well, you must excuse us – we have an appointment.  And I’m sure you’re busy.”
“Tea break.”
“Now!?  It’s lunch time.  You still keep unsocial hours.”

“Yeah.”  She said it with an embarrassed laugh, remembering how he disapproved of meals outside of proper meal times.  Admitting that the current shift wouldn’t allow lunch until mid-afternoon she began again her weary climb to the 5th floor.  Then turning she said “Err, Sev?  That question you asked – via Professor Granger.”

“Yes?”

“I really can’t add anything.  Green’s a common name.  You’re not talking about the same person – that’s what it amounts to.”
“What if I said she lived in Wiltshire?”

Honor was triumphant.  “That clinches it!” she said, beaming.  “She didn’t!  She was Home Counties born and bred.  I’m sure of it.”

The way Honor clung to the notion of being sure of it proved to Severus that ‘sure’ was not the case – she had drawn a conclusion, and in his opinion a wrong one.  He thanked her more out of politeness than conviction.
“Honor” he added, “This might sound an odd question, but too bad – you know me.  Do you remember when you and Gloria went on holiday to The Long Mynd?  You sent me a photograph.”

“Postcard.  Must have been a postcard.”

“There was a postcard, but there was a photograph too.  Of you both.”  He didn’t say he still had it.
“Oh, yeah!  Hey, I did!  I found a way to rig the camera – levitation and compression charms.  Gloria said I was a clever … well, let’s skip her exact words.”

“Where did you buy your camera?”

“I didn’t.  It’s Uncle Willy’s.  It’s a Muggle thing.”

Of course it was.  Her alcoholic uncle loved Muggles and wrote textbooks about them.

“Fancy you asking about that” she said.  “I always said you had a memory like an elephant.  Okay, better go … Oh, Sev!  One other thing – much more important than holiday snaps!”  The other thing was obviously confidential because Honor hurried back down to stand close and whisper it.  “You know Bill Ogden, don’t you” she said.  “If you get time call in and see him.  He’s in a private room off ward forty-five.”

“What’s wrong?”

Clearly she didn’t like to say in front of Brian.  “Not looking good” she confided, saying it so quietly that the words were mouthed rather than spoken.

“Hestia never–”

“We’re not supposed to talk about cases.”  She turned once more and hurried up the stairs.

Brian wondered what to say.  He could sense that Severus was upset so he kept quiet, but by the time they had reached Reception he could contain himself no longer.  “Aren’t we going back to the school?”

“Not straight away.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you want that face fixed?”

They took the Knight Bus again and this time Severus asked for The Winslow Arms, just south of Westborough, and the Bus dropped them on a B road and lurched away.  Severus looked at his watch and glanced around.  “Lunch” he said.

Aside from a full roast dinner, which would be far more than he wanted, the pub’s menu had little that Severus found appealing, but Brian was instantly happy with a king-size burger, fries and a coke.
“Don’t stuff yourself solid” Severus grumbled, as he forked through a bowl of Mousakka.  “We’re doing the last leg by Apparition.  You’ve heard of Apparition?”

Brian nodded.  “Eamon Burke can do it” he said.  “But you have to pass a test.”

Severus explained about side-along Apparition and said they would walk to a quiet spot before Apparating.  “It’s important not to be seen” he added.  “It’s also important to hold on like grim death!  And no you can’t have a pudding.  Apparating is as uncomfortable as the Knight Bus.”

“Then why didn’t we bring brooms and fly?”

“Because I’m told you can barely stay in the air, and because the whole point when travelling is to avoid detection.”

Just under an hour later they arrived inside the hallway of a beautiful house.  Severus opened the front door and put his arm outside to ring the bell.  As he closed the door a small witch appeared from a dining room.
“You’re early” she complained.  “Do let yourselves in; don’t mind me.  This must be Brian.”

She took them to the drawing room and offered them tea.  As they sat and drank it Severus explained why St Mungo’s had refused to treat the birthmark.
“Gits!” Charmian said offhandedly.  Then she brightened up and said “So you want us to do it?  You know it’s a very tricky job.  Very delicate.”

“I can see that.”

“Yeah.  Right.  I think it best that I put Corrine onto it.  She’ll cost more, of course.”

“I don’t think so” Severus said.  “I want the absolute best.  I want you.”
“I don’t keep a dog and bark meself.”
“You’ll do it” Severus said.  “As a favour to me.”

Brian could sense mixed messages.  It was odd – the two people appeared to be friends, Severus was flattering her and asking for a favour, and yet there was an undercurrent of force.
Charmian looked taken aback.  “A favour?” she said.  “What do you mean?  Now, hold on–”

With a causal wave of his wand Severus Obliviated Brian.  “You owe it to me, Charmian” he said pointedly.  “You know you do.  You’ll do it, and in return you’ll have our undying gratitude.”

“You blackmailing bastard” Charmian hissed.  “No!  I won’t!  If I give in they’ll be no end to it.”

“On the contrary, I promise – what’s your phrase – no comebacks.”  Severus was proud of remembering it.  “Make a perfect job of this – and I know you can – and we’re quits.  We’ll bury the past where it belongs; in the past.”

She looked at him carefully, wondering if he would keep to it.  Then in a spirited voice she said “I don’t owe you anything.”

“Yes, you do” he insisted.  “Your artistry enabled a Death Eater to burrow into Hogwarts.  If Dumbledore had known she was Olive Green–”

“–He’d still have employed her” Charmian sneered.  “She’d still have tricked you.  Still have poisoned you.  If that’s what she did.”

The reply stung and he fell silent, angry at the thought that Olive Green had been a more secret secret agent than he had been.  He took a look at Brian, checking that he was still oblivious of the conversation.  Charmian moved; Severus sensed she was uncomfortable.
“What will you do if I say no?” she asked.
He noted the if.  “Nothing” he replied, “Because you won’t.  What will it cost you?  A couple of pints of potion.  An hour or so of spells.  A few nights here; a bed taken up.  What will it give you?  The knowledge that you’ve pulled it off.  It has its risks, for Brian.  You want to know that you can do it.  You’re longing to know.”

There was a longer silence.  The tea grew cold.
“The promise of a spy” Charmian said.  “I warned you I wouldn’t accept it.”

“The promise of a friend” he countered.  “Old friend.  In need of the consummate skill of a witch whose secrets he never divulged during all those dangerous years.”
Charmian sighed, defeated by a mixture of her guilt and his guile.  “Wake him up” she said of Brian.  “We’ll sort out some dates.  I’ll need to see the parents; they’ll have to sign consent forms.  And don’t ever forget this promise, you silver-tongued lizard!”
Chapter 13:   Klotho’s Web
26th January to 15th February 1999
As soon as Severus had time – which in reality meant straight after lunch on Tuesday – he returned to the hospital to visit Bill Ogden.  He had to introduce himself because Bill could not see him; his eyes were swathed in bandages.
“Thanks for coming to see me” he said to Severus.  “Gets very boring here, like this.”
“What happened, Bill?  Or aren’t you allowed to say?”

“Can’t really.  It’s related to a case.  But I’m still London-based, as ever.”

“What’s the prognosis?”
“I’ve got to be a patient patient, but I should get some sight back.  I saw Ivor Cauldwell the other day.  He said he’d seen you.  He said you’d taken to being Headmaster like a duck to water.  Got his own style, Ivor said.  That made me smile.  Hey, I was sorry to see old Kettleburn’s obituary – I was taught by him.”

“And Slinkhard?  He’s gone too.”

“Never knew Slinkhard.  Ah, Hogwarts days!  I hear the school is full to bursting.”
“I’m proud to say it is.”

“No Tom Riddles?”

“Time will tell, but” Severus thought about Brian and said “I think not.  In idle moments I’m still working on loose ends to do with old Riddle.”

“What loose ends?”

“Anything to do with the Astronomy impostor.  Bill, have you come across the name Klotho Karme?”

“Oh yeah” Bill said lightly.  “You won’t be talking to that old witch in a hurry.  You wouldn’t be, anyway.  It doesn’t mean much here.”
Severus explained that he already knew the name was from earlier centuries so Bill put another question to him.
“Have you heard of the Hanseatic League?”

“Mmm?  Yes” Severus said, “In general terms.  It was a Muggle trading association.”
“It was” Bill agreed.  “Klotho set up something similar.  The legend goes that originally it was a structure to service her.  If you think of it as an animal with tentacles, the head was at Koppargberg, her home.”  He raised his blinded face as if to find the answer written high on the opposite wall, and counted off place names on his fingers.  “London, Ostend, Tallin, Hamburg, nowhere, somewhere, Riga, Mannheim, and Esberg.  Arjeplog – that was the A!  You really need to be talking to my mates in The Hague if you want to know these old fairy tales.  Or – even better – the Aurors of Heidelberg.”

“I’d be obliged to hear what you know.”

“Okay.  Let’s see.”  Bill was clearly relishing the telling of a story.  “From servicing Klotho the network evolved into a collection of outlets for her poisons” he said.  “Time passed, trade flourished, goods flowed in all directions; out, in, across, every way.  Eventually there was no ‘head’ as such any more.  Now, as Law Enforcement tightened, and as communications improved, there’s nothing much left of it.”

“But it’s not totally dead.”

“It’ll never be dead unless criminals renounce crime.  As some old cells die others spring up.  Dordrecht got busy twenty years ago.  That’s where the Dr Hook was created.  Remember that?  Dr Hook’s Chocolate Schnapps?  That got cleared out and closed down.  Then a witch in Wilhemshaven had a spate of pedalling a potion supposedly containing Re’em blood and phoenix tears.  Fake rubbish.”

“If it’s rubbish why do you Auror boys spend time on it?”

“Because she also had a sideline in Sniget eyes” Bill said meaningfully.  “So did a wizard in Mannheim; then he switched to Occamy eggs – stolen of course.  That’s all the network is really; a bunch of criminal peddlars, feigning a bit of sentiment about a poisonous old witch who’s long gone.  They traffic, and they watch each other’s backs, and they fall out, and sometimes they get really nasty and start killing each other.  Saves us a lot of grief.  It’s not much bother to us in Britain.  We have our own criminals.  It’s not usually ‘Dark’ if you take my meaning, but it can give leads to the Dark.”

“Have you heard the names Grunwald or Blumwald?  Perhaps in connection with this?”
“I don’t think so” said Bill.  “But they’re ordinary names so it’s not easy to be sure.  You have to understand, Sev, that these network people are quite – how can I put it – ‘fluid’ in their lifestyle.  They move around.  They have a smattering of several languages, they have aunts and cousins all over the place.  I’ll ask about Grunwald if you like, but don’t expect much back.”  He grinned and added “You want that poison, don’t you.  Sinistra’s poison.”

“Yes.”

“You won’t find it this way.  Something like that would be gold dust!  The only high-value things being traded are the Sniget and the Occamy.  My guess is that whoever knows about Sinistra’s poison is keeping it to himself.”

“Or her-self” Hermione added when Severus snatched an hour with her at the end of the day.  “So all you need is to find someone very rich and very secret.  Charmian Steel?”
“You know she’s not rich enough.  And she’s English.”

“Okay” Hermione said.  “Just checking.  I wasn’t being totally serious, but in point of fact there’s nothing to stop an extremely rich person acting as though they are merely rich.  And there’s no reason why Britain isn’t still part of the network.”

“Agreed.”

“But we’ve not seen evidence of the poison though, have we” she added thoughtfully.
“People have died.”

“I don’t mean that.  I mean no one, to our knowledge, had done anything startlingly stupid.”

“Ah!”  Severus knew what she meant.  “Like me stopping Harry seeing Dumbledore” he said “And causing the Crouches to kill one-another.  How would we know that no one’s done anything stupid?”

“Okay; we wouldn’t necessarily know … Err … people have died” Hermione mused, doodling with a quill in her diary.  “People die all the time.  Three happen to be known to us – known to you.  Peter Pettigrew, Professor Kettleburn, and Wilbert Slinkhard.  Is that suspicious?  Peter Pettigrew, heart attack; Professor Kettleburn, cancer; Wilbert Slinkhard, snorkelling off Barrier Reef.”
“But they all knew Sinistra” Severus pointed out.  “Pettigrew, Slinkhard, and old Ted … I wasn’t worried at first, but now I come to think of it it reminds me of the fates of the Defence teachers.”

Hermione wasn’t sure what he was driving at.  “Are you saying someone’s killing off people connected with Olive Green?” she asked.
“I don’t know what I’m saying.  But if they are, we’re all at risk.”

“Or certain people are at risk because they happen to know certain things” Hermione said shrewdly.  “Are you going to warn Honor and Charmian?”

Severus didn’t know what to do for the best.  “I suppose I should” he said, sounding doubtful about it.  “How do I do that without drawing attention to them?  If there is any risk I’ve probably done enough damage.  And should I warn Nadine?  She had nothing to do with the school and yet she’s particularly vulnerable.  Who do I speak to, and who do I leave out?”

“No, no!  Hang on.  We’re getting caught in our own paranoia” Hermione decided, waving her hands as if to wipe out their theories so far.  “Just because we’re fascinated by Olive Green we’re assuming anything out of the ordinary is related to her.  How daft!  There’s a whole world of events out there, independent of what interests us.  And they’re not all out of the ordinary.”

“Explain yourself.”

“Ted Kettleburn was old” Hermione said simply.  “He was a habitual smoker – you said so yourself – and of later years it showed in his breathing.  He had numerous injuries too – even I remember those.  And finally one of them turned cancerous.  The Prophet said he’d been ill for months.  If that’s not succumbing to old wounds and bad habits, I don’t know what is!”

“Well argued.  Carry on.”

“Peter.  Peter didn’t seem to have any dealings with Olive Green – not as Green and not as Sinistra” Hermione said determinedly.  “He never passed any remark about her.  Did he?  Think back to your schooldays, because I can only judge by recent times.  He said lots about Sirius and James and Remus, and you and Lucius, and even about Bellatrix.  But Olive?  No.  Natural causes did for Peter.”
Severus nodded and Hermione continued.  “Now, let’s think” she said, “Slinkhard.  He’s the only candidate for a suspicious death.  But snorkelling is a dangerous sport.”

“First time I met him he’d come back from that sort of holiday” Severus said.  “He was fond of swimming, in an idle pottering-about way.  He was an idler.  He wasn’t old, Hermione.  And although he was a lazy swine, and a stone or two overweight, he wasn’t unfit.  I’m not convinced it’s down to chance.”
“Snorkelling.  Why Snorkelling?  Why didn’t he use the Bubble-Head Charm?”
“I doubt he could do it.  He wasn’t a very good wizard.”

“He had lots to do with her, didn’t he.”

Severus agreed that he did, and that Wilbert spent a lot of time in the Astronomy Tower.  He couldn’t let go of the possibility that Wilbert’s death had been suspicious.  And he couldn’t let go of the idea that his own enquiries about Olive Green had been a trigger.  And even though he had never liked Peter Pettigrew he was bothered by that death too.
“It’s late now” Hermione said.  “I can’t think straight – my brain’s going round like a food mixer.  Tomorrow I’m going to find Cuthbert and ask him about those paintings.  They look extremely old so they might be someone famous.  I’ll ask him about this Klotho woman too.”

“How will you track him down?” Severus asked.  “I never can – I have to send the Baron.”

“I’ll send Nick to ask him to stay put” she said.  “Cuthbert and I have both got free periods after break.  I’ll see him in his classroom.”

They stayed together again that night because Severus didn’t want to be alone, but he honoured her wish of ‘no monkey business’ because he knew she didn’t like living a lie.  Her parents didn’t know they were lovers and the continual deception bothered her.  Hermione was an honest and honourable person, and they were traits he valued.
Throughout the night the worry that his Olive Green enquiries might have stirred up trouble fermented in Severus’s mind and intruded on sleep.  At times a theory would occur to him.  Or a concern – he’d find himself murmuring “What about Delia?” or “What about Clementine?” and Hermione would always mumble a reply – a logical answer, calming him down.  She didn’t scold him for waking every hour, and for waking her every hour with his muttering.  She didn’t scold him for not being able to let go of it.  When he woke at ten past seven he found that she’d slipped away and Crookshanks was stretched across the bottom of the bed, and Jotto was again curled in the chair.  For company.  Hermione would not leave him to the mercy of his demons.
The following morning dawned cold and crisp and Brian arrived at the gargoyle even though he hadn’t been summoned.
Titcha found him.  “You is not due for breakfast” he said.
Looking a picture of misery Brian mumbled “I wanna tell Snape I wanna go home.”

“Come to office and wait.”

Severus arrived in minutes.  “What’s this nonsense about wanting to leave?” he demanded.
“I jus’ wannoo; that’s all.”

“Get your cloak, boy!”

“I’m going now?!”  Brian was shocked to think he was being shown the door immediately.
“We’re going for a walk.”

Minutes later they were skirting the lake.  Severus didn’t raise the matter of Brian’s wanting to leave, so Brian didn’t know what to say.  Eventually he asked if Severus had read the morning papers.

“Hardly!” Severus snapped.  “Some dratted pupil disturbed my routine.  Why do you ask?  Will I find you spread like jam over the front page – Underage Wizard in Snack Snatch?  Sandwich bar owner in pilfering pickle?”

“No” Brian replied, stung by the accusation.  “Jus’ wondered if there was more of that Justy-Confiscation thing.”

“That won’t become law for ages, if at all.”  Severus was surprised that that had been behind the question.  It set him thinking.  “That house your parents have” he said, “Do they own it?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you know that if you went to the Land Registry you would be able to trace past owners?”
Brian shook his head and Severus continued, explaining that he’d have to have a reason to conduct a search, but a search was possible.  “No such thing in the wizarding world” he said.  “Wizards are so used to keeping secret, that they like to keep secret even from their own kind.  Some of the Wizengamot fear that the Bill for Justifiable Confiscation will lead to other things.  That there will be a registry of land holdings, and routine enquiries into the contents of bank vaults.  Few would welcome such developments.  And the Goblins pride themselves on their secrecy; they wouldn’t welcome intrusion at the bank.  And no one wants trouble with Goblins.”
“Are all wizards rich, then?”

“Some are; some are not.  And some own very dodgy things, no doubt, that they hide in their vaults.”
The walk in the cold air had made Severus ravenous.  “Let’s turn back” he ordered.  “Get your breakfast, then get to your lessons.”

“But–”

“What’s this morning’s timetable?”

“Herbology, and Charms.”

“A doddle!  What on earth is there to cry about?”
“I wasn’t crying.  I jus’ … cheesed off.”

“Cheesed off?  Tragic.  Haven’t you spoken about this with your House Master?”
Brian had had several conversations with Horace and he knew what Horace’s reaction was likely to be.  As he watched Brian’s profile Severus could almost see it too.  “Ah; does the phrase sows’ ears fit the bill?” he asked.

“He’s right though, isn’t he” Brian mumbled glumly.  “This isn’t for me.”

Severus grabbed the boy’s shoulder, making him stop, looking at him so intently that Brian felt uncomfortable.
“Have you heard of a wizard called Voldemort?” he asked.  “He was orphaned – abandoned.  His mother was a waif from a family of peasants.  Voldemort came here from a Muggle orphanage.  He began as nothing.  He studied here, wearing second-hand robes, and with hand-outs from the paupers’ fund.  Yet he became one of the greatest wizards of our time.  Take Dumbledore.  He wasn’t rich, he was merely brilliant; he wasn’t a pauper, but he wasn’t a prince, and he’s got a place in history.  Who’s to say you are a sow’s ear?  Prove to them you are not!”
Then he turned to the castle again and walked doggedly on, annoyed with Horace for discouraging Brian merely because he lacked refinement, and determined to make clear that a House Master should encourage all pupils, regardless of social class.
He took his breakfast in the Hall and as he left Irma left too.  Severus said good morning and asked about the library.

“Busy as ever” she said.  “I expect I’ll see Hermione before long.”

“Why?”

“She’s scanning every Daily Prophet in the nineteen sixties.  Won’t tell me why.  I hope it’s not about you, Headmaster.”

He strolled off grinning and assuring her he had no skeletons in that particular cupboard.  He could guess what Hermione was up to; she was trying to find reports about Olive Green’s trial and conviction, or the event that led to them.  And she hadn’t told him what she was up to.  She wanted it to be a surprise.  But she wouldn’t have time for the library this morning because she was going to show a pair of portraits to Professor Binns.
Cuthbert Binns showed no curiosity about being asked to look at the paintings.  He showed no curiosity about anything.  He merely gazed at each one and said “From the style of the clothing I believe that old lady is Iocaste Langeveld.  There is a book about herbs that grow in the Steppes and her portrait is in it.  She discovered Hordeum tinctora.”
“Do we have that book?”

“No.  The only copy I know of is in Durmstrang, but I believe this is Iocaste.  She married Iobates Karme, rumoured to be of Crete and to have fled – who knows why – but he was a most unsavoury character.  They settled in Koppargberg, a long way from whatever he was running from.  They had a daughter, Ismene, born in fifteen-sixty-six.”

“You mean Klotho.”

“I mean Ismene” Cuthbert said, annoyed at having to repeat it.  “Klotho was a nickname, given later, and due to her Animagus form.  Her mother was a dove – most inappropriate for a poisoner.”
“And her father?”

Cuthbert indicated the portrait of the wizard and said “That might be the father.  I have no idea what he looks like.  Little is known of Iobates – little fact.  Fanciful stories are all we have – he was said to wield a three-bladed dagger, having dipped it in poison.”

“Why three bladed?  Do you mean it opened like scissors?”

“I believe the blades ran parallel” said Cuthbert.  “Cuts in close proximity heal with difficulty.  Iocastes’s father invented the weapon, but Iobates’s addition of poison made it more effective.  I can give you dates if you want.”
“Yes.  Thank you, Cuthbert.  One other thing – do you know who made the Mirror of Erised?”
The ghost almost laughed.  “Everyone asks that eventually” he said.  “No one knows who made it.  Many say Merlin made it.  You should read ‘The Legend of the Glass Slipper’ by Edgar Stroulger.”
“The man who invented Sneakoscopes?”

“Yes.  He believes Mortain de Vesci was involved in making the mirror.  He puts forward a convincing case.  Now, would you like me to run through those dates?”

Carefully Hermione noted names and dates.

During the week she built the details into the Green family tree and was able to extend it, feeling confident too of her earlier entries from 1174 well into the sixteen-hundreds.  But still nothing miraculous showed and Severus was now of the opinion that reconstructing the life and doings of Olive Green was the more urgent task.
“History’s important too” Hermione snapped.  “You said so.  And that ring is centuries old – history mattered to Olive.  She kept the wretched thing.”

“But all that matters most of all is who is left and whether they will harm us.  You look tired, Hermione.  Don’t go overboard on this.  Take things at a slower pace–”

“I’m alright!”

It was unusual for Hermione to snap at him, and it occurred to Severus that the only time she had been particularly sharp with him was when he’d admitted to bullying Charmian Steel into treating Brian Semple free of charge.  Hermione didn’t think much of the bullying, but she was pleasantly surprised that he’d organised the treatment and liaised with Charmian and the Pargiters to get the necessary forms filled in.  The treatment was set for Easter, and that was over eight weeks away, and Severus couldn’t wait for them to pass.  He was worried about Charmian.  He didn’t want to say anything that might panic her into running away, but nor did he like her being ignorant of risk.  If there was any risk.  If!  It was a set of imponderables that he would rather do without.

Life has always been this way, he said to himself.  An impossible juggling act.  You can never keep all the balls in the air at once.  Hermione knows.  She always knows when I’m not being entirely straight about things, even if she can’t work out the details.  I’ll take her out on Valentine’s Day for a posh dinner at The Catherine Wheel.  For which she won’t thank me because it won’t help her diet.  But what the hell!  Valentine’s Day is Sunday; Hogsmeade the day before.  We can cover the school on the Saturday, and take our break on the Sunday.  That’s fair isn’t it?
He put the question to Hermione and she agreed, but pointed out that they might get their names in the paper again.

“We could go in disguise.”

“And have to take Polyjuice?”

“Well, which do you want?” he asked.  “Either we chance getting written about, or we go in disguise, or we go to some Muggle place.”

Hermione hummed and harred.  “But the Death By Chocolate is sooooo nice” she sighed longingly.  “Since they got that Belgian chef it’s been even lovelier!  Oh dear!  And I’ve been so good with my diet – I’ve earned a treat.  No; I suppose we can’t … Sev?”

“Yes?”

“If we did go to The Catherine Wheel who would we go as?”

“I’d find someone nondescript” he smirked.  “Not the Liddiards; someone else.  We’ll have to make up our minds – I’ll have to book it soon.”  He could see she was warming to the idea.  “Mr and Mrs Smith?” he suggested.  “We’ll only have to top up the Polyjuice once.  And we could go via Lempaura; take that radio home.”
Hermione was grinning and nodding her head.  She had realised it might be fun to go in disguise.
Severus promised to call at the restaurant the following day and make the booking in person – in the person of Mr Smith.  “Let’s tidy this away and go to bed” he said.  “You must be worn out.  Let’s call it a day.”

Unfortunately it wasn’t to be.  At that moment Titcha arrived and said “Minister to see you, sir.”

“What?  At this hour?”

“He in the anteroom, sir.  He apologise and say it’s urgent.”
“I’ll see him in the office” said Severus.  “I suggest you stay up here, Hermione.  But if you do want to leave, put the papers in the bureau and leave by Floo powder.”

Rubbing his eyes awake Severus hurried down from the sitting room.  He had never seen Rufus Scrimgeour look so near to despair.  Titcha had shown him to a chair and brought a tray of drinks.  Rufus helped himself to an overlarge Firewhiskey, throwing it into the back of his throat.

“Bad day?” Severus asked.

“Let’s see” said Rufus.  “McGonagall’s gone missing.  Skeeter’s gone missing.  Doge is dead, and so is old Bathilda.  And Lucius Malfoy too, but that’s no surprise.  Yes, I think that counts as not one of my best.”

Severus spun, in his chair, looking at two of the portraits.  Dumbledore was looking towards Minerva and she was already on her feet.  “I’ll go to Agatha’s” she said, and she was gone before Severus could comment.  He spun back and looked at Rufus, inviting him to start the story from the beginning, and telling Titcha to bring a pot of coffee.
“The beginning” Rufus said carefully, “Might have been Monday.  I won’t include the death of Lucius.  That happened at the weekend, and we knew he was near the end.”  Severus nodded in agreement and Rufus continued.  “The Healers think Bathilda died on Monday, and Doge on Wednesday, but they can’t be totally sure.”
“Forgive me if I don’t lose too much sleep over them.  What about Minerva?”

“Her niece and nephew reported her missing yesterday.  The signs are that she’s not been home for a day or two.”  Looking very serious Rufus added “How has your week been?”
Feeling as though he was a suspect Severus recounted his movements that week.  Most concerned school, but on Tuesday he had seen Bill Ogden.
“Why see Bill?”

“We’re old friends.  I was at the hospital on Sunday and heard he was a patient.  I went to see how he was.”

“What took you to London on Sunday?  Sick student?”

Severus explained about Brian, but said nothing of the visit to Charmian.  As Rufus helped himself to another drink he poured out a cup of coffee and pushed it across the desk.
“Look, I’m not here to interrogate you” Rufus said, “But Kingsley’s lot will be round, formally, to put questions.  I just want to pick your brains; get a head start.  Let me run this past you – Skeeter upsets Bathilda and the old girl dies; Doge gets upset about it, kills Skeeter and then kills himself.”

“And what about Minerva?”

Rufus didn’t know, and he admitted it.  “Maybe Skeeter tried to get something out of McGonagall before she pestered Bagshot again” he said desperately.  “Maybe things got heated.  You know what Skeeter is for pushing people too far.  And McGonagall won’t be bullied.”

Severus thought it over.  “I just don’t see Doge as a killer” he said.  “He’s a mild-mannered man.  Neither Doge nor Minerva are killers.”
“Everyone’s got their breaking point” Rufus murmured.  “What’s your theory then?  Death Eaters under the bed?  Friends of Sinistra avenging her memory?”

“Probably not … But then again, why not?”

“In your Sinistra enquiries did you question McGonagall?”

“Oh yes” Severus snorted, “Last July!  Rather a long lead-in time, don’t you think?  I don’t think that was the reason.”

“Did you question Doge?”

“I asked if he knew her.  He didn’t.  And I assure you I didn’t go within a moon’s orbit of Skeeter!”

“And Bathilda?”
“I’ve never spoken to her” Severus assured the Minister.  He said it with a tinge of regret because it occurred to him that she might have known something; and now, unless he could find a portrait of her, the opportunity was forever lost.  He didn’t want Rufus to set too much store by his Olive Green worries.  And yet he didn’t want the notion to die.  He wanted it to remain his private pigeon – his personal little puzzle that he could work on when he wanted.  They talked around the problem for a while and then the Minister moved to another matter.

“I haven’t forgotten that museum idea you know.”

“I know.”

“If it’s not going to be inside the Ministry then it’s got to be in London or in Hogsmeade.  I’m not having it in a Muggle or mixed community outside the capital.”

“Not even Godric’s Hollow?”

“Too much work keeping it secret.  Too much to commit.  Anyway I’m thinking about it – haven’t solved it.  Meanwhile, what’s occupying your mind?  Are you still okay about Vivienne?”

Severus nodded carefully and said “Very much so.”

“Thank goodness” Rufus said with feeling.  “If I lose my job at least we won’t all be destitute.  Severus, if you get any more ideas about this week’s events you will let me know.  If McGonagall finds anything … thinks of anything…”  He gestured to the empty frame beside Dumbledore.
“I’ll let you know” Severus promised, and when the Minister left he went up to bed, wondering whether he would keep that promise in all situations.

He found Hermione waiting for him, bundled up in a flannelette nightie, the book ‘The Legend of the Glass Slipper’ open on her lap but ignored.  “I listened in on some of that” she admitted.  “I heard about Lucius.  I heard it all, more or less.”
“Then you know Scrimgeour is a worried man” he said as he pattered backwards and forwards, shedding his clothes and putting on the nightshirt Jotto had laid out.
He hadn’t mentioned Lucius so Hermione didn’t either.  “Scrimgeour made it sound as though they’re trying to oust him” she said.  “I’m glad he’s got rid of Robards and made Kingsley Chief Auror.”
Severus folded himself onto the bed and sat at the bottom, his back against a post.
“Coming to bed?”

“No.  Bathroom in a moment, but I must ask you something.  It’s about Rita Skeeter” he said, sounding awkward about it.  “You know something about her, don’t you.  Is there something you should tell me?”

“You think I might be mixed up in her disappearance?”
No, he didn’t mean that and he said so, although he felt obliged to raise the matter.
“I haven’t done anything wrong” Hermione insisted.  “I do know a secret about Rita Skeeter.  In fact I’m not the only one who knows it.  But I swore to her that I wouldn’t tell, provided she stopped her lies about Harry.  You’re asking me to break my word.  This is a bit like you and Charmian, isn’t it.”

Severus agreed it was.  “Is there anything you can say?” he asked.  “Any clue that will set my mind at rest?”

“Any clue is more likely to get you speculating” Hermione said.  “But, as it’s you, I’ll tell you this.  Remember when we discussed Animagi and Patronuses, and I said I never used a Patronus these days?”
“Because it would give away a secret?”

“A secret with illegal overtones.”

“Ah!”  With a flash of inspiration Severus worked it out; Skeeter was – as he still was – an illegal Animagus.  And Hermione had discovered it, and used it as a bargaining chip.  She treated Severus’s situation as so secret that she wouldn’t even mention it when they were alone, and she treated Skeeter’s secret as a matter of honour.
“Clever girl” he said briskly, jumping off the bed.  “Well, if she’s dead the problem’s solved.”
Hermione couldn’t help smiling at his cool detachment.  “Tell me about this Vivienne lady” she called to his retreating back.  She had to wait for an answer, but when Severus came back from the bathroom and scrambled into bed, trying to warm his feet on her thighs, he explained.
“Scrimgeour has a sister” he said.  “She works as a buyer for Bobbin’s Apothecary.  She’d make a good Head of Slytherin and a fair Potions teacher.”

“You’re going to make her Horace’s replacement?”

“I might.  I put the idea to her before Christmas.”

“You sly old dog!”

“She’s ex Slytherin, naturally” he continued, very pleased with himself.  “Fifty-two.  Divorced – still uses her married name, Goshawk.  And she has the eyes of a hawk – she’d keep the House in order.  If I take her on all I need then is an Astronomy professor.”

“Any ideas?”

“I’ll have to advertise.  I have had one idea – one very uncomfortable idea” he admitted, “And that’s one reason why I’m anxious to plug the Potions/Slytherin hole.”

“What do you mean?”

“That Draco Malfoy might emerge from the shadows.”

“Yes, but … I know it’s awkward, but you don’t have to take him.”

“Good potioneers – as I keep telling people – are very hard to find” he sighed.  “I wouldn’t make him House Head.  Nor would I take him on because of the death of Lucius.  But if Horace had gone I’d be sorely tempted if I was completely bereft of a Potions teacher.”

“You wouldn’t do it out of–?”

“Conscience?  No; practicalities” he said candidly.  “But if I’ve got Vivienne, the problem is solved!  And I need it to be solved – I think that with the disappearance of Minerva we’ll find that Horace and Septima will be clamouring to leave.  This will frighten the older members of staff.”

Hermione wasn’t convinced he was right about that but she had to agree that she was shocked and upset by the disappearance of Minerva McGonagall, and she was glad now that they had agreed to go in disguise when they dined out on Valentine’s Day.
Chapter 14:   Valentine’s Day

14th to 15th February 1999

How he had managed it Hermione didn’t know but Severus had contrived to book his favourite table in the restaurant, which meant they were far enough away from neighbours to avoid being overheard providing they kept their voices low.

“This is weird” Hermione said delightedly, as she watched people she knew entering the restaurant and failing to recognise her.  “That’s Oliver Wood.  I wonder who he’s with.  And look – the Dyalls.  And Fred and Angelina.”
“Now aren’t you pleased you’re in disguise?”

The restaurant was festooned with pink balloons and ribbons, and a small grand piano had been shoehorned into a corner.  Severus recognised the pianist as the wizard who played at the Malfoys’ banquet.  He pointed him out and Hermione looked at him with curiosity.

They shared a seafood starter, eating with long forks from a central platter.  As they ate they spoke about the house.  Lempaura had looked dusty and forlorn, and Severus felt inclined to send Jotto on ahead at the end of the final term so that the house could be clean by the time they returned on the Saturday after the governors’ meeting.  He had been delighted with the radio which he had tuned in and placed in the sitting room.

“Did you say Dean Thomas makes them?”

“He works for the wizard who makes them” said Hermione.  “He’s an apprentice.”

“So Fancourt doesn’t make any himself?”

“He used to, but now he prefers to buy in, Dean said, and spend his own time on Secrecy Sensors, Sneakoscopes, and cameras.  Dean says Fancourt buys a lot of glass items too – orbs, Remembralls…  Dean has this dream that if he could adapt a Foe Glass and build it into a radio he’d have a television set.”

“Perhaps you should have recommended that book to him.”

Severus was thinking of the Glass Slipper book which Hermione had recently finished but she admitted to being disappointed in it.  There had been a lot about imps imprisoned in jars, and early attempts at making Foe Glasses, but there had been too many gruelling revelations.
“De Vesci was a horrible man” she said.  “I didn’t read it all; it would give me nightmares.  When he died he was working on something called Prison Prisms.  I dread to think what they were for.”

“He never got over being cuckolded” Severus suggested.
“I don’t think that justifies the revenge he took on his wife.”

They chose very different main courses.  Conversation subsided for a while, but as Hermione cleared her plate she took to glancing around again.  A middle-aged woman had just come in; a woman with long silver hair.

“Nadine.”

“With Mad-Eye.”  Severus was so angry his lips went white, but Hermione was quietly chuckling.

“Why shouldn’t she?” she said.  “You don’t own Nadine.  And Mad-Eye’s quite a decent sort.”

“No he isn’t.  He murdered one of my friends.”

“For resisting arrest.  He’s tough, like you.  Single-minded.”

Grudgingly Severus agreed, and they fell to discussing love and attraction and youthful crushes.  Hermione admitted to a fleeting passion for Gilderoy Lockhart.
“He was awful!”

“I was only twelve.  What about you?”

“I never much fancied Lockhart.  I only had eyes for Hagrid.”

Hermione almost choked on her wine.  “You keep catching me out like this” she gasped.  “Answer me properly.”

“I don’t think I fancied anyone when I was twelve” he said, smirking.  “Girls are always more advanced than boys.  When I was thirteen there was, let’s see – Gundrada, Lucinda, Delia … And Lily, but she was a Gryffindor so that was very off-putting.  What does that make?  A blonde, two brunettes, and a redhead – I’m not fussy.  But then you know that because you are the love of my life now.  Ouch!  (Hermione had kicked him under the table.)  What about you?” he asked.  “Who was there after Lockhart?  Harry?”

“No.  Not like that” Hermione said with a shiver.  “He’s a great friend – but – no.”

“Ronald?”

“No.  I thought at one time … but, no.  I like Ron, but he winds me up.  I liked Viktor.  He turned out to be very different to what everyone assumed.  Everyone saw him as a sportsman, but there was a more studious side to him.”

“Is that what attracted you to me?”
It was difficult to put into words.  “It’s more a matter of – you don’t take things lightly” she said.  “It’s what you can’t do – you can’t let things wash over you.  Ron can.  Harry can; he’d have cracked up if he couldn’t.  But you – you feel so much that you can hate because of it.”
“That’s my worst flaw.”
“No it isn’t” she said softly.  “Casual cruelty is your worst flaw.”
He was wondering how to ask what that meant when Hermione decided that she needed to top up her Polyjuice as she wanted to get rid of the taste before the pudding course.
“Are you having a dessert wine?”

“No.  Are you?”

“No, I never do.  I did, once, at that banquet” he said, “But only because it was on offer.  It’s not something I’d normally bother with … That was excellent” he added brightly to the waitress who arrived to clear the plates.
She brought the menus again; they were tall enough to hide behind.  Quietly Severus topped up his potion, then he folded the menu shut and watched Hermione.  “I don’t know why you read it through” he sneered.  “You’re bound to choose Death By Chocolate.”

“I might not.  They’ve got lots of specials tonight.  They’ve got Slice of Paradise–”

“Which is–?”

Hermione read from the menu.  “–A cheesecake with attar of roses and topped with rose petals.  They’ve also got Sparkling Surprise – ice cream enrobing a surprise-fruit centre, drizzled with Scintillation, and topped off with sparklers – eat before the sparklers ignite the Scintillation solution–”

“–Or you get an even bigger surprise!” Severus sniggered.  “Mm; they’ve got Grasshopper Pie that really hops.”

“And Orinoco Flow – like Mississippi Mud, but coffee instead of chocolate.  Oh, this is soooo tricky.”

Finally she chose Sparkling Surprise and Severus, to her amazement, chose Death By Chocolate.  He ate it slowly, waiting for Hermione to finish, letting his fork stab down through the layers – curled milk chocolate, firm dark fondant, sponge, cream, sponge again, and finally a base made from crumbled chocolate cookies.
“If I let you have a spoonful of this will you marry me?” he asked casually.
“I’ll think about it” Hermione said.  “Mm; it is very good!  Will everything be as good as this?”

“Of course.  I’m a very capable man.”
“You’re a Mister Fix-It, you mean.”  She finished the chocolate pudding, wondering how she would put up with a lifetime of such a devious individual.  The flip side was that she couldn’t bear the thought of life without him.  “The answer will one day be yes” she said cryptically.
“But today is not the day?”

“You still have questions to answer.”

“Then ask me.”

“No, it doesn’t work like that.  But the answers will come, in time.”

He looked perplexed – displeased, and then relieved, and then unsure.  Finally he asked “And if I give the wrong answers?”

“Then it just means you need more time.”

“Very enigmatic.  Sinistra used to talk like this.  I won’t fall for it a second time.”  He glanced at his watch and added “Shall we have coffee?  Or shall we go now, and have a walk along the river?  And have coffee at home?”

Hermione opted for a walk so they paid the bill and wandered into the night, passing Percy Weasley and a thin young woman.
“They’re taking our table” Hermione said, glancing back.  She gave one last look around, her eyes searching table after table.

“It’s no good.  She’s not there.”

“Minerva?”

“I’ve looked for her too.”  He knew that everywhere they went Hermione looked for Minerva.

The night was cold and although the pathway was free of snow they had the riverside to themselves.
Although Hermione hadn’t accepted his marriage proposal she wanted to talk about the future.  She asked if Severus ever saw himself as a father.
“I don’t particularly like children” he admitted.

“I’ve watched you with Brian.  And with Jotto.  You’re quite fatherly, in a stern sort of way.”

“In a stern sort of way.  Ha!  Yes.”  He laughed bitterly and said “I am my father’s son.”

“Was he very strict?”

“Always.  Nearly always.”

“You mean he beat you.”

“Not often.”  He said it easily, as if it was normal to be beaten.  “Sometimes it was the best thing.  Stopped me being stupid.”

“But sometimes it was wrong” Hermione pointed out.
Severus nodded.  “Sometimes it wasn’t justified.  But then again … take, for example, my blazer.”

Hermione wondered what he meant.

“Mother bought me a jacket for school, very like the school blazer” he said.  “We couldn’t afford the uniform – few children had it – but with a few tweaks she got the jacket looking right.  I was proud of it.  I was careful with my clothes, but one day I got home and found I’d ripped it.”
“How?”

“I’ve no idea.  As I took it off there was a huge tear across the back.  Probably – now I come to think of it – most probably I was running from some boys, ducked under railings or a bit of fence and caught my back on something, straightening up.  A nail; a rusting bit of rail…  At the time I didn’t notice.  Too scared, probably.  Too intent on escaping.”

“And for that he beat you?”

“He gave me three whacks of his belt; mother mended the jacket.”
His matter of fact tone didn’t make it sound less shocking.
“It’s not right, Severus” Hermione said.  “You know it’s not right.”

“He was angry that I ran, as well as being angry about the jacket” Severus said, trying to explain the complex web of issues that surrounded the event.  “He was always angry with me.  We never understood each other.  He was a Muggle and I was not.  He was tough, I was–”

“–Sensitive.”

“Yes” he sneered, “Poor Sevvy-wevvy.  I must have been a disaster as a son – two left feet on the football pitch.  Never saw the magic of cricket.  All I wanted was to go to Hogwarts.  Get to my world.  Your parents don’t mind our world.”
“That’s because they don’t know it” Hermione reminded him.  “They’ll have to know some of the truth, some day.”
“At least your parents like you.”

“Yes” she said, “I suppose they do – they not only love me, they actually like me.  They didn’t mind that I didn’t get into the netball team as long as my schoolwork was good.  You should have had my parents and I should have had yours.  My parents would have been proud of you, and your dad could hardly hate me for not being good at games.”

“I wouldn’t bank on it” he said grimly.
It was still dark when Hermione awoke in her room near the South Tower.  She had kept the bed curtains closed and had got too hot so she went to the window and pushed aside the heavy velvet curtains to watch the snow falling.  It was melting as it touched the lake but she couldn’t see the surface of the water; not in the dark.  She wondered if Severus was awake and if he was looking out of a window.  He had a longer view from his tower.
Was he very strict? – Always. – You mean, he beat you. – Not often…
His words came back to her, so matter-of-fact.  Severus’s father had chosen to beat him sometimes; that was how it was.
“Not often.”
Not “Yes he did, the bastard!” or “Yes he did, he was as tough as a lion and I couldn’t wait to be like him”.  Severus wasn’t eaten up with hate for his father, nor thought of him as a hard-man role model.  He merely remembered him as a man he had failed to impress – a Muggle man, almost literally a world apart.

And his mother?  She had never beaten Severus; she had argued, sometimes, against Tobias’s cruelty.  But although Severus didn’t realise it she had had her own kind of cruelty – a kind of coldness.  She wanted him to do well, and expected him to do well.  And he would do well because he was her son and she would make sure he worked hard, and had no distractions.  She would insulate him from his contemporaries and remind him that he was special and must not be tainted by their ordinariness.  They were less intelligent, less talented, unruly – bordering on the barbaric.
We each only have one childhood, Hermione reasoned, and it is how it is.  If it’s full of encouragement and praise, that’s what constitutes childhood.  If it’s full of pain, or neglect, that’s what constitutes childhood.

And what of mine, Hermione wondered.  Mum and Dad were always kind, always encouraging.  They were Eileen Snape with warmth.  What has that made me?  Severus Snape without the cunning?  Severus Snape without the fear of feelings?  Yes, I think it has.
For almost all of his life Severus feared feelings, thinking they would weaken him.  He was exactly the opposite of Harry.  And that’s what made him twice as interesting.
Chapter 15:   The Man at the Crossroads
18th February to 4th April 1999
Within a few days Severus had drafted an advert for the Astronomy professorship and had it placed in a variety of journals.

“Everyone keeps asking me if I’m leaving” Matilda said to him.  “They just don’t listen.  If I have to say again that I’m doing Law next year I’ll strangle the person who asks.  Have you had any response yet, Headmaster?  Any promising candidates?”

Severus had had a couple of owls and had arranged informal meetings.  He had set the closing date for the end of March but was happy to see applicants for an informal chat so that he could discourage any that he thought particularly hopeless, while letting the others go forward for competitive interview in early April.

“That’s if you get anyone” Dumbledore said from his portrait.  “I had the devil’s own job getting staff.  I’ll be interested to see who turns up.”

“I bet you will” said Severus.  “Hard luck!  I’m seeing them in the pub.”

“Taking a leaf out of my book.  Ah, well!  Who do you fancy for the match on Saturday?  Are you going to it?”

“No” said Severus, who like Hermione preferred to have spare time than to waste it in the Quidditch stands.  “I’ve decided never to bother, except possibly for finals.  If I’m not there I can’t be accused of bias.  Harry will be there of course, and Remus.  I’m sorry to say their team has a good chance.  Now watch out as the owls tumble in, in answer to my advert – prepare to be astonished!”

He did get an owl the following morning but it was not in answer to the advert, it was from the Head of Durmstrang and the letter was restrained but courteous:

Dear Professor Snape,

Thank you for your letter.  It seems you have set yourself something of a quest.  I have checked our records and can find four students that appear relevant to your enquiries:
Cornelius Grunwald, born December 11, 1889, student from September 1901 to July 1908
Gustavus Grunwald, born November 5, 1899, student from September 1911 to July 1918
Ignotia Zurhost, born February 9, 1901, student from September 1912 to July 1919
Axel Grunwald, born February 2, 1927, student from September 1938 to July 1945

As you know Axel is the son of Gustavus and Ignotia.  Ignotia Grunwald died in 1944, and I believe that was when Gustavus left to make a new life in Britain.
With regard to the book you mention, alas no, we no longer have it.  I am told it was stolen from the library almost half a century ago.  It is irreplaceable of course, being so old, so if you come across it or if you hear any rumour of its whereabouts I would appreciate your letting me know.  I would pay a reward for its return.
Similarly I cannot comment on the 1910 ferry disaster except to state my regrets at the tragic loss of life.
You asked about the ring known as Selene’s Tears and my researches have been luckier in that respect.  I enclose a copy of a woodcut illustration from the book ‘The Curse of Riches’ by Nikolai Andreevich.  It shows the witch Selene Gaunt wearing the ring.  The inscription underneath reads ‘Given to her at her first conception was the ring once worn by Ismene Karme.  Selene, a descendant of Ismene, gave the ring away some years later, blaming it for her series of stillborn children.  On relinquishing it she immediately became with-child for the sixth time and her only son Aidan was born in 1735.’
The woodcut has not reproduced well but I hope the inscription is of interest.

I wish I could be of further help but there is little to say about books I have never seen and about students of long ago, none of whom I knew personally.  I wish you luck with your quest and have no doubt that we will meet in the not too distant future.  Perhaps at the World Cup?
I send you my best wishes and hope that all continues well at Hogwarts.
Serduk Stepanovich
“Very polite” said Hermione as she read and re-read the letter that evening.  “He’s got the same initials as you.”

“He’s new” said Severus.  “Dumbledore thought Arranie Szogi would get the job.  The new man hasn’t given us much new information.  In the main it’s along the lines of ‘I don’t know’, ‘it’s too long ago’, ‘it’s been lost’.  I think I’m being blocked – in the nicest possible way.”

Hermione agreed.  “But we have new names” she said.  “I’ll send them to Lorchan Hopkirk just in case they mean something.  Don’t worry; I’ve warned him not to tell anyone.”
“And I think I’ll treat us to a dinner at The Catherine Wheel.  We can go disguised again.”
“Wow!  Why?”

“So that we’re not recognised.”

“Yes, very funny.  I mean why so posh?  And why again so soon?”

“Oh it won’t be soon” he teased, “It will be Easter.  I’m thinking of Easter Sunday.  And why?  In case, by then, I have answered your questions.”

***

Finally Severus did begin to get responses to his job advertisement.  Some were from cranks and from people who were clearly unsuitable, but a few were more promising so he spoke to Aberforth and agreed on the use of the room in The Hog’s Head.  The first person he saw turned out to be a witch so old and deaf that she had to use an ear trumpet.  He sent her away, as politely as possible, pointing out that she would never be able to hear the students out in the open, and certainly not if there was any trace of a breeze.  The second applicant turned out to have used a fictitious name on his application.  He came into the pub muffled in a cloak and it was only when they were upstairs that Severus recognised him.  It was Theodore Nott.  He still looked thin and Severus recalled thinking once that if he had had a son the boy might have turned out looking like Theodore.
Severus asked the young man to sit down but then came straight to the point.  “Your schooldays are not so long ago that I have forgotten them” he said.  “I’m sorry, Theodore, but I’m looking for an Astronomy professor, and you were hopeless at it weren’t you.  What on earth made you apply?”

“Why do you think?” Theodore asked.  “It’s thanks to you that my dad went to geol.  I thought you might … make special circumstances.”

“Sympathetic though I am, I cannot take on a teacher who patently does not know the subject.”

“You took Potter on.  What does he know?  He’s no teacher.”

Severus pursed his lips, determined to keep his temper.  “Harry Potter was teaching even when he was in his fifth year” he pointed out.  “He also survived numerous encounters with Voldemort.  He learnt his subject–”

“It’s only to make yourself look good” Theodore interrupted.  “Iconic Potter and Granger–”

“–Harry Potter learnt his subject the hard way” Severus said, sounding more dangerous now.  “You haven’t learnt yours at all!  All I ask of my staff is excellence.  Come back when you excel in something.”

As Theodore stomped away Severus was tempted to take him on as an assistant in the library.  He called him back and put the suggestion, but when the young man heard the salary he wasn’t pleased.  “No thanks” he said.  “We might be poor, but we’re not desperate” and he flung his cloak over his shoulder and thumped down the stairs.

As the weeks went by Severus began to have sympathy with Dumbledore’s earlier struggles.  He had assumed he’d have a shortlist of candidates to interview but now the Easter holidays had arrived and he was down to just one wizard, a young man he had never imagined would apply.  He was actually beginning to regret that he had turned down Theodore Nott.

“Who is this last hope?” Hermione asked.
“I’m not telling.”

“Confidentiality?  Fair enough.  But I’ve seen your new Head of Slytherin” she sneered.  “Spotted her yesterday.  She’s quite a looker, isn’t she.”
“Jealous?  Her hair is bushier than yours.”

“It’s a lion’s mane like her brother’s!  Does she always dress like a gypsy?”

“I haven’t seen her in all forms of dress” said Severus.  “But she does seem to favour high boots and full-sleeved blouses.”

“And bits of lace petticoat, peeking below skirts.”

“Ah, yes.  Bruges lace.”
“Very pretty” Hermione said, flexing her fingers threateningly.  “Well good luck with your governors’ meeting.  Don’t forget to remind them about Brian’s treatment.”
“And don’t forget you’re seeing the Pargiters” he reminded her.
That was how they had divided Brian’s treatment between them; he would manage dealings with the clinic and the governors, and Hermione would manage dealings with the Pargiters.  Horace Slughorn should have been more involved but Severus didn’t want him to be.  He valued what he called Hermione’s ‘woman’s touch’ when it came to dealing with parents.  What he meant by that was her balance of common sense, sympathy, and wisdom.  It appeared to be instinctive, and in his opinion only Pomona Sprout could equal it; and Pomona, being pure-blood, didn’t have Hermione’s instant rapport with all things Muggle.
On Saturday evening while Hermione was shivering in the roof garden alongside Pomona who insisted it wasn’t cold and Septima who insisted it was and kept wanting to go back indoors, Severus Apparated to The Hog’s Head to see the remaining Astronomy candidate.  The man stood at the counter muffled in a cloak, a near-empty Butterbeer bottle beside him.  But despite the cloak the Headmaster recognised his portly outline.

“You’re here to see me” said Severus.  “We’ve got use of the upstairs parlour.  Would you like a drink?”
“Err, no thanks” the young man said.  He finished his Butterbeer as Severus picked up half a pint of mead.
Upstairs a fire had been lit and the curtains were dawn.  Two chairs had been placed either side of a table which was bare except for a single candlestick.  Severus waved his wand and the candle lit, then he followed the young man’s example and hung up his cloak.  The man was smartly dressed in plum-coloured robes and polished boots.

“Have a seat” Severus said.  “Well now, I won’t pretend this isn’t a surprise.”
“In a way I’m as surprised as you are, Professor” Neville replied.

Severus felt awkward about drinking alone but Neville sat impassively, his hands in his lap, waiting for the interview to begin.  He didn’t seem hostile, but nor did he seem frightened.
“I have to ask the obvious question” Severus said, “Why would you want to work for me?”

“I got good grades” said Neville, “I got Exceeds for Astronomy, but of course you know my grades.  Hogwarts is a good school.  I need a job, a better one than I’ve got now.”
They both knew that evaded the question.  In his mind Severus recreated Neville’s application.  “You work at Chang’s Medicinal Herbs” he said.
“Yes” said Neville.  “Went there straight from school.  Mr Chang explained that he doesn’t take on full-timers, so I always knew it wouldn’t be totally the answer.  Not for me.”

“And Hogwarts is the answer?  I thought you liked plants?”

“I do.  But I know, now, that they don’t have to be my career.  If I have a solid job plants can be a hobby.”

“But why Astronomy?”

“Because it’s not Transfig” Neville said honestly.  “If you were offering Herbology I’d be clawing at the door.  If you were offering Transfig, or Defence, I know it’d be no go.”

Severus was tempted to add ‘Similarly with Potions’ but he stopped just in time.  He didn’t want to antagonise Neville.  He was uncomfortably aware of being on the back foot, but he also knew it was up to him to lead the situation, and that Neville had evaded a crucial question.  He decided to dispense with the standard pattern of questions and go straight to what really mattered between them.
“You fancy coming to work at the new-look Hogwarts then” he said.  “You know – obviously – that Harry Potter and Hermione Granger are there.”
“I’ve read the articles” said Neville.  “You said something about valuing all the Houses.”

And you want to see how much I mean it, Severus thought to himself.  Your coming here puts me to the test.  “I wouldn’t want you to run away with the idea that I’ve had my claws clipped” he told Neville.  “I’m the man I always was.  Did you read up my trial?”

“Didn’t everyone?”

“I had to come clean about events in the past.  I had to admit … mistakes.  That doesn’t make me a pussy cat.”

“Are you saying you won’t take me on?”

The challenge of the question forced Severus to a crossroads.  He could lose Neville now; the young man could get up and walk out, and was that what he wanted?  If his school consisted entirely of Nevilles it would not function.  But it didn’t consist entirely of Nevilles – he had Filius and Pomona, Hermione and Harry, and he would have Vivienne…  There could be room for a Neville.  Neville, although cautious, was not the timid individual he used to be.
To allow the tension to discharge Severus got up and walked to the window, pulling aside a curtain and staring down into the lane.  He was even more conscious of being in the wrong, and he didn’t like it.
“No” he said, dropping the curtain and turning back, “I’m not saying any such thing.  But I do have concerns.  I will explain them to you.  They are three.  One; I never thought of you as a teacher.  Two; if I pictured you teaching it would be teaching Herbology, not Astronomy.  And three; given our history I would not have expected you to want to work within a mile of me.  No, I’m not saying you haven’t a chance.  If you can teach, and if you know the subject, then yes, we’re in business – if you can convince me that you won’t hang me out to dry at the first opportunity.”

They both smiled shyly and Severus walked back and sat down.  Neville made a cat’s cradle of his fingers and looked at them, thinking, and Severus was reminded of his interview with Dumbledore all those years ago when he had to explain why he – clearly not a born teacher – should be taken onto the Hogwarts staff.
“As to the subject” Neville began, “I’ve got no worries about it.  If you don’t want rocket science I can deliver – err, no pun intended.  I’ll be honest – I hadn’t actually intended to carry on with Astronomy, but Professor McGonagall wouldn’t let me try a NEWT in Transfig.  She cleared me for Herbology, Charms, and Defence.  But my grandmother said I ought to do at least four N E W Ts so I asked Professor Sinistra and she said I could tag on to her group.  It was easy to catch up – it was only me, Wayne and Mandy Brocklehurst.  I have to admit I took it as a soft option just to have four NEWT passes.”

“Well, that’s refreshingly honest” Severus said, impressed in spite of himself, “But–”

“But can I teach it” Neville said, anticipating the question.  “I can’t prove I can teach.  I can only prove it if you let me show you.  As to the – other matter…”  He halted, not knowing how to put it and ended up saying “I’d just like to know why?”

“Why?”

“Why me?  What had I done?”

“I have no answer for you.”  Severus felt a coward for saying so, but he couldn’t put the answer into words.  He didn’t think he could ever put the answer into words, and he was sure that to do so then and there would shut the dialogue down, so instead he said “Let me put this to you.  Next Wednesday, the first day of term, Pomona has first years and second years.  That’s her morning.  If she is willing, you come in, do the morning.  If it goes well I’ll let you loose with Astronomy.  I’ll take you on, on trial, from next September.  Full pay.”

“What do you mean ‘do the morning’?  You want me to teach Herbology?”

“Yes.  Take the scheduled lessons or bring in a plant and talk about it.  Whichever.  Whichever turns you on, Longbottom.  You can sort that out with Pomona once I’ve got her agreement in principle.”

Neville was mystified.  He watched Severus drinking long and deep from his tankard and looking pleased at his own cleverness.  Finally he asked “Why Herbology?”

“Because I want to know how you teach.  Don’t worry, I won’t be there – Pomona can judge it.  I don’t need to be watching.”
“Yes, okay, but I still don’t get it.”

“No, you don’t have an analytical mind” Severus sighed.  “It’s because there are two unknowns – the subject, and the art of teaching.  By using Herbology I’m eliminating one – we know you know that subject.”
He finished the mead, pushed the tankard away, and sat forward, folding his hands on the table.  Neville found himself surveyed by two black eyes as bright as jet; full of enquiry and challenge, but not of hate.
“If you clear this hurdle we just have next year” Severus said softly.  “You’ll be on trial.  And so will I.  What say you, Mr Longbottom?  Shall we give each other a chance?”

Grinning, Neville stood up and held out his hand, and as they shook hands on the deal Severus invited him back to the school to arrange matters with Pomona.

***
By Easter Sunday things had moved on fast; Brian had had his treatment and was resting at home and taking potion; the Pargiters, although anxious, were happy; Severus had survived another governors’ meeting; and Hermione was at peace with her mountain of marking and not too rattled by the thought of what was to come – the final term and the exams.  So when she settled at their usual table in The Catherine Wheel she felt only a small pang of guilt.  They had adopted their disguises again, feeling slightly foolish at their paranoia about being recognised.
“That’s Lorchan Hopkirk at the next table” she whispered, her voice easily covered by the lush piano music.  “I wonder who he’s with.  Do you think that witch looks a bit like Mafalda?”

Severus studied the young witch through narrowed eyes.  “Yes, something like” he agreed.  “Could be her daughter.  Who else is here tonight?  Old Zonko; looking not too bad.  And that must be Madam Zonko.  I thought you said he had high blood pressure?”

“That’s what I was told.”
Hermione stole a glance at the old wizard and agreed he looked well.  She looked around – the restaurant seemed to be full of well-to-do couples.  “Who else do you know?” she asked.  “Do you know everyone?”

“Ha-ha, not quite” he said.  “Trouble is I’ve come to know a lot of faces, but can’t always put names to them.  Like that witch in the pink robe, at the table beyond the Honeydukes.  She’s something to do with legal administration.  The Scrimgeours are in – we are honoured tonight.  No, I can see several tables where I don’t know a soul.  But see the couple near the piano; the witch with the green robe?  That’s the Tonks – Ted and Andromeda.”

“Oh yes; so it is.  I’ve seen them at the Weasleys’.  I never remember what Tonks’s father looks like.”

“And behind us, under that picture of Dedham Vale is a pair I know all too well.  The Montagues.  Lucky we’re incognito.  They went off the deep end when their son went missing!”

He reminded Hermione of the day the Weasley twins forced Donald Montague into a Vanishing Cabinet and for a while they reminisced about Umbridge’s reign at Hogwarts and the birth of the Inquisitorial Squad, a subject far more welcome to Hermione than Madam Zonko’s successful diet.  But there was a matter that Hermione was longing to talk about, and while waiting for her main course she asked the burning question – who the next Astronomy professor was going to be.
“It’s not settled yet.  You’ll have to wait and see.”

“Is it someone I know?  It is – I can tell.  Someone I like?”

“How would I know who you really really like in your heart of hearts?”

“You do know – you most definitely.  It’s not Draco Malfoy, then.”
Severus was going to say ‘read my mind’ but his mind was such a mess of emotions where Neville was concerned that he didn’t like to.  He glanced up at Hermione from time to time as she tucked into her baked salmon.  She was pushing aside the honey-mustard glaze.
“Still dieting?  You hardly need to.”

“I want room for a pudding.  Is it … is it someone I only know a little bit?  Like Honor?”
“Ohrr, we’re still on that” he sighed.  “Very well; I’ll give you a clue.  The name is Yorkshire and it refers to land.”

“Dale … fell…”  Hermione thought and thought but nothing came to mind, until minutes later she said “Celestina Warbeck.”
“Who?”

“That singer on the radio.  Not that I know her.  It’s just beck, you see; Warbeck.”

“Very clever, and very wrong.  When I say land, I mean land in the lower part of a valley.”  He couldn’t bear Hermione’s frenzied puzzling and added “Along a valley floor.”

She gave a sharp intake of breath.  Then in a tiny voice she asked “Neville?  Why?”

“It’s not definite” Severus said, his eyes avoiding Hermione’s.  “I’m trying him out.”
He didn’t add anything to that but continued to attack his mixed grill with gusto.  The appointment of Neville would surely impress her!  If it worked.  What a big if, that was.  Wasn’t he crazy to attempt it?  What if it went badly wrong?

Hermione gazed at him, absentmindedly dipping a watercress sprig in the honey-mustard.  “But you hate Neville” she said.

“Are you going to have a pudding?”

“Yes.  Death By Chocolate.  But you hate Neville, Sev.  I know; I saw–”

“Don’t use my name.”

Still rattled, he ordered two portions of Death By Chocolate without meaning to and then kept thinking he ought to get one changed for Slice of Paradise.  Hermione was looking at him, and all the while grappling with a question.  Any moment she would ask it.  It would be Neville’s question – ‘why’.
“More wine?”

“Err, yes please.”

They finished the bottle.  The desserts came and Hermione made a slow start, her mind taken up with why Severus was planning to employ a person he had persecuted for years and why that person was willing to work for him.  He could feel the question still building in her mind and decided to divert her.  “Look who’s just come in” he said.

Hermione turned and saw Dolores Umbridge and her brother Fothergill, and a wizard Severus described as a buffoon called Thickness whom he’d seen at the Ministry.  At the next table Lorchan Hopkirk was aiming a spoon at a chocolate dessert and admonishing his companion for not trying it.
“A young friend of mine put me on to it” he said.  “It’s her favourite.  I wish I could see her face when I tell her what I’ve discovered.”  Feeling very pleased with himself he dug his spoon down through the layers and began to eat.  “Out of this world!” he exclaimed.
He took two more mouthfuls and then toppled forward, gracefully and without haste, his head landing thunk, splattering chocolate over the table.  His companion screamed and dropped a spoon.  All around them people flinched or stood up.  A wizard took two paces forward, and felt Lorchan’s neck for a pulse.  “Dead” he said.
Hermione felt a hand close on her arm.  Someone had wrenched her away – into the darkness.

*
“Why did we run?” Hermione asked, as they sped through the castle, “And why are we going to my room?”

Severus didn’t answer but when he had closed the door his first action was to call Jotto and Titcha.

“An owl might arrive for Professor Granger” he said to them as he placed a loosely folded napkin on the coffee table.  “It must not be allowed to leave.  Keep watch.”  Then he asked Hermione to call Harry.  “Use Floo powder” he insisted, “And don’t tell him anything’s wrong.  And don’t touch what’s on the table.”
By the time Harry arrived Hermione had transformed back and a fair-haired Severus was holding his wand to her wrist.  “What’s wrong?” Harry asked.

“Bit of a sprain” said Hermione.  “Don’t worry.  Sit down.  Severus – yes, this is Severus – and he has some explaining to do.”

When he had completed his re-transformation Severus began by telling Harry about their two visits to the restaurant and the disguise they had used.  Then he described Lorchan Hopkirk’s last words and the manner of his death.
“Poisoned?”  Harry asked.

Carefully Severus unfolded the napkin.  It contained two portions of Death By Chocolate.
“It seems so” he said.  “I couldn’t get Hopkirk’s but I salvaged ours.  It’s his words that worry me – ‘I wish I could see her face when I tell her what I’ve discovered’.  I’m sure he means Hermione because we recently heard from Stepanovich, and Hermione owled the details to Hopkirk.  It’s possible that he’s found out something significant.  That might be why he died.”
“Yes, but he might have dropped dead of natural causes” Hermione protested.  “And thanks to you we’ve run away!  That makes us look a tad guilty, don’t you think?”

“You’re the one who doesn’t think” he hissed.  “If we’d stayed, we’d have been questioned.  Law Enforcement are bound to be called.  Names and addresses will be taken.  What would we tell them?  Our false details that lead nowhere–?”

“Well…”  Hermione hesitated, uncertain.  “Yes, we could” she said.
“But if Hopkirk was cursed to death we’d need to submit our wands.  They might even be examined there and then.”

“Oh.”  She realised with a sudden sick feeling that their wands would point to their true identities, and that to admit being there as Mr and Mrs Smith would also look suspicious.  “But we still look guilty because we ran away” she ended lamely.
“But nobody knows who we are.”

Reluctantly Harry felt compelled to agree with Severus.  He didn’t like doing so because it was clear that Hermione thought it better to stay and be truthful.  “There’s no easy way out of a thing like that” he explained gently.  “As Sev said to the NEWT group last month, a wand to the Ministry is like DNA evidence to Muggle police.  That’s good against criminals, but it would have landed you in a mess.  The main thing is you’re innocent, and you got away!  And the Ministry can search till doomsday and never know you were there.  I know it’s not comfortable, but sometimes you can’t play by the rules.  You know you can’t.”

Hermione nodded sadly.

“It’s time we settled down for sleep” said Severus.  “Can we keep Dobby and Kreacher?  Then I can send my two back to the Tower.”

Harry thought that a good idea and he took first watch, sitting in an armchair by the window.  Kreacher and Dobby tucked an eiderdown around him and promised to stay awake too.  Over by the fire – the only source of light – Severus and Hermione cuddled on the sofa, covered in the blankets from Hermione’s bed.  They felt too anxious to sleep.  One thing that plagued Hermione was the growing suspicion that she might have to leave Hogwarts.  It was not a new feeling to Severus, nor to Harry, but it was not something she had ever had to face before.

“It might be completely unnecessary” Severus said.  “We might be barking up a gum tree.”

“Then why were you so desperate to get us away from The Catherine Wheel?”

“I don’t take chances.  You know me.  My first instinct is to run.”

Yes, that was true, she reflected, thinking too that it was oddly comforting.  “Hey, you can’t say that” she told him suddenly.  “You’re either up a gum tree, or barking up the wrong tree.  You don’t say barking up a gum tree–”
It was so silly that Severus found himself shaking with laughter, one of those daft moments that happen when you’re in the middle of something much more serious.  Even Hermione laughed.  “Sev?” she added, “Were you going to explain about Neville?”

He hadn’t intended to say anything about Neville, but to pass the time he explained his plan for judging Neville’s teaching abilities.  “Pomona has agreed to it” he said.
“I think it’s good.  I know you think Neville’s an idiot, but he isn’t” she said quietly.  “He was just nervous.  You used to make him nervous.”

“I know that.”

Here it comes, he thought – the perennial ‘why’.  And what do I say?  That I hated Neville for not being The Boy?  That I hate myself now, for the disproportionate ill-treatment?  And that I’ll still go on being the man who hates himself, and being the man with the capacity to persecute; knowing that if Hermione was in love with Harry or Neville, or even Ron, that she would be in love with a better human being?
In the flickering darkness Hermione squeezed his hand.  It was a gesture that said ‘I know’ and that also said ‘you don’t have to admit it; just don’t give up on it’.  He looked over at Harry sitting by the window with Dobby and Kreacher.  Harry had put all of Severus’s past injustices behind him.  He considered them paid for and wanted to move on.  He wasn’t interested in revenge.  Neville might be the same.  Today was the day scheduled for the Astronomy interviews, but there was no one to interview.  Instead there was Neville arriving on Wednesday.  “Let him be good” Severus whispered.  “Let him be good enough to keep.”
Beside him Hermione stirred in her sleep, and turned, her bushy hair tickling him.  But before he could do anything about it Severus, too, fell asleep.

Chapter 16:   Allies
5th to 6th April 1999
The owl woke them a little while before four.  It has sidled through the narrow gap Harry was guarding and Harry was easing the window closed.  Hermione took the letter and opened it with trembling hands.  When she looked up it was to find Severus encouraging the owl into a cage.
“It says this” she said:

Dear Professor Granger,

Some of those names you gave me are most interesting.

Cornelius Ingvarr Grunwald, a magical instrument maker came here in 1911 and registerend a change of name as Cornelius Hamnet.  He tried to set up as an instrument maker in London but seemed to find the business difficult to establish.  By 1918 he had moved to Wiltshire and settled in Devizes.  It is rumoured that he used to boast of being related to Hespera Fancourt.  That may not be true of course; he may have made that claim to bolster his reputation as an instrument maker.
His brother Gustavus Ranald Grunwald, whom we know as Ronald Green, came here in 1946 and got snapped up by the Ministry to do translating and interpreting.  After about a year he left the Ministry but continued the translation work from home.  At about the same time an Olivia Asterope Kristoforou also left the Ministry.  She too had been a translator and interpreter.  I presume they left to get married and set up home together.
Joseph Iago Prince married a Selene Amphimaria Gaunt but alas they did not settle in Britain.  Their son Aidan taught Astronomy for a while at Mount Mourne but he married a Niamh Shona Mullet and left Britain.  However they sent their daughter, Isla, to Mount Mourne.  She was there from 1749 to 1756, but then the trail goes cold again.  You will really need to pursue these branches abroad.
But in my opinion the Prince/Gaunt/Mullet branches are sidelines.  I think Messrs Hamnet and Green are the ones you really want.  I’ll keep digging and if I find out anything more I’ll let you know.

Kind regards,

Lorchan Hopkirk

“He was killed for this?” Hermione asked, and she plumped down on the sofa and fought hard not to burst into tears.  “He was killed for this.  No, perhaps he wasn’t.  Perhaps he’d already said far more to other people than he’s written here.  Or perhaps he simply died – maybe his time was up.”
“We’ll find out” Harry said determinedly.  “Sev– Headmaster?  How about if I contact Kingsley?”
Severus turned watchful eyes on his young Defence teacher.  “I’ll have to tell Kingsley the truth” he said.  “But you see what this means.  If Hopkirk was killed to stop him passing on this information it’s possible that the person who killed him knew who he was going to speak to.”

“Write to.”

“ ‘Speak to’, Harry.  He spoke of telling her.”

“Yes, but he didn’t, did he?” said Harry.  “It was just a figure of speech.  He sent Hermione a letter.  It’s possible the killer thinks he’s stopped the information being passed on.  Hopkirk only died when he said he intended to tell someone.”

Hesitating Severus finally nodded and said “The question is did he die because he intended to tell someone.”

“If he did, they knew the nature of what he was going to say” Hermione said in a croaky voice.  “They knew it gave away a secret, and it’s Hamnet and Green that he says are important.  Hamnet and Green – are they the big secret?  Or Devizes?  Or being instrument makers?  Or is being related to Hespera Fancourt the big thing?  This Cornelius Grunwald didn’t keep it a secret did he!  Boasted about it.  And that’s just what the modern-day Fancourt does, when he’s not bragging about his daughter.”

“Is Hespera Fancourt that Duralicht witch?” Harry asked.
“Yes” said Hermione.  “Remember the lamps in Ravens Craig?  They probably contain Duralicht.”

“You mean in the Myriad Library?  The Deluminator put those out.”

“That just goes to show how remarkable Dumbledore was” Severus observed.  “I wonder if he made the Deluminator or bought it.  I wonder if he bought it from Hamnet.  But where from?  The only instruments shop I know is the one in Diagon Alley.”

“Perhaps Hamnet had a secret shop” Harry suggested.  “Devizes is in Wiltshire.  Perhaps it’s a Dark Arts shop, and used by people like the Malfoys.”
“Look” Hermione said, “Whatever this is about, they might well know that Lorchan was making enquiries on my behalf.  I’d better not stay here.  It will just bring trouble to the school.”

“The school has withstood worse” Severus said hopefully.  “Yes, you might be a target; that’s why I got us away.  But I’m also a target – surely I am.  The Olive Green quest was a hornets’ nest I chose to stir up.  Do we go on the run and save the pupils from harm?  If you’re going on the run, Hermione, I’m going with you.”

“Don’t be daft” Harry said, appalled at what they were saying.  “You can’t bugger off and leave this in midair – neither of you!  This is Death Eater business.  Unfinished business.  Part of the Dumbledore legacy.  I bet he’d be furious if you left Fortress Hogwarts.  He never minded my being here when Voldemort was after me.  Look at the risks I brought to the school.  No!  You stay!  We’ll pool our resources like we did before.”
“Kind of you to take that view” said Severus, “But others might not share it.  I must consult the staff, or the House Heads at least.  And I must do it soon.”

“Kingsley, then” Harry said.  “Let me get Kingsley here, first.  You’ve got to clear your names, and we’ve got to know how that bloke died.”

There was no stopping him; Harry went straight away.  He brought Kingsley back wearing a cloak over a nightshirt, and by five o’clock they were in Severus’s office having coffee and fried-egg sandwiches.  The news was that Lorchan Hopkirk had died of a sizable stunning spell, and that the Ministry had made an arrest.  Kingsley was also certain that there was no poison in the pudding.

“So, it was his granddaughter?” said Severus.  “We thought she might be a neice.”
“The odd thing is she’s denying it, but her wand issued the stunner.  Neice?  No” Kingsley added, “Mafalda’s Lorchan’s unarried sister.  The granddaughter was sitting exactly opposite him.  Probably fired the spell under the table.  It’s been done before.”

“Do you know who else was in the restaurant?”
Kingsley assured him they had all the names apart from a mystery couple who disappeared from table five without paying their bill.
Severus almost blushed.  “I will square that up” he said, “Mr Smith will.  Could you let me have sight of those names?”

“Well, I shouldn’t.”  Kingsley looked at him and added “I’ll see what I can do.  But it won’t be right away.  Let the dust settle on this.”

Severus sent Titcha and Jotto to summon the House Heads for breakfast in his office, and as Harrry and Hermione stayed on he explained what had happened at The Catherine Wheel and outlined his investigations of Olive Green that he suspected had lead to the murder.  He then went on to explain that he and Hermione were considering leaving Hogwarts.

“You can’t do that!” Filius said.  “Why?  You’ve no proof of anything.”

“If Dumbledore’d run off every time there was a whiff of trouble we’d never have had a Headmaster” Pomona pointed out.  “You don’t want to leave, do you, Severus?  It’s Hermione isn’t it.”  She turned to her and added “You have to understand, dear, that Hogwarts is here for you as much as you’re here for Hogwarts.”
“But … But…”  Hermione looked helplessly from Pomona to Severus.  Her glance fell on Horace and he blushed and looked awkward.  Then she looked at Remus who was clearing his throat.
“Two moons from now” he said, “Is the start of the exams.  Who will do my classes if Severus isn’t here?  There is no calling Minerva back.  Who will help with Harry’s NEWT classes?  We need Severus, and we need Hermione.  We need Hermione to be here for Septima’s sake.  The poor old girl’s banking on retiring.  She’s only got three of her six sisters.  She says she wants some years of freedom before it’s too late, and I don’t blame her.  And this will also be Harry’s first year of Defence exams!  No.  With all due respect, Headmaster, don’t talk rot.  If you want to take Hermione’s hand and run off on some riptide of romance, well okay.  But if you’re saying you think the school just might happen to be at risk?  Just might happen to be – no, that’s not good enough.”

Severus and Hermione were exchanging demure half-grins.  Severus made his face impassive and said “I swore when I took the Mantle to uphold student safety.”
“All that means is that you won’t use cruel magic against them” Filius said.  “And you won’t turn the school into a school for Dark Arts and have students try it out on each other.  Hogwarts is being run correctly – you know it, and the governors know it.  As for security – that’s what the Houses are for.  There are wider issues at stake here; you have to consider the greater good.”
“We’re not the Department for Magical Law.  The Ministry is meant to run that.  We’re not an outpost of the Ministry” Severus reminded them.
“No, we know a bit more than that” Pomona said.  “We’re the top learning institution.  The Ministry is overstretched most of the time – underage magic, secrecy enforcement, accidents and catastrophes…  Out role might not be legitimate, but it is important.  We have a fine collection of minds here; knowledge that goes back a long time.  And we have a pretty good library.  You’d be cutting yourself off from a lot if you based yourself elsewhere.”

“You’re worried about acting outside your remit” said Remus, “Because you’re anxious to show a change from the Severus of old.  You’ve done that; you’ve shown that.  But you know that people aren’t always given authority – they have to take it, merely take it.  And if things work out well the world says they’re enterprising.  If things go wrong the world says they’ve paid for overstepping the mark.  You have to chance it.”

Severus nodded.  “A certain disregard for rules–” he said.

“–Is never a bad thing in a Hogwarts Headmaster” Remus insisted.

Unless he fails, Severus thought privately.  He turned to the one House Head who had been noticeably silent.  “I don’t believe I’m giving away any secrets, Horace, when I say that your situation is similar to Septima’s” he said “But don’t let that make you hold back.  I need your views too.”

Horace didn’t answer him but gave Hermione a nervous look.  “I don’t like the idea of danger” he said to her.  “I spent enough years in hiding from the Dark Side, enough years on the run to know that it’s not much of a life.  I wouldn’t wish it on you, my dear.  Stay here, where you can do some good.  The great Dumbledore always opened this school to anyone who was in trouble, anyone fighting Dark magic.  This school is more than a kindergarten; is about magic serving the cause of right.  As for Severus – the Headmasters of the past are sworn to his service; the statues and armour are sworn to his service.  If he is engaged in some further anti-Dark quest we are all, in our small ways, at his service.  To leave this, as Pomona said, is to give up a lot.”
Hermione nodded, upset but relieved.  Out of sight beneath the table Severus was clenching the arms of his chair.  “Then I’m not duty bound to put it to the staff?” he said to Filius.
“No” Filius said firmly.  “Later, if anything more tangible comes of your worries I could organise a ballot – if you want it.  But for now?  No.  Dumbledore didn’t run this school in a democratic way – he did what he instinctively felt would serve his cause, and the rest of us had to make the best of it.”

All around the table heads nodded, and Horace reached out to Hermione and patted her hand.  Harry grinned.  Remus looked tired but relieved.  The meeting broke up and the staff made their way to the spiral staircase.

When the office was empty Remus said “I wasn’t aware your to-ings and fro-ings were to do with investigating Olive.”

Severus looked at him aghast, then he cursed himself for being a fool.  “Remus!” he said, “I never thought to ask you.  You were a friend of Lily’s.  So you must have known–”

“No, no” Remus said sadly.  “I barely knew Lily in the early days.  It’s when we were prefects that I had more to do with her, but I was still quite shy of talking to her.  When did she and James start going out?  In our sixth year?  I think Olive had been left some years by then.”

“Lily didn’t talk about her.”

“I don’t think so.  Why would she?  A Slytherin girl who happened to live a few miles from her home.  I never got to know Lily as much as you might think.  She was James’s girlfriend.  And anyway, I had my own worries in those days.”

Severus remembered them – his concern about getting a job.  It must have impacted upon his love life too.  “Yes, I see” he said.  “So, what did you think my to-ings and fro-ings were about?”
“Peter, mainly” Remus said.  “And Jerry says you’re having things done to your house.  Having a telephone put in, he says.  Does Hermione know?  Or is it to be a surprise?”

It was to be a surprise and Severus asked him not to say anything in Hermione’s hearing.  Jerry and Harry had given him advice, and the Telecom engineer was due to call on St George’s Day to complete the connection.
“It all seems sadly irrelevant now” he said.  “I pictured us having a normal life.  I think I’ve wrecked that well and truly.  Are all the staff aware of my relationship with Hermione?”
“No, not all, and those that do don’t gossip about it” Remus said truthfully.  “The House Heads know now.  Hagrid sort of knows, and Harry has obviously known for ages.  Jerry doesn’t know – in his eyes the most exciting thing about you is your knew telephone.  Rolanda, possibly, senses something.  Septima possibly senses something.  But that’s about the sum total of it.  Don’t worry about it.  Last night’s events have put a new perspective on it.”

Yes, they had.  But as Severus set off to see Irma and Argus he couldn’t help being concerned that his ‘Hermione’ secret had spread a little wider.

“We’ll be keeping your secret” Pomona said to Hermione as they dried their hands on the towels in the first-floor staff cloakroom.  “I mean about you and Severus.  I suppose you know about Neville.”
“Err, yes.”

“I’m quite excited about it.  He’s going to talk about Mimbletonia to the first years, because it’s funny, and Mandrakes to the second years.”

It was good to talk about normal things.  Hermione felt tired and light-headed after her poor night’s sleep.

Harry, one floor up and chatting to Dobby, felt quite different – he felt elated.  The prospect of action was so different to steering his classes through their syllabuses.  When he took a ten-o’clock break he went to see Severus.  Hermione was there again, working on the Sinistra file, keeping her mind occupied by adding the new data, and Severus had sent a hurried letter to Alastor.

“I asked Dobby about magical shops in Devizes” Harry explained, “But he doesn’t know of any.  Who are the Wiltshire witches and wizards?  He said it was the Malfoys and Lestranges.”

“Some of the Lestranges” Severus corrected, “And some of the Selwyns.  All now dead, or in Azkaban.  I’ll ask Moody; he might know.  And Dumbledore.  But first of all I must go and see Horace – alone!  Of all the Heads he’s the one most bothered by this.  I need to impress upon him that he only has to hang on here a few more weeks.”

“Why?  He was okay–”

“He’s not like you, Harry” said Severus.  “We cannot all embrace the fight in the way that you can.”

He stroked Hermione’s hair.  She was staring at the family tree, drawing scrolly lines round the name Sigismund Lestrange son of Walfred Cornelius Langeveldt and Isla Sioban Prince, annoyed that she couldn’t link them up with Joseph Iago Prince and Selene Amphimaria Gaunt.

“It means ambidextrous” she whispered.  “Amphimarius means ambidextrous.  Amphimaria is the female form of it.”

He kissed her and set off, and by the time he returned Harry and Hermione had gone back to their own quarters and the Sinistra file had been locked away.  Unable to give his mind to work he interrogated Dumbledore yet again about Olive Green.
“I simply don’t know any more” Dumbledore insisted.  “I made the Deluminator.  I never knew of any shop in Devizes, nor of Olive being connected with it.”

“She was born in Wiltshire.”

“Yes, but near Westerton, not in a town.  Her parents lived in a shepherd’s cottage on the Malfoys’ estate.  But they didn’t stay there.  Olive was involved in an accident in Potterne Woods.  She was accused, tried, and sent to Azkaban.  I always thought the evidence against her thin, and I said so.  When they saw fit to release her I allowed her back to school.  Her father was a poor man – the cottage was a humble place.  He only left because he had some falling out with the Malfoys.”
“Some falling out!” Severus said with feeling.  “Where did they move to?  To a very substantial house on the London/Surrey borders.  If Ronald Green owned that he most certainly was not poor.  What did Ronald Green do for a living?”

“Translation work.”

“Then he had some other significant source of income.”

“You don’t know under what terms Ronald Green lived in that house” Dumbledore said irritably.  “You don’t know that Green owned it, or even rented it.”

“No, we don’t” Severus said sourly.  “We don’t know who owns anything.  I’m almost tempted to wish Scrimgeour success with his Justifiable Confiscation bill.  He’d like to set up a full property register, and that bill is his foot in the door.”

“You’d never have succeeded with the Horcruxes if that bill had been law.”
“I know.”  Severus knew he was right about that, but it didn’t make him feel any better.  “But that was then and this is now.  And what do we know?  Nothing!” he snarled.  “We don’t know who lived, where, when.  We don’t know who owns Ravens Craig.  We don’t know what might be hidden in what bank vault … Just a moment.  How do you know the Greens lived in a cottage?”

Dumbledore looked mildly embarrassed.  “Because, at times, my brother used to go to that part of the country” he said.  “I’d prefer it if you didn’t ask him.  He won’t know the details you want.  Try Alastor.  Or even Borgin in Knockturn Alley.  Or rattle the bars of old Fancourt’s cage.”

Severus spent the afternoon in London and came back in a bad mood.  Mr Borgin said he suspected there had been a trader in Devizes, and he assumed the business ceased in the early nineteen-sixties because his own trade picked up for a while.  But he couldn’t or wouldn’t give further details.  If the Headmaster had a bone of contention with that trader, it could surely not be solved after all this time.  Did the Headmaster have a faulty device he wanted mending?  Could Mr Borgin help?

“Always ready to help” Mr Borgin assured him.  “And may I offer my congratulations on your becoming Headmaster.  So nice to see one of our House at the helm as it were.”

“Yes, yes, Borgin.  Thank you very much” Severus sighed.  “Well, if you’ll excuse me I have other calls to make.”

It had been a similar disappointment at Fancourt’s.  Mr Fancourt said he bought his stock from a range of suppliers, many of whom traded under assumed names, didn’t disclose their addresses and, being valued associates of many years, didn’t need to.  They delivered their goods to his shop and that was that.  Any queries were dealt with by owl, but these people were talented and trustworthy so queries were few.  And would Professor Snape kindly excuse Mr Fancourt now because it was early closing day.
“I could see why” Severus said to Hermione.  “Dean Thomas had already arrived with a consignment of radios, and as I left an ancient witch hobbled in with a sackful of fortune-telling balls.  Dean referred to her as ‘Madam Carter’.  I stood him a drink at the Cauldron.  He works for Barry Chittock and we had a chat.”

“About Fancourt’s suppliers?”

“Sadly not, no.  Dean doesn’t actually know them.  I knew more than he does – I believe I can tell you Madam Carter’s real name.  All Dean wanted to talk about was the shells he uses – Patella cochlear and Concholepas peruvianus.  But I tell you what, we missed something.”

“What?”

“Remember that post code?  We thought KT might be Katie?  We were looking at the wrong end.  It’s more likely HZ is Hertz.  It’s a German name.  The radio term hertz is named after Heinrich Hertz.  Too late to ask Hopkirk now.”

“Oh, Severus!”

He turned and consulted the portraits, but none of them could recall as student called Hertz.

“That’s buggered then” he said.  “I daren’t owl Stepanovich – not just yet.”

Hermione agreed.  “Finish your tale then” she said.  “Who was Madam Carter, really?”

“I’ll need to delve into my memories to prove it but I’m sure she was at Honor’s party.”

“That was decades ago!”

“Well, we’ll see if I’m right, won’t we.”  He looked at his watch and said “I left a note for Alastor, asking him to drop in.  It looks like he won’t be here for dinner, but I said it didn’t matter how late.”

“It does to me” said Hermione, as they set off for the Hall.  “I’ve got things to get done before tomorrow.”

Over dinner Hermione chose Septima for company.  “Last term coming up” she said.  “Are you feeling okay about things?”

“It’s not me I’m worrying about” Septima said.  “It’s you, young lady.  I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Hermione glanced around but there was no one within earshot.  “What do you mean?” she whispered.  “I thought I was doing alright.”

“I don’t mean work, silly!  I mean – how can I put this – matters of a romantic nature.”  Hermione pretended that she didn’t understand but Septima cut through her pretences.  “I know!” she whispered.  “It’s not talked about, but I’m sure many of the staff have an idea that you and Severus are sweet on each other.”

“But … I don’t … we don’t–”
“No, it’s not what you do” the old professor chuckled softly.  “It’s not even what you say.  Well, yes, in a way it is what you say because Severus is the one person you never talk about.  You’re always speaking of Harry, and Remus, and Hagrid, and Jerry.  But Severus?  No.  And yet you do a lot of work for him.  I know; because there have been times when I’ve gone to the office, only to be told you are there.  Now I’m not saying anything wrong is going on, but…  You see what I mean?”

“I didn’t know you’d been stopped from seeing the Headmaster because of me” Hermione said in a small voice.
“I wasn’t turned away” said Septima.  “I was simply told you were there, so I saw Severus at other times.”

“I am working on something confidential” Hermione said, hoping that every time Septima had called she’d been working on the Sinistra file.

“Fine.  That’s good” said Septima.  “Severus puts great trust in you and Harry, and I’m glad he does.  I’ve known him a very long time and I know he’s a bright lad.  But he does drop the occasional clanger.  I wouldn’t want you to be under the impression he was perfect.”
“How could anyone seriously think that?” Hermione said, rolling her eyes to the ceiling.  “But please let’s change the subject; and please, please, please keep it under your hat.”
After dinner Hermione went to her room.  Severus called late, after Alastor had left.  He brought Harry with him, and he also brought the Pensieve.  Hermione groaned at the thought of a trawl through forty years of memories.
“Well, no one else can come up with anything, can they, Harry” Severus complained.  “Alastor had never been to Devizes.  He got all his stuff from Diagon Alley.  He insisted what Fancourt said about not knowing his suppliers was normal practice, and it didn’t matter as long as he didn’t deal in illegal goods.  Which he didn’t – Moody said Fancourt was always straight.  I can find no evidence to suspect Fancourt of any wrongdoing, or involvement in what interests us.”
“That’s right” said Harry.  “Mad-Eye doesn’t even know that that Carter witch is Celia Lovegood.  Sev and I have just been to a party.  I’ve seen her.”
“Well, if you’ve checked why bring this here?”
“For us to revisit The Catherine Wheel, the night Hopkirk died” said Severus.
They visited the restaurant scene twice, watching the events unfold, and the second time staying throughout the Disapparition and the dash through the grounds to the main door.
“We left too soon” Severus concluded.  “To soon to be sure of what took place.  It’s too bright to see anyone cast a spell.  The granddaughter might have done it.  But why would she?  She doesn’t show any sign of being under the Imperius curse.  But if not her, who?”

“And if it was someone else, that means they had to steal her wand and then get it back to her.”
“It can be done, though” Harry reminded Hermione.  “Don’t forget how my wand was nicked by Malfoy at the World Cup.  Why stun him though?  Perhaps they didn’t want to kill him, just shut him up.”

“I think they did want to kill him” Hermione said.  “Lorchan was ancient – a powerful stunning spell was bound to finish him.  Remember how Minerva was injured the night Hagrid got attacked?  That nearly finished her and she was only in her seventies.  I don’t know why they used a stunner, but I’m sure they were confident of killing him.”

“They used a stunner because it’s quiet” Severus said bitterly.  “The Killing Curse tends to produce a rushing sound.  Death by stunning is slower but quieter.  Damn this, we’re stumped, arn’t we.  It’s a shame Mad-Eye–”
“I’ve just had an awful thought, Sev.”  The other two fell silent, waiting.  “The Imperius Curse” Hermione said.  “What if … what if Fancourt’s is a Dark Arts shop – a secret one – and Alastor’s been Imperused?”

“No” Severus said very definitely.  “Do you seriously think Alastor looks Imperused?  And it wouldn’t be just Mad-Eye, they’d have to have done the Auror Office; repeatedly.  Alastor was at pains to stress that the Ministry are comfortable with Fancourts.  He admits some suppliers work under false names; a hangover from the Dark days he said, when people hid from the Death Eaters.  But they’re just nicknames.  He made a list.  Here.”

Hermione took the piece of parchment Severus held out and read:
Foe Glasses, Hugo Adaire
Remembralls, Tommy O’Hod
orbs, R Carter
Talking Mirrors, William and Jacob Stern
She stared at Madam Carter’s initial.  “She’s an R.  Why does it make me think of R Green?”

“If you’re gonna say everyone who’s initial R is a Green you’ll have even Ron tied up with it” Harry said peevishly.  “Even Roger Davies and Romilda Vane…  Carter–Lovgood is the one we’ve solved; she’s the one Severus can be sure of.”
“She’s the one I’m least sure of” Hermione said sadly.
“Right; we’ll ask Luna tomorrow then.”
“No, I suppose you’re right.  I suppose if these people were dodgy, those Sneakoscopes and things would be going off all the time.”

Harry laughed.  “Actually he has to disable them” he said.  “The Secrecy Sensors vibrate regularly and some customers get shirty, thinking they can’t be working properly, but old Fancourt points out that it only needs one of those amulet sellers to go by to set off his Dark Dectors.  Proves they work – that’s what he says.  Right; I’m off to bed.”
“So is the Headmaster.  Off you go–”

“But–”

“No buts” she said to Severus’s surprised face.  “Easter’s over.  School in the morning.  Come on; chop-chop.  Both of you!”

As the door shut firmly behind them the two wizards set off down the corridor, Harry giving a cavenous yawn.  “She’s an awful bully” he said.  “And if Ginny turns out like her mum, that’ll be another one.  Hey, did you hear about George?”

“George Weasley?”

“Yeah.  He’s in hospital.  Got into a fight at one of those dodgy parties I was telling you about.”

“Is he badly hurt?”

“Not too bad.  Got cut across the face” Harry explained.  “Looks like he’s been clawed by an animal.  Ginny got a letter.  Mrs Weasley said George needs to stay in for the rest of this week, and then continue with potion for a fortnight.  The Healers warned him he might have a scar.  George said he wouldn’t care – he’d look different to Fred at last.”

“Are you going to visit?”

Harry shook his head and said “Mrs Weasley said not to bother.  It’s not dangerous, and he’ll be fine in time for Fred ’n’ Angelina’s do.  That’s what I wanted to ask you – if we could nip off to the Weasleys’ on the first of May.”

“That’s the day of the Slytherin/Hufflepuff match.”

“Yes, but the party’s in the evening.  Do you think Ginny and I could skip out for a couple of hours?  That’s assuming all’s well here.”

Severus thought about it.  It had been two days since the Death By Chocolate incident.  And it was three weeks to the Weasleys’ engagement party.  In all probability he could spare Harry for a few hours.  “I don’t see why not” he said.  “Either by then Hermione and I will be dead, or on the run, or everything will be fine.”

Chapter 17:   A Taste for Evil
7th April to 10th July 1999

Hermione tried to be as casual as possible when she asked Luna about Celia Lovegood.

“Oh, you mean my great-great aunt in London” Luna said.  “Daddy doesn’t speak to her because she never forgave him about Mummy.  She said he could have done something – stopped her.  He couldn’t of course; Mummy was a very determined sort of person – knew her own mind.”

“Do you ever see your Aunt Celia?”

“Only if I run into her by chance.  But I do sometimes, in Gladrags.  If you mean do we visit, no we never do that.  Daddy wouldn’t like it.  Aunt Celia’s moved anyway; Daddy never bothered to keep the new address, he doesn’t much care for South London.  He said she lives next to an Auror, now.  Rough sort of chap, he said – actually got arrested once for trying to break into a secret part of the Ministry.”

“What’s the betting that’s Sturgis Podmore” Hermione said to Harry as she started her Saturday by leafing frantically through four-year-old Daily Prophets.

“Why are you doing this?” Harry asked.

“Because I’m going to visit great-great Aunt Celia.  Not as myself – I’ll use Polyjuice.”

It suddenly didn’t sound such a great idea.
“This is not sensible” Harry warned her.  “You, of all people!  You know how things went arse-up at Easter.  You’re just tempting fate.”

Turning pleading eyes on him Hermione said “But I know there’s something fishy about this.”

She would not be stopped and set off for the main gates in the early afternoon.  Halfway through his third-year marking Harry realised he was too worried to keep his mind on work.  He went to speak to Severus and found him in the roof garden, dozing under an umberella.

“Should I forbid her?” Severus asked, not bothering to raise his head.  “Should I have done my heavy-handed Victorian father?  If I refused Hermione Polyjuice she’d have gone as herself.  I actually agree with her – there is something fishy in this.”

“You mean … Mad-Eye…?”

“No.”  Severus had at last sat upright and seemed to be paying attention.  It was clear from the way he shook his head that he didn’t suspect Alastor.  Nor did he suspect Mr Fancourt.  From a trouser pocket he took out the list of nicknames Alastor had given him and passed it over to Harry as a reminder.  “I just have the feeling we’re being played” he said.  “Someone’s having a joke at our expense.  If Hermione can shed light on it by knocking on an old crone’s door and asking to buy a glass ball…?”
Still worried Harry gave up and returned to his marking, but seconds later he was leaping up the stairs to the garden, taking them four at a time.  “Who goes there!” he said panting.

“There’s no password to this garden, or haven’t you noticed” Severus sneered, “But I would appreciate–”

“No; who goes there, friend or foe!  Hoo go dare – Hugo Adare.  You’re right; they’re joke names.”
Severus sat up again, very angry.  He thought for a moment, then pounded downstairs, and within minutes was raking the bookshelves.  Finally he found a poetry book by a Muggle called Palgrave.

“Look at this” he said disgustedly.  “ ‘I remember, I remember, the house where I was born’ … Thomas Hood!  I knew that Tommy O’Hod and Remembralls meant something.  Yes, they’re jokes!  In fact the maker of the Foe Glasses and the Remembralls is probably one and the same person.”

“Some glass expert.”

“Yes.  Perhaps I did wrong letting Hermione go to Clapham.  Perhaps she’s walked into a trap.”

Harry was just saying that they could be in London in minutes when Hermione arrived back safe and well, and looking like her correct self.
“Hello” she said.  “I had a nice afternoon drinking tea with Mrs Lovegood.  She’s definitely the person you saw at Honor Wilbin’s party.  When I asked for Madam Carter and said I wanted to buy a glass ball she looked completely lost and told me to go to Diagon Alley.  ‘Why would I work at my age’, she said; ‘I’m ninety-seven next birthday.’  Unless she’s a brilliant liar she has nothing to do with the old girl you saw totter into Fancourts.”
After dinner they gathered in the sitting room again.  Hermione was amused to see the poem.  “Yes, they’re all leg-pulls” she said.  “Mirror, mirror – the Brothers Grimm – Wilhelm and Jakob.  ‘Madam R Carter’ is a hoot!  Madame Arcati, you see (she pronounced it Are-car-tee) – the medium in some old film.  I’m surprised we haven’t seen it, Sev.  Yes, I think the supplier of the balls, the Foe Glasses, Talking Mirrors, and Remembralls is all the one person; a person with a sense of humour and a knowledge of the Muggle world.  And, let’s face it, Fancourt’s is not known for selling anything evil or cursed – this secret joker could be totally innocent, just someone who values privacy.  And why shouldn’t they?  Even Mrs Lovegood admitted to going into hiding during the early nineteen-eighties.”
“She lived in Islington didn’t she” Severus said.

“Barnsbury.  Then she moved to Little Norton, then back to London ten years later.  ‘And then’, she said, ‘it all started happening again, but at my age I’ve given up running away’.”

Severus was looking as if he’d been robbed of a prize.  “We’re not going to find this joker” he said with a sigh.  “It might be Grunwald/Hamnet the instrument maker, or it might not.  I don’t think we’ll ever know.  If a witch or wizard choose to live in total seclusion and commits no detectable crime they will never be found.”
“But what if that person murderd Lorchan Hopkirk?” Harry asked.  “What if they kidnapped Professor McGonagall?”
“Yes; what if?  We have no evidence” Severus reminded him.  “We don’t even know if Grunwald/Hamnet still exists, or has been responsible for any murders or disappearances.  I’ll let Kingsley know what we know and what we suspect, but I can’t see how he’ll be able to take it forward.  All I will say is this – if this joker is innocent, all well and good, end of story.  If this joker is a criminal, and prepared to commit more crimes, then he might well slip up.  People get a taste for evil, and it leads to the point where they make a mistake.”

***
Seven weeks on little had changed but Severus and Hermione felt easier in their minds.  Sadly the missing people had not been found but fortunately there had been no further tragedies.  Neville’s teaching practice had gone well and he had signed his contract for the coming year.  The only thing that, for Severus, marred the last Saturday of May was Gryffindor winning the Quidditch Cup.  He went to The Hog’s Head to drown his sorrows and got there late.  Aberforth was just closing.

“I’m shut till half six” Aberforth growled, trying to close the door on him.  “Why’re you so late?”

“The match didn’t finish until two.”

“What d’yer want?  A pint?”

“Any chance of a sandwich to go with it?”

“Nope!  I’m gonna have my dinner now.  Drink or nothin’.”

Aberforth didn’t stick to it; minutes later Severus was in the grimy pub kitchen, sharing Aberforth’s beef curry, and swilling it down with mead.  As he ate he watched the old innkeeper.  Aberforth was showing his age.  He had been ill off and on since the previous summer.  Colds and chesty coughs plagued him and Pepperup no longer worked its miracle.  Severus’s supplements of home-made potion helped to manage the situation, but they could not be a cure.

“ ’Bout time you took a holiday, Aberforth.”

“What me?” the innkeeper grunted.  “I don’t go for summer ’olidays.  Autumn; I like autumn.”

“And miss the summer sun?  You could go for country walks.  Wiltshire’s nice, this time of year.”

Aberforth gave him a derisory look.  “Well, you’d know about that too, wouldn’t yer!  My brother should learn to keep his trap shut.”

“He just said you used to go there; that’s all” Severus said easily.  “I used to go to Malfoy Manor, as you obviously know, but I never bothered to explore the country.  Nice, is it?  Cattle?  Or pigs?”

“Pigs?  Course it isn’t pigs.  It’s horse country” Aberforth insisted.  “South of there, mainly.  Up, nearer the Manor it’s sheep and goats.”

“Did you ever come across a family called Green?  Wizard, witch and little girl.  Or there might have been two wizards – brothers.”

“No.  I didn’t make a habit of speakin’ to people.  Didn’t want people.”

“What about in the town?  Devizes.”

“Never went to towns.  Just said, didn’t I?  I didn’t want people.  Weren’t you listenin’?”

Aberforth didn’t remember the Greens.  He didn’t want to talk about his trips to Wiltshire.  It was only when Severus mentioned the name Grunwald that he actually bothered to listen.
“Foreign?” he asked.  “Yeah, there was a bloke who sounded German.  Yeah, there was … Shepherd.  He was hopeless.  I think the Malfoys sacked him.  Can’t say I blame ’em.”

“When was that?”

“Couldn’t tell yer.  No interest to me.  I had other fish to fry.”

Aberforth wouldn’t meet his eye but Severus got the distinct impression that he was talking about a girlfriend.  “Did you go into the Manor?” he asked.

“You must be jokin’ ” Aberforth said.  “It’s all closed up now.  “Up for sale – privately.  You won’t see it in the papers.”

“How do you know?”

“I keeps an eye on … things.  Some bloke called Rackharrow has put a manager in; a manager for the stock.”

He wouldn’t say any more and when Severus got home and told Hermione she didn’t have very much to say about it either.  Greens/Grunwalds/Hamnets remained unknown wherever they went; it was as if they had moved about under an Invisibility Cloak, and Hermione had grown sick of their faultless secrecy, and despaired of ever completing the family tree.  She was more excited by two letters that had arrived while he was out.  One was from Olympe Maxime and the other from Madame Guérard of Instituto Tortevalla, confirming arrangements for the summer.  Hermione was starting to make a list of items she would need to pack, whenever she could tear her mind away from worrying about the exams.
“There’s no point in worrying.  They’ll do however they’ll do.”
“I can’t help it, Sev.  Anyway, it’s natural.  Harry’s just as nervous.”

“No he’s not.  He was in Hogsmeade with Angelina and the twins; having a laugh in Madam Puddifoots.”

“Well, he’s back now.  It’s good that George is better.  Did you see his scar?”

“I saw enough scars in my hospital days” he said disinterestedly.  “And enough Weasleys in my teaching days.  I think I’ll make another batch of potion for Aberforth.  Tide him over while we’re away.”

Midway through the exams two more letters arrived.  The first was from Delia Dirac saying she had mentioned Severus’s enquiries about Olive to Gundrada Stump when she had sent her an Easter card, and Gunny had promised to get in touch.  Hard on its heels came Gundrada’s letter, opening with an apology for taking so long to reply and continuing with the usual regrets at not being able to remember much about Olive, etc, etc.  Severus’s heart would have sunk to his boots had not the envelope contained something else – Gundrada, bless her, had found an old photograph.

“I think I’ve discovered our mystery photographer” he said to Hermione.  “Gundrada Stump.  She received a camera for her seventeenth birthday and the result was this – a photo of her school chums.”

Hermione took the photograph.  It was of a group of young ladies gathered by a table outside Florean Fortescue’s Ice Cream Parlour.
“Who took the photo?”

“Regulus did apparently” said Severus.  Delicately he pointed along the row of faces.  “The dark-haired girl is Cindy Crouch.  Next to her, Delia – Greengrass as she was then.  And the girl who looks like a miniature Troll is Alecto Carrow – her brother Amycus was in my crowd at school.  Both joined the Death Eaters, as you know.  Then, at the back, Olive Green, Honor Wigworthy, and Gundrada Lufkin.”

“My goodness!” said Hermione, gazing at Gunny’s cascading hair and blue eyes.  “I suppose she stood next to Honor to look even more stunning.”

“Catty, but probably an accurate guess” he said, amused by Hermione’s reasoning.  “Gorgeous Gundrada never needed to patronise ‘Nobody’s Perfect’.  What do you think of Olive?”

“Pale.  Ghost-like.  Greyed out, as computer people say.  But imagine her as a platinum-blonde – if she didn’t look fifty years too old she’d be attractive in a damsel-like way.  Can we copy this?”

“Go ahead” he said.  “I’ll return it to Gundrada when I go to London.  She works in the Office of Armorials.  She’s Demiguise Argent.”

“Then she knew Lorchan Hopkirk.”

“Yes.  But I don’t think I’ll say anything about him” said Severus.  “You never know where it might lead.  Already my Olive enquiries have spread as far as Gunny.  It’s not what I wanted, even though it’s been useful.  We’re lucky things have quietened down.”
He drafted replies to Delia and Gundrada, and set about finalising his report to the governors.  Nothing much else filled his time except for overseeing preparations for a staff party immediately after the end of term.  He scoffed at Hermione’s holiday plans.  “There’s nothing to plan” he sneered.  “Throw a few clothes in a holdall, and it’s done.”

“But what will the weather be like?  Very hot, and probably very cold.  We’re going up into the mountains.  One set of robes might be enough for you, but I want to be properly dressed.”

***
At the Leaving Feast the Quidditch Cup went to Gryffindor but the House Cup to Ravenclaw, so the Hall was decked out in blue and bronze.  In his speech Severus made reference to the introduction of Law from next September and to the imminent departure of Professors Slughorn and Vector.  The party he had organised, which he had christened the ‘Come and Go Party’ was held on the following evening, in the Room of Requirement, and at which he introduced Vivienne Goshawk and Neville Longbottom.
“This’ll look good at your governors’ meeting” Horace said to Severus.  “New staff lined up, us old codgers gone, and that Semple boy cured and coming back next year.  I hear his parents can’t sing your praises too highly.”

“Pity you didn’t meet them” Severus said pointedly.  “How’s this new cottage of yours?  All sorted out?”

“Almost.  It was a terrible mess you know.  They let it go very cheaply.  Poor old Bathilda – she obviously wasn’t managing at all well at the end.”

“Funny thing to call a party” Vivienne said to Harry.  “Why Come and Go?”

“Who knows?” Harry said, as Dobby sniggered as he walked by with a tray of snacks.  “It’s not always easy to understand the Headmaster.  So, is it right you know Melinda Bobbin?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must know my friend, Ron Weasley.”

“Red-haired young man?  Works at the Ministry…?”

By half past ten Severus had had enough.  He said his goodbyes and slipped away.  He wanted time to think.  He took a long way round to the Head’s Tower, glad that at last the school was free of children.  As the clock was striking eleven he was sitting in the office, sipping hot chocolate and talking to the portraits.  “It could have been a perfect year” he said to Phineas.  “When I make my report that’s how it’ll sound.  But it’s far from perfect – Minerva gone, Pettigrew dead – and your friend Elphias” he added, turning to Dumbledore.  “Bill Ogden injured, and the death of Lorchan Hopkirk unresolved.”

“At least they dropped the case against the granddaughter.”

“They won’t tell me who they suspect.”
“They can’t, Severus.  It’s Law Enforcement business” Dumbledore pointed out.  “And I’m sorry about Bill; but, to be fair, he has a hazardous job.  But look on the bright side, after tomorrow you’re free for eight whole weeks.  I suppose you’ll be holidaying with Hermione.”

“Home first” said Severus.  “I’ll put Lempaura to rights while she sees her parents.  Then we’ll do a spot of travelling.  The Pyrenees.”

“And her parents don’t mind?”

“They’re not ecstatic about it, but they’re alright about it.  We’ll hardly be alone together.”

“The bastide of Torteval.”

“Yes.  The bastide; the institute, and the countryside of Lower Navarre.  On the track of the real Sinistra.  Olympe is taking us to Instituto Tortevalla to meet Madame Guérard.  We’re staying at the school–”
A knock on the door interrupted him.  It was Hermione.  “Hi.  I need the file” she said breathlessly.  “Olive’s file.  Neville’s just told me something.”

He gave her the file and Hermione sat for a while, looking at the family tree and comparing it with the genealogy book.

“Remember that Dutch wizard, Walfred Langeveldt?” she said.  “I’ve always suspected he’s tied in with this, but I couldn’t get the evidence.  We’ve come across ‘Langevelds’ and ‘Langeveldts’.  And guess what?  Some of them are Neville’s ancestors.  According to his Uncle Algie, the Longbottoms adapted their name to blend in; make themselves sound Yorkshire.  Langeveldt translates as long field.  But Neville said they didn’t all switch to Longbottom, there was a Sigismund Langeveldt who became a Lestrange.  Quite accidentally.  He was never accepted here; was always shunned as a foreigner.  He took to calling himself Lestrange as a sort of joke, and then it stuck.  If I’m right, I believe I can make a link pretty well all the way from those people in the paintings through to the Grunwalds.”

“Really?”

“Yes!” she sighed happily, giving the cover of ‘Nature’s Nobility’ an affectionate pat, “Because the dear old Lestranges settled in Britain; so they are in this book.”
The following morning Severus was loath to set off for the governors’ meeting.  He sat in the sitting room looking at the latest version of the family tree, at times stroking his fingers over the parchment.  “It’s brilliant” he said; “But is it right?”

“I’ve got to admit there’s still one big assumption” Hermione said, pointing to where an Ismene Amphimaria Lestrange married a Janos Erebus Grunwald.  “I’m assuming that that Grunwald is in our line of Grunwalds.  I’ve based that on the prevalence of Greek names all the way through – Ismene, Erebus, Amphimarius – but I admit that Janos Grunwald is a guess.”

“And we were warned Grunwald is a common name.”

“Indeed.  It’s always tricky with daughters because when they marry the surname changes.  The big piece of luck was when Sigismund Lestrange married Isla Prince.  From there there was son after son after son, which gets me from the mid seventeen hundreds to the mid eighteen hundreds.  The other thing is they like re-using family names.  And how they love the initial I!  Ivanka, Inge, Izarra…  Even in the Prince line there’s a Joseph Iago and an Aidan Iniss.”
“These are not in my line of Princes, then” Severus said, checking.
“No, they’re more like cousins” she replied.  “Very, very distant cousins.  No big surprise, though.  You’re mum’s pure-blood, and what have we always been told?  All those families are related.”

“There’s a Dumbledore in this; and a Hufflepuff.”

“What did I just say?  All the pure blood–”

“Yes, yes!  Eleventh century and twelfth century.”

“Yep.  Nothing to do with the founders – madam can’t claim links to all the founders!” Hermione said sternly.  “But, as you pointed out, it pins down the start of the Ravens Craig curse to about the year nine-hundred and thirty.  But it’s no good, Sev; nothing much happened around seventeen-ninety eight.  Karl-Eberhard Lestrange was born in seventeen-ninety-seven, and a couple of decades later he married Belvina Malfoy.  But nothing remarkable is known about them.  They lived in Dorset and bred Crups, and had a son, Theobaldus.  There doesn’t seem to be any connection with Ravens Craig.  Nothing is known about Ravens Craig – the Myriad Library was totally secret.”
“Just like the ruddy Grunwalds.”
“Just like the ruddy Grunwalds.  And, as I say, I’m assuming that Theobaldus’s daughter married a Grunwald relevant to this.  It’s an assumption.  Not a definite hole in the tree – not like the break from twelve-twenty-nine to fourteen-four.  I wish I could fill that in – I wish I was destined to complete this.  I wonder if I’ll ever get the answers.”

“Perhaps, one day.”
“Perhaps.  If we ever go to Durmstrang.  Until then it’ll be in two strands.”

“It’s still beautiful.”
“I know.”

“A formidable piece of work.”

“I know.”

“You’re worth your weight in gold.”

“I know that too … Severus – look at the time!  Come on – chop-chop – governors!  Or you’ll be late.  Have you got that photo?”
He secured the Sinistra file and kissed her goodbye.  Then he picked up his report and hurried for the gates, happy that while he was in London Hermione and the elves would be packing, and that tomorrow morning he would be taking her home even though it was only for a few hours.
***
It was odd returning to Lempaura.  All of Peter Pettigrew’s belongings had been removed when he moved to the Shrieking Shack and the spare bedroom was tidy but lifeless.  Severus hadn’t sent Jotto home early but when he and Hermione arrived the dusty house was soon put to rights and the weather was mild enough for all the windows to be opened.  Severus re-tuned the radio and found a station broadcasting 1920s music.  It made a good background while they completed his unpacking.  They had an early lunch, sitting on the patio under the umbrella.  Then Hermione walked around the garden, looking at the overgrown shrubs.
“How about if we put some lavender in here?  Or some of that Russian sage?”

Severus had kicked off his sandals and put his bare feet on a chair.  He had opened Harry’s copy of ‘Notes From A Small Island’.  “It’s too late for planting” he called out.  “Too dry.”

“Lavender doesn’t mind it dry.”

“Any shrub has to get its roots down.  Autumn or spring, that’s when you can put in permanent planting.  Why not grow catmint?”

“Because Crookshanks would never be indoors.”

“Exactly.  Then we’d get the bed to ourselves.”

“Har-har!  Well, I’d better be going” she said, walking back up the steep garden.  “Sev, I was thinking – on Monday I might do some shopping.  How about you give Jotto a day off, and if he wants, he can come with me?”

He laid the book aside and looked almost genuinely puzzled.  “A day off?” he said.  “During my holiday?”

“He deserves a break too.  I thought you might like to give him some money.  He could treat himself.”

“What on earth would he spend money on?”

“Clothes, if he wanted.  Books.  You taught him to read – why wouldn’t he want to buy a book?”

Grudgingly Severus had to agree that she had a point.  What did freedom mean if Jotto never had time to himself?  “My idea of a summer break” he pointed out, “Was to laze around here, be fed and watered by Jotto, read a few books, go for a few meals, and generally doss about until September.”

“Apart from the mad dash up the Pyrenees.”

“Apart from the mad dash up the Pyrenees … And possibly go to the cinema if there’s anything remotely good on.  But – no!  Madam has other ideas – deprive me of my servant, re-do the garden, make me feel guilty for relaxing…  Jerry Dyall was right.”

“Right about what?”

“His defence of bachelorhood – let a woman in your life and she’ll throw out your well-worn slippers and get you painting the shed.”
“Ah, yes!” Hermione said, bending to kiss his forehead, “I must put ‘shed’ on the shopping list.  But on a more serious note I think Jotto needs clothes more suited to the summer.”
“You’re going to take him out and spoil him” Severus groaned.  “Oh, if you must!  My moneybag’s in the bedside cabinet – window side.  Take what you want – you know the password.  I tell you what I will do, though; get that chap in from Wandworks to discuss having a shower-room put in.”

“Will you?!”

“Yes.  When I get time.  Probably after our trip abroad.  I’ll owl him to give him an outline of what we want.  If we have your parents to stay – and I’m sure we will one day – it will be nice to have an extra bathroom … Aaah!  What’s that?”

A jingling was sounding from the sitting room; the phone was ringing.  They dashed inside, both trying to beat each other, but Severus won because he had been practicing a new levitation charm – he had worked out a spell for holding the earpiece to his ear, and the body of the phone to his mouth.  Hermione was furious.

“Hello” he said, giving her a smug grin.
“Who’s this?” a voice said in his ear.

“Severus Snape.”

“No-no-no; who’s this?”

He winked at her, saying “Severus Snape!” more forcefully.
“Yes, okay – but who am I?”

“If you don’t know who you are how do you expect me to?”

At the end of the line there seemed to be a tiny explosion – Jeremiah Dyall was doubled up with laughter.  So was Hermione, she was hugging her sides by then, and they ached.

“Jerry Dyall” she said.  “Harry said he’s let him have your number.  He so wanted to be the first wizard to phone you.  You awful tease, Sev!  Let me have a chat after you, and then I want to phone mum.”

They had a pleasant Sunday at her parents’ house during which they showed Jean and Hugo the route they were planning to take and promised to owl home if they could.  In answer to this Hugo presented Hermione with a mobile phone.  “I know you don’t like these things” he said, “But do try and keep in touch.  Don’t worry about the cost – that’s taken care of.”

“Thanks, Dad” Hermione said.  “I’ll do my best.  If we’re near a mast we should be okay.  Perhaps being up in the mountains will make it work better.  Thanks for looking after Crookshanks and Oncus.  I’ve brought a stock of owl treats but Oncus should find his own food most of the time.”

Severus left after dinner, and on Monday morning Jotto arrived to go with Hermione to Diagon Alley.  By mid afternoon she was home again, showing her mother the clothes she had bought.

“I wish we could come with you” Jean said.

“We’ll be going by flying coach” Hermione reminded her.  “You’re not supposed to travel that way.  The Head of Beauxbatons Academy is taking us.”
“You’re mixing with some very influential people these days.  Are you sure you’re enjoying it, dear?  You looked tired on Saturday.”

“Teaching Arithmancy is the most wonderful thing you could imagine” said Hermione.  “I’ll admit I’ve got concerns about next year – about not having Septima on hand – but Sev won’t let me flounder.”

“Funny how he went so quickly from being ‘the Headmaster’, to ‘Severus’ and now to ‘Sev’ ” her mother observed.  “I can see he’s fond of you, but he’s got a job to do too.  When you say he wouldn’t let you flounder, you mean he’d get someone else to help out?”

“He might, but more likely he’d take a few lessons himself.”

“What?  Teach?  How would he have time?”

“Oh, he’s got time; believe me” Hermione said dryly.  “I’m surprised at how much free time he manages to make.  No wonder Dumbledore could go to the Wizengamot and all sorts of meetings abroad.  Sev’s quite lazy, but if something needs doing he’ll pitch in.”

The fact that Severus was lazy had struck Hermione when they had lunched together on the day he had settled in at home.  She even remarked on it.  And Severus didn’t deny it.  “You’ve always seen me as a teacher” he had said, “Or hunting the Horcruxes.  Desperate times – desperate games.  When there’s work to be done I’ll do it.  I’d rather do it than see it messed up.”

“Because in the long run that would mean more work?”

“Yes; and it might come my way” he added.  “But as a general rule I treated the long hols as an opportunity to do as little as possible.  I used to laze in the roof garden, year after year, chatting up Aurora.”

Failing to chat up Aurora, Hermione said to herself as she packed her belongings for the holiday.  He had shown her some of those roof garden memories and she could see that although he’d been keen in the early years he’d even grown lazy about that.  Aurora had got him where she wanted him – interested, but not too interested.
On Thursday Hermione set off for Hogwarts, to meet Severus and later Olympe Maxime who was arriving in the evening.  They dined together, with Hagrid and with Irma and Argus, and then early the following morning they set off for France, and for Beauxbatons Academy.  By Friday evening they had moved on and were at the outskirts of a little walled town high in the hills where the French part of Navarre sticks its toe into Spanish Navarra.
Hermione thought of the town as a beautiful pile of rocks.  The streets were winding and cobbled.  Mule-carts clattered everywhere, and the houses that lined the roads were built of amber sandstone, golden in the evening light.  The marketplace was the hub of the community, and bargain-hunters were snapping up the last of the produce – grapes, melons, and purple-black courgettes.  Instituto Tortevalla bordered one side of the marketplace along Rue du Vautour Faue, and the Griffon-vulture was its symbol.  It faced the Conseilleur headquarters, and was flanked by the town library on one side and a museum on the other side.  It was a small school and had no grounds or forest.
They were greeted in person by Madame Guérard and shown to their rooms.  At dinner she chatted about the history of the school and asked about Hogwarts.  “You have your Quiddeech peech on-site?” she said.  “ ’Ow fortunate.  We have to hire Aristide’s field.  But ee is my sister’s ’usband, so not so bad.”

“Is Torteval entirely a wizarding community, Madame?” Severus asked.
“Oh, yes.  Zee nearest non-wizarding town is Banca, eight kilometres north.  We have zee hills for our animals, and Domaine de Sinistra supplies some of our herbs.”
“I thought they sold animals?” Hermione said.
“Zeh do.  But zeh sell herbs too.  Magical plants is zheir main business.  Zee rats are a sideline, run by Aurora.”
“Rats?  They sell rats?”

“Zhey are premier breeders of Lower Navarre and Gascony.  Zee rats in your Deeaghon Alley will have come from ’ere.”

Severus and Hermione exchanged significant glances.  Both could recall that Olive Green had been bitten by a rat, and was troubled by the scar.
After dinner they left Olympe chatting to Madame Guérard and climbed the Astronomy Tower to watch the sunset.  As Hermione stood looking at the sky fading purple and gold and crimson, Severus took a careful look around to be sure they were alone.  “She exaggerated a bit about the premier breeders” he said, “But I expect some of the rats in the Magical Menagerie come from Sinistras’.  It’ll be simple enough to ask.  What puzzles me though is why Olive didn’t respond well to Noroveg’s Bane.  It’s a straightforward rat-bite remedy, and largely obliterates the scar.  Was it simply vanity that made her want to be rid of the scar?  Or did it somehow connect her with Sinistra’s farm?”

“She obviously went there” Hermione said.  “She did a Voldemort on the Sinistras.  Madame Guérard was positive that the real Aurora was fine until she left school, and then wham!  And now the poor woman lives a reclusive life breeding her rats, and barely able to communicate.  And Olive Green took over her identity, went to Dumbledore and said ‘I’ve not long graduated from Tortevalla and I’m looking for a teaching job’.  Magical Creatures, Herbology, and Astronomy were her strengths, so he gave her Astronomy.  Transfiguration must have been a strength – she was brilliant at switching spells – but she kept quiet about that.”
The words struck a chord in Severus’s memory.  “I’ve heard that before” he said.  “Astronomy, Herbology, Care of Magical Creatures … Avery.  That’s what Avery did.  And Avery had some connection with the Ministry – possibly he did.  Olive Green worked in the Department for Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures.  She and Avery were both animal experts; that was their long suit.  Astronomy was a sideline – a hobby perhaps.”

“Not necessarily; not for Olive” Hermione reminded him.  “She had to be good enough at Astronomy because that was the vacancy Dumbledore had.”
“I think it was a hobby, though” Severus insisted.  “Olive Green’s house had an observatory.  Perhaps it’s a hobby shared by the whole family.  That’s the beauty of coming from a wizarding family – the children are brought up with all this knowledge on tap.  But she must have been a potion-maker too.  So why Astronomy?  Why not my job?”

“Because Voldemort wanted you to have that” Hermione reminded him.  “Olive might have been a potion-maker, but you’re better at it.  And besides – she went for the vacancy Dumbledore had then.  And what did it give her?  The topmost tower!  The launch-pad, the vantage point, the hardest place to spy on.  The best hideout of all – like we have here.”

The sunset over, they turned in for the night.
In the morning, after coffee and croissants, they set off with Madame Guérard and rode by mule cart out of town and south for a few kilometres, along a dirt road through a land of gently rolling hills of a vivid greenness.  The scattered cottages were different to the houses in the town; they were white and many had vermillion-painted shutters.  Soon a sign announced Domaine de Sinistra: Ferme des Flora Magical, and suddenly they were riding past fields combed into neat furrows and planted with a variety of magical plants.  There was rosemary too, and sage, and Hermione got the impression she was travelling through an enormous bouquet-garni.
At the farm shop Madame Guérard introduced them to the Sinistras and they spent a while drinking yet more coffee before being led through grass meadows to where Aurora Sinistra sat under a tree, a sketch pad on her lap.  Not far away was a gentle babble of water – a brook flowed at the edge of the field.
“The genuine article” murmured Severus, peering carefully towards the mousy-brown woman who sat beneath the tree.  “We meet her at last.”

“Her muzzer says all she does is draw” Madame Guérard reminded them in a confidential whisper.  “Don’t expect a conversation.”

At their approach Aurora looked up.  “Bonjour” she said, recognising her old Headmistress.  And to Severus and Hermione she said the same – “Bonjour; bonjour.”  She didn’t ask them why they had called or express any surprise, or interest in it.  She didn’t say anything unless she was spoken to.  It was like talking to an automaton.  It was only when Severus showed her the photograph and pointed out Olive Green that the real Aurora Sinistra made any comment of her own volition.
“La Dame de Pyrenaicus.”

“What does she say?”

“Zee Mole Lady.”

“But what does she mean–?”

“La Dame de Pyrenaicus.  La Dame de Pyrenaicus!  La Dame de Desman” Aurora repeated earnestly, and she made to tear the photograph.

Eventually Severus began to understand and he persuaded Aurora to show him her clandestine colonies of Desman.  She wouldn’t let anyone else see them and kept telling him it was very secret.  Eventually he led her back to the others, his pockets weighed down with specimen jars and boxes.  Several rodents resided inside them, some alive and some not.
And he didn’t explain matters fully until he and Hermione were back at Hogwarts.
Chapter 18:   The Illustrious I’s
11th to 19th July 1999

In some respects it was hard to leave the fortress town of Torteval and say goodbye to its sun-baked stones and blue skies, but Severus and Hermione had work to do and by Sunday they were back at Hogwarts.  They hadn’t wanted to discuss the rodents during the carriage flight back and limited their conversations with Madam Maxime to Aurora Sinistra (the genuine one), and to the coming school year.  Madam Maxime was spending the day with Hagrid and flying home in the evening, and Severus suggested they dine in the Hall.

“No, do not trouble, Severoos.  We will be quite comfortable in ’Agrid’s ’ut.  You are going home, no?”

“Err, yes.”

“Zen ’Agrid and I will use zee ’ut.”

They hadn’t been totally truthful; Hermione and Severus were staying in the castle to work on the rodents but they didn’t want anyone to know.  Severus was hoping he could solve the poison mystery and notify the Ministry.  He had visions of gloating about it to Rufus Scrimgeour, and of Kingsley saying to his staff ‘Okay everyone – here’s a new weapon in the poisoner’s arsenal, and here’s what we must do…’
“I might even present it to the Extraordinaries” he confided to Hermione.  “It would be quite a good note on which to join, wouldn’t it.  I’ve owled Kingsley and asked if he can tell me what Olive worked on when she worked at the Ministry.”
The Extraordinaries was what he had taken to calling the Society of Extraordinary Potioneers, and he was still toying with the idea of joining both that and the Dark Force Defence League.  Hermione’s father Hugo had asked him about his membership of professional associations and he had little to say in reply.  To say none existed would be a lie and to say that he would have been blackballed by the Dark Force Defence League and had never had time to join the Potioneers begged the questions why, and what had he been doing, and what the Dark Force Defence League was all about.
Towards the end of the week a reply arrived from Kingsley and an unexpected owl from the Minister.  Severus made an excursion to London, and returned with the news that Axel Grunwald kept asking for him.
“Scrimgeour’s worried that Axel’s gone into a decline” he said.  “He’s been asking Scrimgeour if anyone’s requested to see him, and the plain fact is no.  No one’s asked, and Scrimgeour has no idea who to get in touch with.  He doesn’t know if Axel has any family or friends, but presumably Axel has someone or he wouldn’t keep asking for them in this round-about way.  Now he’s requested a visit from me.  I’ve agreed to go on Monday.”
“Why doesn’t Axel just tell the truth?  It would be far simpler.”

“He must think his family are at risk if he names them.  Perhaps he expected them to get in touch using assumed identities.”

“Then maybe he feels they’ve let him down.”

“Yes, and I might be able to use that.”

“You know what I’m going to say–”

“Be careful Severus.”

“Yes, be careful, Severus” she said soberly.  “What did Kingsley have to say?”

“That Olive worked in the Pest Advisory Bureau, dealing with illegal cross-breeds and with dangerous pests such as water shrews.  And there was a problem with Avery & Flint’s Animal Wholesalers.  The Ministry had to clear out a lot of unknown shrew-like moles.”
“Moles and water shrews aren’t dangerous.”

“Water shrews aren’t dangerous to Muggles, but they do have a poisonous bite” he said.  “It looks to me as though Olive crossed Neomys fodiens with Galemys pyrenaicus.  The Ministry didn’t understand.  She – in my humble opinion – produced Fodiens pyrenaicus.  Some of those Desman Aurora gave me aren’t pure Desman; they’re a cross-breed.  I’ll have to let the Ministry have them.  But I do believe their saliva is the missing ingredient.”
“So you’ll be notifying the Ministry officially?”
“I will.  Very soon.  I think we’re close to the finish.”

“Thank goodness.  I’m fed up with cages full of rats.”

“Did you say we had another piece of post?”

“Yes.  Party invitation” Hermione said, sounding happier.  “Harry’s party, Saturday week, is going to be a joint birthday and engagement party.  Molly’s organising it.  It’s going to be a big do.  You will go, won’t you.”

“Of course” he said.  “What party would be complete without old misery-guts Snape?  Day or evening?”

“Evening.  Fancy dress.”

“No problem.  I’ll go as ‘Professor Snape’.”

By Saturday morning, while Hermione kept telling him off for ignoring the breakfast that Jotto had made, Severus completed the analysis.  Finally he wandered along to the kitchens and plonked himself down on a bench.  “It’s done” he said to her.  Then he drank a goblet of orange juice without stopping and set the cup down with a thump.  “It can all go now.  Live animals, dead animals, and the poison, and our notes.  I’m sorry it’s been a rotten week.”
“It had to be done.”
“Party soon.  You can see Harry and Ginny, and Ron.”
“You’ll have Moody and Nadine and the Shaklebolts” she reminded him.  “Professor Snape will have a hard time slinking at the back doing his gloomy act.”
Severus was poised to tuck into a huge plate of eggs and bacon.  “Then I’ll have to rely on Azkaban to supply the gloom” he said.  “I wonder what Axel wants?”
On Monday morning as Severus was travelling to Azkaban Rufus Scrimgeour was congratulating him on his discovery.  “It’s being called Snapebane throughout the Department” Rufus said.  “Not a bad name for it.  I think you should adopt that.”

“But it makes me look an idiot” Severus complained.  “And it doesn’t give Hermione Granger any credit for her work on it.”

“It does not make you look an idiot!” Rufus said, exasperated.  “You’ve bleated on for months that you were poisoned.  What’s the harm in giving the stuff your name?  You worked it out.  Professor Granger will get her credit in the official documentation.  And Olive Green – though why on earth you want this I do not know – will be credited with Fodiens pyrenaicus.”

Severus didn’t explain why he wanted that.  Instead he conceded that Snapebane did not make him look too much of an idiot, and privately he liked the idea of his name being incorporated in the name of a potion.  Scrimgeour explained that the Ministry would make it a controlled substance and the full formulation would not be readily available.  “Have to protect the Desman population” he said.  “And Sinistra’s farm.  Are you going to tell Axel you worked it out?”

“If the time seems right.”

Severus didn’t know what he would say to Axel.  He intended mainly to listen, and to throw in bits of information if he felt it would loosen Axel’s tongue.
By the time of the ride back he was tired and dispirited.  “He still thinks I can plead for his release” he said to Rufus.  “That was all it was about.  It was a wasted morning for both of us.”
But when he saw Hermione later that day Severus had more to say.  “He pleaded with me to get him out” he said.  “Virtually went down on his knees – as if I had some special sway.  Finally he’s let me ‘borrow’ these.”

From the bottle in his pocket Severus extracted a memory and let it fall like a gossamer strand into the Pensieve; then he and Hermione followed it.  As soon as they landed they got a shock because a voice cried out “Who’s that?” as if it could see them.  The man who had spoken was silver-haired and had dark eyes in a long thin face.  It was a lazily cunning face and there was something mole-like about it.  Severus gazed at these faces, known and unknown.  He knew exactly where he was; he was in Coomb Martin, late in the evening, with Olive, Axel, and an older wizard.  The older man had spoken not because he could see them but because a knock had sounded at the door.  He wanted Axel to attend to it, so Severus and Hermione had no choice but to follow him to the front door.
Outside stood a tall, hooded figure holding a fold of his cloak over his face with a gloved hand.  He asked to see Mr Hamnet on a matter of business and even though Axel didn’t know the hooded man he let him into the house.  Returning to the sitting room they found Olive had gone.
“Forgive me for calling so late” the visitor said.  “Mr Hamnet, would it be?  I am pleased to meet you.”
“Who are you, sir?” Ronald Green asked.  “And what is your business?  It is too late for us to entertain guests.”
“Then I will be brief” Lord Voldemort said, letting his cloak fall aside.  “You recently sold an item to a trader in London.  You wanted to pledge it, but he told you he was not a pawnbroker and therefore he would buy it.  Only buy it.  And quite possibly sell it back to you at a later date.  He gave you a poor price – an unfair deal.  Scandalous.  I am contemplating setting the matter right.”
“Why would you do that?” Ronald asked.
“Well, I might not” Voldemort said with a twisted smile.  “It depends.  But I do have the power to set it right.”

Ronald Green was still not happy.  “But why would you do such a thing?” he asked warily.  “And how?  I don’t see what you mean.”
Voldemort stood relaxed and still, apparently thinking the matter over.  He put a hand inside his cloak and drew it out again, and on his palm was the opal and diamond ring, twinkling in the firelight.  Ronald Green gazed at it as if bewitched by the sparkling.
“Do you mind if I sit down?” Voldemort asked.

“Err, yes, very well” Ronald said.  “I did not catch your name.”

“I did not give it.”

“Must I parley with a stranger?”

“Would you prefer me to leave?  This was yours, I take it?”
He held up the ring and, sighing, Ronald admitted it was.  He offered Voldemort a glass of Madeira and Axel poured wine for the three of them.
“Would you like to remove your cloak?” Ronald asked, but Voldemort declined.  “I fear you find us in a predicament” Ronald continued.  “We sold the ring to raise funds.  I assure you, sir, if you think we might want to buy it now, we have no present means.”
“Let us not be hasty” Voldemort said.  “Perhaps a compromise can be found.  This pretty thing is a family heirloom?”

“Yes.”

“And you are not Mr Hamnet.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I must caution you, sir, that I am a man of certain powers” Voldemort warned him, showing for the first time a trace of impatience.  “I come here with good intentions.  I would appreciate it if you would repay that with … frankness.”

“Then…” Ronald Green hesitated, embarrassed, and said “Please continue.  You are a jeweller, sir?  Is that it?”
“I have a passion for historical objects” said Voldemort.  “I would simply like to hear about this ring.  I do not intend to pry into your personal affairs.  I merely want to know about its history.”
“You think we obtained it by fraud–?”

“No, of course not.  Put such worries from your mind” the Dark Lord replied, chuckling softly.  “I am not from the authorities.  I merely pursue my own hobby.  Indulge me, and perhaps we can come to mutually beneficial arrangements.”

Ronald Green was at a loss to know how to begin but it was obvious that he didn’t want to pass up an opportunity.  Voldemort asked if the ring was old and Ronald told Axel to fetch Olive.  “My daughter will talk to you about it” he said.  “It was her mother’s.  I was very sad to have to sell it – I felt I was doing Olivia a great wrong.  But–”

He was tempted to say that he was desperate but felt that would be a betrayal, but Voldemort already sensed it.  Olive arrived, still dress in her school robe.  She looked very much as Severus remembered her, an aging face on a teenage body – a physiology marred by Dementors.  And Axel looked as he had seen him at Honor’s party – black-haired, suntanned, and aloof.  Perhaps because of her Slytherin robe Voldemort looked fondly on Olive.
He repeated his question and she answered “Yes, the ring is old.  It was made for an ancestor of mine – of ours – the famous witch Ismene Karme, daughter of Iobates and Iocaste.  The Illustrious I’s.”

“The Illustrious I’s” Voldemort repeated.  “Iobates, I have heard of.  The master swordsman.  Legendary in his use of the triple-derk – the parallel wounds that never heal.  You say this trinket was made for his daughter.  That makes it how old?  Sixteen hundred?  No, my dear girl, that is not old in my terms.  What a pity.”

“It is a respectable age, sir” Olive insisted.
“It is” he agreed, “But compared to – say – the founding of Hogwarts, my old school, it is positively modern!  Are you sure this is not older?”
He held it up, looking at her very directly, and Severus could sense that her answer was candid and unsuspecting.

“No, sir” she said.  “It is we that go back to the founding of Hogwarts, not the Pleiades Ring.”

Voldemort’s face went rigid.  Severus knew he had closed his mind.  “Explain” he demanded in a tone that was rather too abrupt to be polite.

Olive looked confused and Ronald took over.  “We are an old family” he said.  “We can trace our line back in many ways – that is all my daughter means.  We have links with the founders of Slytherin and Ravenclaw.”

“You have links?”

“Yes.  We – I am not Cornelius Hamnet as you guessed” Ronald admitted, worried that he had antagonised some English grandee who could pull strings and have them deported.  “I am Cornelius’s brother.  I followed his example and settled here, and I adopted the name Ronald Green – it seemed more fitting to be ‘Ronald’ than ‘Gustavus Ranald’.  Our family line is scattered all over Europe.  And yet I have sent my daughter to Hogwarts – Hogwarts has a special place in our hearts.  But I’m sure you will understand that, being yourself and old pupil.  I expect you, too, have such links.”
“Why do you say so?” Voldemort asked.
“All of our kind are related” Ronald said obsequiously.  “All the pure-blood families.”

“You are correct, Mr Green.”  Voldemort said it as if Ronald had answered a question in a competition and won a prize.  “As for myself; my links are Slytherin.  Your daughter’s House, I see.  Why do you wear your uniform in the holidays, girl?  Nothing else in the wardrobe?”

“She outgrows her clothes” Ronald said in despair.  “It is hard to keep up with a growing teenager.  But she is proud of her uniform.”

Voldemort smiled.  “It is no sin to have few clothes” he said.  “Your pride in your House is commendable.  Now, let us return to the ring.  You call it the Pleiades Ring.  Why?”

“It’s known by many names” said Olive.  “Moon and Stars – that’s what the Goblins call it.  Mother said that was right because I was the Moon reborn.  May I?”  She took the ring from his hand and pointed to the opal.  “Sinope” she said.  “My middle name – the Moon.”  Then she pointed to the outer ring of diamonds and named them “Asterope, Merope, Alcyone, Celaeno, Electra, Taygeta, Maia – the Pleiades.”

In spite of himself Voldemort was impressed, and the name Merope had caught his attention.  “And the inner set?” he asked, referring to the inner row of diamonds.
Olive looked at her father.  “You may answer the gentleman” he said.  “We are not ashamed of our family.”
“Asterope, Merope, Sirius, Hespera, Phosphorus, Andromeda, and Cassiopeia” Olive said, as she pointed to stone after stone.  “Asterope being my mother.”
“The Sun” said Voldemort.  “Phosphorus; was he–”
“Yes, the choking sulphurous Floo powder was his” said Ronald.  “We do not denigrate our ancestors – the Brimstone Curse of Phosphorus Avery’s was a fascinating innovation, even if it was wicked.  Sirius Langeveld fashioned the triple-bladed dagger that his son-in-law put to such fearsome use.  Hespera Fancourt invented Duralicht – no one says that was a bad thing.”

“So this pretty trinket” Voldemort said to Ronald, “Has many connotations.  Good and evil.”

“Evil, yes.  And great too.”
“It is a poison ring – hence the inner chamber.”

“It is” Ronald sighed, wishing the questions were over and yet wary of objecting.  “None in there now; it is just a ring.  It has been put to use, and it has been merely jewellery.  It grows late, sir.  I do not want to hurry you but we are tired.  What more do you need to know?  What do you want of us?”

“Can you prove your connection to the founders?”

“Tell the gentleman, Olivia” Ronald said.  “Walk us back through time.”

Olive seemed to gather herself for an effort, then she began.  “Olive Sinope Green” she announced, indicating herself, “Daughter of Gustavus Ranald Grunwald and Olivia Asterope Kristoforou.  Gustavus, son of Ingvarr Adrastos Grunwald and Cornelia Phoebe Hamnet” she added, indicating her father.  “Ingvarr, son of Ismene Amphimaria Lestrange and Janos Erebus Grunwald.  Ismene, daughter of …”

On and on it ran, through Lestranges and Princes, Quigleys, Averys and Gaunts, until they got to the marriage of Inge Slytherin with Joseph Ignotius Gaunt.

Hermione was transfixed.  “Inge Slytherin” she whispered, “Daughter of Melkeor Slytherin and Ivanka Karkarova.”

“Inge Slytherin” Olive echoed proudly, “Daughter of Melkeor Slytherin and Ivanka Karkarova.”

And so it ran again, through a spate of Slytherins, and then via some Crabbe and Travers witches, and then a trio of Viridian wizards to Inigo Viridian’s marriage to Germania Wronski.  From there the line dog-legged abroad, through Wronskis and Grindelwalds, Zogravs and Polyakoffs, until Blanche Peverell brought it home again and into the line Hermione recognised; the line that she had mapped out all the way back to Balthazar Slytherin who married Morwenna Vector and had a son, Bartholomew.

“And-that-is-the-founders-connection” Hermione murmured crisply to Severus.  “A bit dodgy – Morwenna being the daughter of Rowena’s elder sister and marrying Salazar’s elder brother.  It’s not a direct line to either founder.”

“She’s clutching at straws” Severus agreed, “But she’s obviously impressed the Dark Lord.”
He looked impressed too; Olive had a mind as capacious as Hermione’s, though filled with things of less importance.
“This is documented?” Voldemort was asking, and Ronald was assuring him it was.  “You are a remarkable family” Voldemort said.  “So much knowledge, so much impact on history, so much a part of the wider world, and yet here you are.  And I have kept you up too late.  Time to take my leave.”  He tucked the ring into an inner pocket as he added “I want us to speak again.  I should like to dine with you on Friday night.”

“Oh, but–”

“–Rather short notice?” he cut in smoothly.  “Do not feel put out.  Here is a something towards your expenses” and he tossed a hefty bag of gold to Ronald as if it was a goose feather.  “Do not buy any delicacies on my account” he added.  “Good plain food is all a man needs.  But perhaps the young lady would like an Easter egg.  Or perhaps, better still, a fine new gown?  Do you take your NEWTs when you return to Hogwarts?”

“Yes” said Olive.
“So this is your last year.”

“Yes.  I’m afraid so.”

“Do not fear it.  One must grow up sometime.”

Olive nodded and murmured that she knew about growing up.

“What do you mean?” he asked sharply.

“I may not be as old as I look, sir” she said, “But I am older than one supposes.”

“Azkaban?” Voldemort ventured, and Olive admitted that she had been imprisoned.  “Why?” he demanded.
“A-a problem with Muggles” Ronald said.  “A misunderstanding.”

“Despicable! … “Not you” he added coldly, seeing their fearful faces, “The Muggles!  Bane of the wizarding world.”

Olive and Ronald looked at each other, wondering if it was a trick.  Was that his honest opinion of Muggles or was he testing them to see what they would say?  He had finished his wine and was standing up, adjusting his cloak.  “And what of life after Hogwarts?” he asked her.

“Err, the Ministry” Olive said.  “My House Master has put in a word for me with a friend in the Magical Creatures Department.”
“Well done.  For the Ministry one needs good connections” Voldemort agreed.  “I too have many good connections, so do not worry for the future, young Olivia; you have friends in high places now.  I will return here at eight o’clock on Good Friday, Mr Green, and we will speak of old times, and – more importantly – of new opportunities.”

He nodded to Ronald and Axel, swept up Olive’s hand, brushed her fingertips with a kiss, and Apparated away, and as the scene faded Hermione and Severus scrambled out of the Pensieve.
“She knew her stars then” Hermione admitted.  “I haven’t found all those names.  Asterope was her mother’s middle name.  Perhaps they are all middle names.”
“He was thinking of making the ring into a Horcrux” said Severus, “But he needed to find out if it was a founder’s object.  It isn’t.  But he seemed interested to see Olive again.”
“Love?” Hermione wondered.  “Lust?”

“Voldemort never loved anyone but himself” Severus said very definitely.  “Lust?  Perhaps.  But I only ever saw him flirt with Bellatrix, and I think that was just play.  He didn’t have those drives.  He cared only for immortality and for power.  Power unlimited.  What’s the time?  Nearly ten.  Shall we see the other memory?”

It was too interesting to pass up so Severus stored the first strand away and extracted the second.

The scene was the dining room of the same house on Good Friday in 1972.  Ronald, Axel and Voldemort were seated at the dinner table, and Olive, dressed in a new gown of almond green, served them with smoked salmon.  The sideboard was laden with a bowl of fresh fruit salad, a jug of cream, cheeses, and a selection of liqueurs.
Severus and Hermione soon found it dull to watch the diners – they ate and talked and nothing much happened.  Voldemort continued to let his host think he was a dealer in fine art and precious objects.  He made polite enquiries about their magical instrument business and was told that for the past few years it had been going less and less well.  They had hoped the move to the London borders would revive their fortunes but it hadn’t entirely come off.  Voldemort didn’t ask them much about it; it was clear to Severus that he didn’t really care.  He let the talk move on from business to economics and then to politics.  The Grunwalds held similar views to the Malfoys and Blacks but as they were émigrés Voldemort presumed they would have opinions about Grindelwald.

“Grindelwald was a murderous fool!” Ronald growled, his dark eyes twinkling bitterly.  “Young and stupid, he was.  He would have set the world on fire and we would all have perished.”
“Then you do not share his views?”

“His views?  Yes.  His methods?  No” said Ronald.  “There are some things that cannot be done.  Wizards must protect themselves from Muggles but they must do so subtly.  Thanks to Grindelwald our family is decimated and we have fled our homeland.  We are grateful to Britain for giving us a home.”

“Where was your home?”

“Lübeck.  But we are the proverbial gypsies” Ronald admitted.  “We speak many languages and are at home anywhere from Calne to Kazan.”

“And from Pori to Pamplona” Axel chuckled.

“So you are linguists.”

“My son can make a stab at all the Germanic languages” said Ronald.  “Latin and Greek were his stumbling blocks–”

“Thank you, Father–”

“And his English needs improvement.  My brother, Cornelius has a similar gift with the German-based tongues and can hold his own with the western Russian dialects even better than Axel.  And – of course – he can read Ancient Greek and Latin.  Very necessary for old manuscrips.  I say to Axel no man can be an academic if he cannot read the ancient scripts.”

“So you are a linguist too?  Your English is very good, but do I dectect…?”

“A trace of German.  But I try!” said Ronald.  “My stock in trade is German, French, Dutch and Russian.”

“And yet you work as an instrument maker.”
“I help my brother; that is all.  He is the craftsman; I am errand boy.  I still do translation work for the Ministry.  Olivia could do the same – she shares my strengths plus a smattering of Spanish.  I always say she is the Romance side of the family.  She could do well at the Ministry if she didn’t want to waste her time messing around with furry beasts.  International Trading Standards – that’s the thing to be in.  Not Illegal Breeds.  You’ll not get the opportunities to travel that Axel does, Olivia – not in Pest Control you won’t.”
“But you forget, Father, the usefulness of animals” Olive said to him.  “Animals and plants have their wonder too.  You think only of Lunarscopes and forget the living mysteries.”

“Speaking of mysteries” Voldemort said, “I always think that the most interesting part of the Ministry is the Department of Mysteries.”

“Ah, I too think this” said Axel.  “If I were better wizard I would try for Mysteries; yes.  I first prove myself.  Trading Standards – artefacts and instruments.”

“I have friends in the Department of Mysteries.”

“You have friends everywhere” Olive said flirtatiously, but at Voldemort’s remark looks of suppressed hope had appeared on the faces of Axel and Ronald.
“And three more now, I trust” Voldemort continued, turning a fond smile on them.  “And best of all are those times when I can bring all my friends together.  In the melting pot of ideas it is amazing what emerges.  But, for that one needs a meeting place.  Perhaps I should buy myself a fine house.  A big house like this.”

“How can you be a collector of objet d’art and not have a house for them?”

It was another innocent remark from Olive, and Voldemort didn’t answer it at once.  He drew out the ring and placed it by his dessert spoon.  “I do not need to own beauty” he said softly.  “I can admire it in situ.  A piece of music, for example, is best with the virtuoso who can expound it.  A ring is best on a finger – a finger that is worthy of it.”
They continued to spar and to flatter all the way through roast turkey, fruit salad, and on to coffee and liqueurs.  Hermione yawned and Severus shifted his weight from foot to foot to save his legs from freezing up.  Then suddenly they found the conversation had turned again to the matter of houses, and to their uses.
“But when you say you would like to use a room, what do you mean?”

“For meetings” Voldemort replied.
“How often?”

“Two or three times a year.”

“For many people?”

“Possibly up to fifty” he said in an off-hand manner designed to make Ronald think the intrusion would barely be noticeable.  “There would be no problem in paying you for it.  And you would not have to provide refreshments.  You would not be out of pocket over this.  I urge you to consider it.  We are all of like mind, you see.”

The diners had got to the liqueurs and Voldemort was offering the wizards something special.  “Here’s where it goes wrong” Severus speculated, and he was right even though there was little discernable change in the wizards.  Olive did not drink but Voldemort persuaded her to show him the observatory.  She warned him it was not full moon and it was a cloudy night.

“I can provide enough light for both of us” he gloated.  “Axel can be our chaperone, if your father is uneasy about us being alone.”

They left the dining table and went upstairs, Axel following, and Severus and Hermione following him.  Up in the observatory Axel sat in a chair while the other two went to a beautifully crafted telescope, the work of Cornelius Grunwald.  When Voldemort had made a polite show of viewing the moon, he looked around the room.  “Who is that?” he asked, pointing to an ancient portrait of two people.  “Is that Balthazar?”

“No.  It is Bartholomew, with his wife Ignotia.”

“Do you have any other portraits?  Founders portraits?”

“No.  We had to sell most of what we had” Olive admitted.  “Father hopes to buy some of our treasures back again, in time.  We never had founders’ portraits – they are at Hogwarts.  I used to like seeing them there.”

“Where?  In the Headmaster’s room?”

“Yes; mostly.”

“Would you like to go back to Hogwarts?  Would you like to teach?”

Olive looked confused.  “Perhaps … Yes” she said, not wanting to refuse, but not wanting to tell an outright lie.  “I hope one day I will make a good marriage like Morwenna.  Of course she was thirty-five years younger than Balthazar … and she had looks.  I don’t–”

“You have to understand, Olivia” Voldemort said gently, smoothing over her concerns, “Age does not matter.  Appearance does not matter.  What is age to wizards?  And appearance is merely surface.  Trifles.  It is what’s inside that matters.  I can see into your head; into your heart.  I know that you are a great witch.  You come from a great family and it will be great again.  Be patient.  Take this ring.  Take it in promise of greater treasure yet to come.”

Chapter 19:   Quinn
20th to 22nd July 1999

“I’m worn out” Hermione complained as they got ready for bed.  “It takes so long.”

“You cannot speed up time in a Pensieve” Severus reminded her.  “You have to endure the time period of the thinker.  Tedious but telling.”

“Definitely that” said Hermione.  “Voldemort was looking for a founder’s object and Olive was hoping to make a good marriage.  And by chance she gave him the idea of the portraits.  She had no idea what kind of man he was.”
“None at all” Severus agreed.  “It’s probable that she never knew about Horcruxes and that he strung her alone with the thought that he would one day marry her.  Marry her!  Ha!”

“You don’t think he would?”

“Not for a moment.  I’m sure he liked the idea of her illustrious ancestors – all those poisoners and inventors of choking Floo powder.  But marriage?  Why would he want to marry anyone?”

“Perhaps she was prepared to settle for less – to be his lover.”

“And the mother of his children?” Severus asked derisively.  “Yes, perhaps adolescent Olive might have thought so, but I’m damned sure that fatherhood is the last thing Voldemort would have wanted.  He didn’t need children, did he.  And what if they turned out even greater wizards and witches?  He’d have killed them!  Or, if not, they’d have been the end of him.  I’m sure of it.”

Hermione plumped up her pillows and curled against Severus when he was settled.  “There’s no trace of the foreign accent” she said.  “Olive sounded English – she faked it for Aurora, she copied some of Axel’s mannerisms.  Even her father didn’t sound so very German.  He must have been very good at languages.  Been?  Why do I say been?  We don’t know if he’s alive or dead, do we.”

“No, we don’t.  Olive not only sounded English, she was English.  She was born here.  Her Aurora Sinistra creation was her opposite in every respect.”

“So it was; she has a way of thinking back to front.  You know, it occurs to me that she must have known something about the Horcruxes, Sev.  Remember that day she told you she knew it was necessary to wait?  Well, she couldn’t wait forever … Unless … She must have had some hope of extending her life.  I bet he promised her Elixir of Life or some such thing.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right” said Severus.  “Everything comes to those who wait – that’s what Mother used to say when I wanted instant results.  Be patient, my boy – everything comes to those who wait.  I didn’t believe it then.  I still don’t believe it.  I’m an idle swine, as you know, but there are times when you have to get out and grab things.  Seize the moment.”

“I bet you were a horrible child.”

“I was … Bartholomew and Ignotia” he mused, thinking of the portrait.  “Perhaps I should have gone to Godric’s Hollow.  If we had seen the names on those gravestones it might have helped to put this together sooner.”

“You mean Ignotia, and Ignotus, and Ignotius?” said Hermione.  “I don’t know.  But you must keep your promise to Harry when we have time.  Later this summer, perhaps.  Was it odd seeing Olive as a child?  I know she wasn’t literally a child, but she had a childish innocence.”

“Yes, she had.  There’s a certain naïvity to it and a certain cunning – a dangerous edge.  I think all that she ever wanted was material security and the reinstatement of her family’s treasures.  I think that’s what Axel wants, even now.  I think he wants to hand back the ring – back to his family.  He’d let it go via me if he could trust me; but he daren’t try it.”

Hermione’s eyes grew wide and round as she pictured Severus bringing the ring out of Azkaban, and Death Eaters approaching him for it – the last Death Eaters.  “Would Scrimgeour let you take it?” she asked.
“Quite probably, if it would pinpoint any remaining Dark supporters, because part of the kudos would be his.”

“Would you do it?”

“I think so.  It would be dangerous but it could finally settle things.  Do you realise we’re nearly at the end, Hermione?  Olive has filled in the family tree.  We know about the poison she developed.  We’ve met the real Sinistra and can see that Olive probably cursed her in order to take over her identity.  We don’t know exactly why Olive was sent to Azkaban but we know it was to do with Muggles.”
“Scrimgeour won’t say why?  Even now?”

“No.  He’s always maintained it’s not pertinent to my enquiries, and as Olive was a minor it’s confidential.  Same reason Kingsley always gave for not looking it up.  I suppose they’re right.  I’ll have to let go of that one.”

“You’re saying it’s over?”

“I’ve probably milked this as dry as I can.  When Axel dies – and that can’t be long – I’ll have to close the file on Olive Green, and let us get on with the rest of our life.  What would you like to do for the rest of the summer?”

They discussed plans but tentatively, both aware that dangers still might lie ahead.  But two things Hermione was sure of – that they should keep the Godric’s Hollow promise to Harry, and in the shorter term Severus should see how Bill Ogden was doing because they didn’t know if he was still in hospital.

“Yes, I suppose I must do that too” he agreed.  “Living with you is like having a conscience that talks out loud.  Very well; I’ll drop in on Bill tomorrow.”
“You mean today.  It’s already tomorrow.”

“Today then – in a few hours time.”

Bill Ogden was no longer in hospital; he was at the Auror Office, confined to desk work.  He still had a mound of bandage over one eye, and scars were visible across the bridge of his nose and his right eyelid when he closed it.  They were three parallel lines.
“Are you sure a wand did this?” Severus asked.

“Well no one touched me with anything” said Bill.  “It was done by one of those kids who runs up buildings.”  He laughed at Severus’s mystified expression and added “It’s all the rage now – free running they call it.  They don’t bother with Apparition, except in the extreme.  There are gangs of young wizards, very fast, who run off to escape capture.  Up walls, over parapets, big leaps from roof to roof … First time we saw it was when we watched a kid climbing the edge of Peasegood Buildings.  Bermondsey.  Creeping up he was, like a stick insect.  He didn’t know we were watching and eventually we caught him for housebreaking.  He turned out to be the grandson of old Jolyion Peasegood who founded the Peasegood Trust.”
Severus didn’t know what Bill was talking about so the Auror explained.
“Muggle London was a pretty grim place in Victorian times” he said.  “You had the posh bits, but take a walk into, say, the East End, the docks, parts of the south, and you were soon into real poverty.  Real hardship and disease-ridden squalor.  Some wizards wanted to help.  Janus Pepper’s answer was orphanages, Jolyion Peasegood’s was housing.  He built tenements.  They might look forbidding now, but compared to the Muggle back-to-back slums they were a dream.  And look at the Muggle system buildings of the nineteen-sixties!  Peasegood’s tenements don’t suffer progressive collapse if someone’s gas fire explodes.  They’re solid brick.  If you look at the brickwork you’ll see that every sixth course is slightly inset.  It makes a kind of pattern.  Unfortunately it also makes a kind of ladder!  The inset is well under an inch but it’s enough for a toehold.”
“But that’s mad!”

“Yep.  Kids have fallen to their deaths – Muggle kids.  Wizard kids survive.”

“Kids?  You mean teenagers?”

“Yeah, I mean teenagers and twenties – they act like kids” Bill said bitterly.  “There aren’t many Peasegood Buildings now.  The majority were destroyed in World War Two, in the bombing of the docks.  Muggles replaced them with system-built tower blocks, and then with blocks with aerial walkways – all sorts of nonsenses.  The climbing habit never died out – it developed and now they call it free running, like that American craze.”

“What American craze?”

“Wizards there jump from roof to roof across skyscrapers.  Must be quite a sight” Bill said, sounding half in admiration of it.  “I can understand the buzz, y’know.  What we don’t like is when it’s combined with crime.  Housebreaking, mugging, dealing in non-tradables.”
“And it’s a wizarding thing, this free running?”
“Mostly.  But Muggles see it and have a go – it’s spreading to their young males.  Bound to.”

“Why would wizards want to break into Muggle homes?” Severus asked.  “These are not the homes of the rich.  They might have a few silver knick-knacks but they’re not going to have our kind of valuables.”

“That’s what we don’t understand” said Bill.  “Go into the average wizard house and what do you find?  Spare change chucked in a bedside drawer – Galleons equal to more gold than most Muggles see in a lifetime!  And maybe a candelabra on the sideboard – goblin-wrought silver.  No Muggle silver could compare.  No, we don’t understand it, Severus.  We’ve tried infiltrating these parties but we always get spotted.  But the parties are a key to it, and the information about them is circulated in the taverns.”
“Are you wasting your time?” Severus asked him seriously.  “This sounds like the work of petty crooks, not Dark Wizards.  The Darkest thing in all of this is your injury, and that’s only because it reminds me of that triple-bladed dagger of that medieval wizard.  It looks to me as if someone had turned that dagger action into a curse.”

“What?  Invented a spell?”

“Why not?” he said with a twisted smile.  “They do have to be invented – by someone.  Perhaps this one was done in honour of Sirius Langeveld.”
Bill agreed that that might be a possibility and that the wound was taking a long time to heal.  “I’ll never be a field-man again” he said soberly.  “Kingsley’s put me out to grass.  My wife’s delighted.  She always wanted children but refused to start a family while I was on active service.  Now I’m behind a desk for good, that changes everything.  So watch out, in eleven years time you could have a new Ogden.”
“And another decade on I could have another Auror contact.”
“Not if Gertie gets her way” Bill chuckled.  “She wants any child of ours to be an Unspeakable.  If they inherit my looks, they will be!”
“I think you’re right about that curse” Hermione said when they met for tea.  “Severus – what does this free runner look like?”
Severus repeated the description Bill had given him and they both agreed it sounded suspicious.

“Brown hair, nondescript face, jacket that might have been blue?  Trousers that might have been brown?  He didn’t want to stand out, did he” Hermione said.  “He could be a protégé of yours when it comes to keeping under cover.  He might even be taking Polyjuice.”

“Have you got someone in mind?”

“Yes.”  She showed him the family tree that, thanks to Olive’s boasts to Voldemort, was now complete.  “Bard-hy-la Zograf” she said, pointing to a marriage in the early fourteenth century.  “And who was in Zonko’s last year?  Bard-hy-lus Zograf.”

“Zograf is a common name.”

“Yes, we keep being told this.  But we also know how they like to re-use old family names.  What if Bardhylus Zograf is a descendent of Bardhyla?  What if he’s a son of Axel’s?”

“But you said he went to Durmstrang.  Where’s that letter of Krum’s?”

He read again the letter that Hermione had received last winter:

…Three years senior to me was a Quirinius Bardhylus Kadar – known as The Star.  He was Seeker.  But lucky for me my star shone brighter!  I make bad joke perhaps.  It is simply that Bardhylus means white star…

“His name is Kadar, not Zograf.  And not Grunwald!”

“Agreed” Hermione said.
“Three years senior?  Could Axel be the father?  Yes, of course he could.  Easily!”
“You see what I’m driving at?”
“I do.  It’s a possibility.  What if we pay Zonko’s a visit?”

Hermione shook her head.  “It’s boarded up.  And” she added, before Severus could get into his stride, “I don’t think the Head of Hogwarts should go breaking into a shop.”

“You get more like Molly Weasley every day” he warned her.  “The fact that you’re right only makes it more annoying.  But if the Headmaster can’t go burgling, what about his Defence teacher?”
“Is that why you’ve asked Harry here?”

It wasn’t the original reason, but it was in Severus’s opinion a golden opportunity, so when Harry called at the school late that night Severus told him all that Bill had said.

“Pay Parties” said Harry.  “They’re called Pay Parties.  You have to pay to get in, and you have to pay for the drinks as well, but they’re cheap – so I understand.”

“Where are these parties held?  All over the country?”

“They can be” said Harry, “But I think they’re mostly in London.  In old, abandoned warehouses – and sometimes in warehouses still in use, and places on industrial estates.  Always Muggle places – depots, B&Q’s, old gas works…”

“What is the point, though?” Hermione asked.  “The wizarding world have always traded poisons in locations like The Hogs’ Head.”
“Yes, but this is teen culture.  Young people’s culture” Harry said, trying to make her understand.  “Booze, music, drugs, non-tradables – you probably even get some kids flogging their parents’ candlesticks.  I told you – all sorts get traded at those parties.  And according to George it’s the best place for up-to-the-minute music.”

“The New Hobgoblins?”

“Yeah, he’s still keen on them” said Harry.  “But there’s another band as well – Running River, or some name like that.  The New Hobgoblins are getting a bit mainstream, he says.”

“How is George?” Severus asked unexpectedly.  “What actually happened?”
“Scarred for life, he thinks” Harry replied.  “He says it’s nearly as good as mine.  Poor old George got himself in a dispute about Peruvianus shells, and it turned into a fight.  He just wishes he’d seen who did it.  There are a couple of names of the ringleaders – a bloke called Quinn and a bloke called Art Deco.  Nicknames, obviously.  George is determined to try to find one of them in case they can say who attacked him.”

“Was Fred there?  Did he see any of the fight?”
“He was at The Lone Dragon with Angelina.  Lee said George was stupid to argue because Dean can get those shells for him any old time.”
“He’s right” said Hermione.  “Anyone in the radio business can get those.  Didn’t Lee see anything?”

“Err, he was a bit the worse for drink” Harry said ruefully.

Severus was about to launch into a lecture on the foolhardiness of getting drunk but a warning look from Hermione stopped him.  She had told him already that he drank too much, and the fact that he didn’t get intoxicated didn’t mean he could be heedless of his intake.
“We won’t be getting legless at your party” she said primly to Harry.  “How are the arrangements coming along?”

“We’re having outside caterers” Harry replied.  “I’ve finally persuaded Mr Weasley to go fifty-fifty, because it’s such a big guest list.  Neville and Mandy, the Lupins, the Shaklebolts, Hagrid, Mad-Eye, Nadine … I heard Rufus Scrimgeour was hoping to be invited.”

“No!”

“Don’t worry, he won’t be” Harry assured Hermione.  “Scrimgeour’s the last person we’d invite.  Kingsley thinks it’s a wind-up, anyway.  He says Scrimgeour will be in Bulawayo by the twenty-fourth.  Now, what was it you wanted to say about Zonko’s?”

It took Hermione quite a while to dampen Harry and Severus’s ardour for a raid on Zonko’s.
“You don’t understand” Severus kept telling her.  “Apparating into someone else’s property isn’t quite as bad a Muggle housebreaking.  It’s more akin to bad manners that burglary.  It can be fobbed off as a mistake.”

“Are you serious?” she squeaked.  “After all the effort you’ve made to make a good impression?  To be a worthy successor to Dumbledore?”

“Dumbledore would be up for it” Harry pointed out.  “He’d be up for it if the cause was justified.  This could be where that instrument maker is hiding.”

“And it might not.  It might just be where the Zonko family are living!” Hermione said angrily.  “And even if there not in, it’s still not a proper thing to do.”

“Proper?  Look at Horace!  He used to live in people’s houses when they were on holiday.”

“That doesn’t make it right, Harry.  And, yes, Dumbledore might have done it, but Dumbledore was Dumbledore.  He was not Severus trying to put Old Severus behind him and show the world New Severus.”
“Euh?  You’ve lost me” Harry said, looking puzzled.

“He had a height to fall from!  Sev’s still climbing up.”

“Oh, thank you so much–”

“Well it’s true!” she snapped, turning tearful eyes on Severus.  “And the reason I care so much – is – is because I care so much!  I don’t want you throwing away everything you’ve worked for.  You’re not an Auror.  Let Bill Ogden know about Art Deco, and Quinn, and leave the sleuthing to them.  Tip them off about this Bardhylus White Star and let them do their job.”

Harry thought her wrong.  “Dumbledore would never have done it that way” he said.  “He’d have followed his nose.”
“Dumbledore always had the Ministry totally against him!” Hermione growled back.  “Sev’s on pretty good terms with Scrimgeour, as well as being on excellent terms with the Aurors.  It’s not the same game.  And don’t keep encouraging each other to get up to mischief.  You’re as bad as Fred and George.”

It was in Severus’s opinion a totally uncalled for remark, and he said so to Harry as he walked him to the gate.  “I am a million times more careful than the Weasley twins” he complained.  “Are you going to take a look into Zonko’s?”

“Yeah.  Course!” Harry said happily.  “I’ll take Remus – he’s always up for a laugh.”

“Don’t tell him why – not in detail.”

“Okay.  But I’ll have to warn him it’s dangerous.  Are you going to check the fourth-floor passage?”

“Of course” Severus purred.  “But Dumbledore and I made a thorough job of blocking it – it would take a lifetime to unblock.  Meanwhile I’ll owl Bill Ogden – just to please Hermione.”

“And because it’s a good idea.”

“That too.  Goodnight, Harry.”

“Goodnight” Harry said.  “Hey, don’t forget – if you do need to see Scrimgeour, he’s away soon.  Kingsley knows his holiday dates.  And don’t forget our party’s fancy dress.”

Severus had no need to hunt out the Minister because the reverse that happened – Rufus Scrimgeour sent a young messenger, Quintinious Mumps, to call on him him the very next day, asking if he could make an urgent visit to Azkaban on Thursday.  Axel Grunwald was sinking fast and had been moved to a more private cell with a bed; he had requested a final visit.
Severus and Hermione almost shouted for joy when they heard the name Quintinious.  Surely this was the Quinn of the pay parties.  But Severus decided he would have to be tactful about suggesting it to the Aurors – Mumps was a Ministry employee and he didn’t want to be sued for slander.
It was easy to call at the Auror Office before seeing the Minister, and he was out again in minutes, saying that he didn’t want to keep Scrimgeour waiting.  But surprisingly his meeting with Scrimgeour was briefer than expected, and it was the Deputy Minister Pius Thickness who accompanied him to Azkaban.  Scrimgeour had things to sort out for his holiday and didn’t intend to spend his last day doing more work than he needed.
“Minister’s privilege” Pius said sourly.  “Mind you he’s up till all hours when the Council sits late.  He stayed till four in the morning, trying to get an amendment to Weasley’s Statute of Muggle Protection.  Hasn’t succeeded yet, though.  Hardell and Montbegon filibustered, and eventually Bohun called time, so they all went home.  Ha-ha!  He won’t get a first reading, now, till the autumn.”
Pius Thickness had the good manners to leave Severus alone when he saw Axel.  Axel looked very weak; his eyes were sunken into hollows and his face had the waxy yellow colour that reminded Severus of his last glimpse of Lucius Malfoy.  Axel lifted a limp hand and slid the opal ring from a stick-thin finger.  “Take it” he said, passing it to Severus.  “Don’t wear it – promise me.”

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“Store it.  Just store it.  In your office, with all your other treasures.”

“Do you mean it’s mine?”

“No!  Someone will come for it.”

“Axel – you must tell me–” Severus began, but Axel was chuckling quietly.  “Axel – you must tell me” he began again, “Olive – Olivia – did she expect to marry the Dark Lord?”

“You know she did.  Leave now.  Giff me my memories and leave.”

“She didn’t have his Mark.”

“His Mark?”  Axel looked affronted.  “She didn’t need his Mark.  Grunwalds are not servants.  You do not understand.  We are speaking of alliance, not of slavery.”

“Very well – if that’s what you think.  How could she wait for him so long?”

“Long?  What is long to us?  Seven is our marker.  And he could make it longer – he promised her.  He promised.  He returned the ring in proof of his intentions.  They would have wed if you and Potter had not killed her.”
“We didn’t kill her.  She killed herself.”

“You gafe her no choice.  She swore never to reveal the Dark Lord’s secret.  She never revealed it to anyone – not even to us, not fully.  He promised to be faithful to her, and she promised him the same – to wait faithfully until he was ready.”

“He didn’t mean his promise–”

“What do you know?!!  What can you possibly know?” Axel yelled, almost beside himself with outrage.  “I showed you ONE time.  There were many occasions – MANY occasions – when he made such vows.  He never took a wife in all those years.  He knew that we have, handed down in our family, all the wisdom of our family.  And much more besides.  He said that knowledge would persist through time!  It would flourish and extend.  Olivia knew – he would be part of it.”

“No” Severus sighed, almost to himself.  “He would be all of it, not part of it.  She misunderstood.  She thought he was talking of fathering the next generation.  Because that is how you see yourselves – as a series of generations, each more knowledgeable than the last.  But the Dark Lord had other means.  He never allowed equals.  And he never shared any thing.”

Axel had collapsed back, exhausted.  “He gave us back our treasure” he said weakly.
“He restored what was merely yours; because he had no use for it.  A Ring of Tears.  What fools we were.  I will be guardian of it” Severus promised, slipping the ring into a pocket.  “Now … prepare your mind, Grunwald.  Here comes the return of your memories.”

When Severus had restored Axel’s memory he put a further question.
“I have no children” Axel said in answer, but Severus suspected he was lying.

“Not a son?” he asked.  “Not a son called Quintinious, perhaps?”

Axel’s mind snapped shut like a rat trap.  “My answer is no!” he declared.  “Leave me now.”

But Severus was doing frantic calculations.  He had suddenly understood the significance of ‘seven is our marker’.

“What happened in nineteen-ten?” he demanded, but Axel would not answer and began to yell for a guard.  “If you would rather have the company of Dementors than reply to this, it must be very significant” Severus observed.
“How can it be?” Axel snarled.  “You exhaust me with your questions.  How should I know what happened years before my birth?  Go!  Leave me now!  I am finished, Snape.”

“You cannot be.  Seven-score?  You are barely in your prime–”
Lying back, relaxed once more Axel looked him straight in the eyes and Severus felt again the impenetrable wall of his willpower.
“It is over” Axel said calmly.  “I bid you goodbye, Headmaster Snape.”

Chapter 20:   Art Deco

22nd to 31st July 1999

Hermione was very interested to hear Severus’s theory about the marker of seven.  If the Grunwald family reckoned on seven-score as an age marker it would give them a lifespan of a hundred-and-forty years.  And, as Severus pointed out, if the Ravens Craig curse had started around the year 930 ‘seven times seven ages’ should have caused it to lift roundabout the year 1910.  But nothing miraculous had happened then – no fireworks had popped, no bells had rung, no one had run up to the Vectors brandishing the deeds of Ravens Craig and yelling ‘It’s yours’.
He attempted to talk about it to Septima but she didn’t want to discuss it.
“I don’t know what I’ve done to upset her” he said, returning sheepishly to Hermione.  “I tried to explain that I might be out by a year or so either way, and she seemed to close her ears at that point.”
“It’s not really anything you’ve done” Hermione said.  “It’s just very very unfortunate timing.  Septima was eighteen in nineteen-ten.  She’d fallen in love with Aylwin Plumpton but they hardly had any time together.  He went to war in nineteen-fourteen and she never saw him again.”

“He was a soldier?”

“He was a Healer.  He died in the Battle of the Somme.  Septima never got over it.  That’s why she never married.  She doesn’t talk about it.  But his photograph is by her bed.  She’s still got his letters – last one was in nineteen-sixteen.  If we want to get Septima to discuss Ravens Criag mentioning the early part of the twentieth century is not the best approach.  I think it would be best if we sort this for ourselves.  Nineteen-ten means something to us – it’s the date of that ferry disaster in that newspaper cutting.  It could be a coincidence, but given Axel’s reaction to your last few questions, I don’t think so.  I think it marks a time of their misfortune.  Minerva said they were an unlucky family – perhaps that’s when it started.”

“Aren’t you in danger of getting a bit mystical?” he said mischieviously.

Hermione gave him a rueful smile.  “Yeah, okay” she said.  “I’ll concede the point that prophesies have some significance.  Or, that those who know of them are affected by them – spooked, wrong-footed, whatever.”

“So there is more in heaven and earth than is dreamt of in our philosophy.”

“Perhaps.  Even if it’s only inside our heads.”
Harry’s foray into Zonko’s Joke Shop drew a blank and he couldn’t take Remus with him because it was too close to Remus’s preparations for his transformation.  But he took Tonks and she was adamant that the shop was empty and had been unused for months.  No word came from Bill Ogden nor from Kingsley Shaklebolt, but as Hermione was wrapping Harry and Ginny’s engagement present an owl came from the Minister.

“He’s having a garden party on the thirty-first” said Severus.  “I’m commanded – err, invited – to attend.  Seven-thirty at his home in Mould-on-the-Wold.  An all-evening buffet–”

“But that’s the night of Harry and Ginny’s.”
“I know.  I’ll go to both.”

“Both?  How?  This is not fair, Severus” Hermione said, beginning to sense Severus playing games.  “You’ve got a prior engagement.  You owe it to Harry to abide by it.”
“I’m well aware of that” he replied.  “Now let’s think.  This could be deliberate – just spite, because Scrimgeour didn’t get an invitation to Harry’s do, but it is also possible that it’s at the Minister’s do that I’ll be contacted about the ring.”

Myriad scenarios ran through Hermione’s mind.  “What’s the plan?” she asked finally.
“You go to Ottery St Catchpole.  I’ll go to Scrimgeour’s first, then come on to Harry’s at about half-past nine.”

“You’ll miss the meal.”

“It can’t be helped.  I’ll have been at Scrimgeour’s long enough for someone to approach me – if anyone is going to.”

“Perhaps they won’t.  Perhaps they’ll raid your office and steal the ring.”

“They won’t get it.  I’m hiding it elsewhere.”

“They might raid the Weasleys’ party.”

“With all the Aurors there?  I doubt it” he said smiling.  “You as good as told me to keep in with the establishment.  This is how I’m choosing to do it.”
As the days went by Hermione hoped and hoped that someone would come forward and ask about the ring, or even send an owl.  But no one did.  They based themselves at the school that week, walking into Hogsmeade most days, strolling around the shops and lunching at Madam Puddifoots.  In the evenings they made a point of going to The Three Broomsticks, and once to The Hog’s Head.  Many people passed the time of day and one or two chatted, but no one made what Severus would call a significant approach.  Their last lunch together was in The Hog’s Head on Saturday.  Hermione had her party clothes in a badly-packed holdall, and took out the present because she suspected the wrapping paper had ripped.
“Would you like anything to eat?” Severus asked her.

“Err, just a sandwich please – brie and grape.”

“You’re not in Sandra’s Sarnies now” he sneered.  “I doubt that Aberforth has ever heard of brie.”

“Oh!  Err – anything – cheese and pickle?”

Neither of them wanted much because of the parties that evening but Severus went to the bar and found to his amusement that Aberforth did have brie, but no grapes.  He ordered a round of cheese-and-pickle and bacon-and-brie for himself, and as he was counting out his money a wizard hurried up to the bar.

“Bet I’m too late” he mumbled, looking very hot and bothered.  “Blimey, look at the time.  Professor!  Good day ter yer.  I was just about to owl yer.”  Severus looked at him.  It was Ernest Pontner from Wandworks.  “About yer house” he said to Severus.  “Yer Suffolk place.  Eh?  Oh!  Mead anna hot roast-beef bap – cheers Aberforth.  Make it two lots – Jack’ll be in in a tic.  Yeah, about yer house” he continued, turning again to Severus.  “You want the master bedroom turned ensuite.”

“Yes.  Let’s sit down, Pontner.”

Mr Pontner said hello to Hermione and then continued with his discussion of Lempaura.  “I looked up the plans” he said.  “Always keep plans.  Yer got a sloping kinder roof, with dormer windows in the bedrooms.”

“Yes.”

“An’ I got in my minds eye that there’s void spaces in the top storey.  So I was thinkin’ along the lines of buildin’ out partly inter the bedroom, but also partly inter the void.  That way we won’t encroach on the room so much.”

“Sounds excellent.”

“Roight.  Well, how are yer fixed for next week, for me ter take measurements?”
As they agreed a time Aberforth shuffled over with the food, setting out portions of it at the neighbouring table.  Mr Pontner handed him some coins and stood up, picking up his mead.  “You made a neat job o’ that” he said, pointing to Hermione’s parcel.  “Must be summat nice.”

“An Art Deco radio” she said, not entirely accurately.  “Engagement present.”

Mr Pontner hissed as if he’d been stung.  “Art Deco!” he snarled.  “Little b– esscuse my language, but I just had ter sack a bloke called Art Deco.  Shame too – he knew his architecture.  But he was a devious little squirt.”

Severus’s face became impassive but Hermione noticed and eyebrow raise a fraction – he could read her thoughts as if they were written on her forhead.  “What’s his real name?” he asked, turning to Mr Pontner.
“Arty Widdershins” the builder said.  “Know what?  He stuck two fingers up ter me when I givvim the push.  Said he didn’t need me no more.  Ah!  Here’s my bricky, Jack.  Yer muss esscuse us now.  We ’ave our lunch.”

“Hope you can eat two lunches” Severus whispered to her as Mr Pontner moved to the next table.  “I’m off to see Kingsley.  Tell him about Mr Arty-Farty Widdershins.”
“See you at the Weasleys’ tonight then” Hermione whispered back.  “Are you clear on where to go?”

“Just how much of an idiot do you think I am?” he asked in reply.  “The field they use for Quidditch – Harry explained.”

“Okay.  Good luck with Scrimgeour’s do.”
Scrimgeour’s sedate garden party looked as though it was going to be the dullest party Severus had ever attended.  The Minister seemed to have invited all of the Wizengamot as well as his heads of department, and as Severus greeted the Minister he could see Dolores Umbridge and had the horrible impression that she was making a bee line for him.  He dodged out of sight, grabbed a glass of wine and found a vantage point.
Most of the guests were elderly and all were well-dressed.  The youngest man there wore a cloak of some spangled material, and was talking to a podgy-faced wizard that Severus suddenly realised looked like Ludo Bagman.
Hoping for your old job back, Severus wondered?  No sooner had the thought entered his head than he was whisked away by two witches who marched him off in the direction of a rose arbour.  “Delightful as this is” he said, disengaging his arms from theirs, “I’m not convinced of its wisdom.”  He turned to look properly at them and found them to be Dionysia Lovegood and Vivienne Goshawk.

“Is that the thanks we get for saving you from the dolorous toad?” Vivienne asked.
“I had already evaded her.”

“That’s what you think!” Di said smartly.  “She can leap on you from quite a distance.  Talk about a fate worse than death!  Viv; how could you bring yourself to work for an old reprobate like Snape?  If you wanted to teach, you might have come to me.”

“Talk to us, Severus” Vivienne implored him.  “We’re bored.”

“How can you be bored at your own brother’s party?”

“A lifetime’s practice” Vivienne admitted.  “This is all in aid of mending fences, or whatever Rufus calls it.  He wants to reignite that Ownerless Bank Vaults amendment so he’s trying to get everyone on his side.  We were supposed to be on holiday now, but he postponed it.  He actually postponed it!  As if we can start late and come back late?  Marion was furious.”

“We’ve got tickets for the Transylvania / Luxembourg in a week’s time” Di said.  “Had it all planned – we were going as a foursome.  I told Marion it’s grounds for divorce.”

“Oh, not more Quidditch” Severus sighed.  “Did I see Ludo Bagman over there?”

“Yes, with that creep from the Brain Room” said Vivienne.  “Bagman doesn’t do Quidditch any more.  He works in Transportation.  Bit of a come-down, but he had to take it.  He was broke.  He’ll support Rufus on anything just to keep his job.  Let’s not talk about him.  If we must talk careers let’s discuss mine.  I hope it’s going to be fun at your school.”

“Just don’t start off like I did” Di said.  “Causing someone to drop dead.”

Vivienne looked intriegued and Dionysia explained how Septima Vector fell ill the day she arrived.

“You were the one who was supposed to die” said Severus.  “Yes, you Di.  Die Di.  Our Astronomy professor tried to poison you.  I haven’t found out what she used but thanks to a colleague’s memory I’ve seen enough to work out what she was up to.”  He explained how Olive Green had tipped poison over the cherries in her own glass and then switched them for the cherries in the glass intended for Dionysia.  “But you were chivalrous and let Septima go first” he said.  “I could see Sinistra’s face as Septima took the glass you were supposed to have – by the time she’d got over the shock Septima had taken a mouthful.”

“Oh, my goodness!  She meant to poison me?  But why didn’t she?” Di said, wondering.  “She had ample chances all year.”

“Too scared, I think.  And Septima was being treated by the hospital – perhaps that put her off a repeat performance.  Then, when she knew you were moving on, the problem ebbed away.”

Di looked thoughtfully at the onion in her Gillywater as Vivienne said she couldn’t wait to see what Hogwarts had in store for her.  Severus let them chatter as he edged them out of the arbour and around the garden.  Dolores had given up on him; she was bending the ear of Pius Thicknesse.  As he sipped his wine Severus kept careful watch, looking to see if anyone else showed signs of wanting to approach him, but everyone seemed absorbed each in his or her own little crowd.  Eventually he broke free of Di and Vivienne and stood alone, pretending to dither over which canapés to have.  Then he strolled away, taking a glance at his watch.  It was twenty past eight.  In half an hour he would have to leave.  He watched as a waiter put aside a tray and helped to light lanterns, floating them across the garden.  They bobbed on the breeze.
“Wind’s getting up” a voice said, and he turned to find Pius Thickness had caught up with him.  “They don’t give enough light, that’s the problem” the Deputy Minister added, pointing to the lanterns.  “Pretty, though.  Chinese.  Well, Professor; who d’you fancy for the Transylvania / Luxembourg?  My money’s on Luxembourg – skill over brutality.  We’re going over to see it in the flesh.”
“I don’t much follow Quidditch.”

“Don’t you?”  Pius flicked back his long, grey-streaked hair.  “My Oona’s not keen, but she’s always happy to have a trip abroad” he said.  “What about you?  Are you a traveller?”

Severus let him talk about holidays, glancing at his watch whenever he could.  Pius noticed and began to get irritated.  “Off somewhere, are you?” he asked eventually.
“No-no” Severus lied.  “Just checking it – I think it’s starting to run slow.”

“Ought to get one of these” Pius said smugly, pulling out a gold hunter fob-watch and flipping it open.  “It was my father-in-law’s.  A genuine Double-D.  Very rare.  Anti-thief alarm, spell-proof, silver gong tings hours and quarters whenever the case is open.”
“Double-D?  I’ve not come across those.”
“No.  They’re rare.  Run forever.  The old boy who sold me this must’ve retired richer than Croesus.”

“What old boy?”

“Never knew his name” Pius said offhandedly.  “Double D – that was his mark.  Devices of Devizes.”

From that moment Severus pumped Pius Thickness as much as he could about the watchmaker of Devizes, without trying to make it look too obvious and without letting himself look so engrossed that no one would dare to interrupt.  By the time Pius’s watch had ting’d nine o’clock he had learnt that the shop was in a narrow lane near the church and was upstairs, above Muggle premises.  It had been an instrument maker’s rather than just a watchmaker’s, and it had been a favourite haunt of the Malfoys.  And then there had been a quarrel, and Abraxas had warned all his friends to have nothing to do with the shop.

“What was the quarrel about?”

“I really couldn’t say.  Faulty instrument, obviously … although … it’s odd but I have in the back of my mind that the police got involved.”

“The police?  The Muggle police?”

“No, they can’t have can they” Pius said, deciding that his memory was playing tricks on him.  “Perhaps I’ve had too many Ogden’s.  Or more probably not enough.  Excuse me while I forage – Rufus is a stingy swine; you have to hunt the best stuff down towards the end.”

Thickness, clearly, was bored – Severus could hold him no longer.  He had run as dry of chat about the little Wiltshire town as he had of Firewhiskey.  He didn’t want Severus any more; he was looking to move on.
Time to go, Severus decided.  He went in search of a toilet and never returned to the party.  Peering down from a bathroom window he took a last look at the hubbub of people under the lantern light.  The sky had clouded over and the lawn was a carpet of grey.  Thickness was talking to Bagman; or was it to the spangle-cloaked wizard?  No, it was a trick of the light.  Bagman was on his own – entirely on his own.  Thickness had dumped him and wandered off.  And there was no spangle-cloaked man, there was only a faint trace of golden dust.  Or was that an illusion too?  It was so dark now.  And, as Pius Thickness had pointed out, the Chinese lanterns didn’t give sufficient light.
Severus unlocked the bathroom door and, making sure no one was around, he twisted away, his mind fixed on The Burrow.

The party in the Weasleys’ field looked radically different to the Minister’s gathering in his garden.  The most bizarre-looking collection of guests were dancing on a solid floor to the music of a small orchestra.  A Clown was dancing with Cleopatra and a Banshee with the Archbishop of Canterbury.  Severus could see Hermione in her Sphinx costume and Harry in a shaggy Lion suit dancing just beyond a Pierrot with a Columbine, and a Sheep with a Schoolgirl in a gymslip.  The tune ended and Harry and Hermione split up.  She looked around, spotted Severus and hurried over.

“Any luck?”

“None at the Ministry.”

“Did you see Kingsley?”

“No.  Everyone was out.  I had to be content with leaving a message with Bill.  But I did glean one interesting snippet.  At Scrimgeour’s!”  Gleefully he began telling her about Devices of Devizes.

“Let’s dance.”

“What?”

“Let’s dance” Hermione repeated in a furious whisper.  “We’re the only ones not dancing.  We look odd.  And any minute now dreadful Auntie Muriel will find us.”

“But–?”

“Come on – this is a slow one.  Hold me close and shuffle me round.  Then we can keep talking.”

Severus realised he had never before danced with Hermione.  It felt odd at first, but dusk had reached here now so he felt half hidden by it.  The tune was ‘Goodbye Yellow Brick Road’ and it reminded him of his days with Honor.  His youth.  He held Hermione close, dancing cheek to cheek, and peering through the strands of his hair he continued to watched the others and to tell her what Pius Thickness had told him.

“I knew it” Hermione said at last.  “You know what my big mistake was.”

“Falling for a bitter, twisted Potions Master?”

“Not going to the library” she said seriously.  “I wish I’d bothered to return that Looking Glass book.  Then I could have looked up information on Devizes.  They’re bound to have historical information.  They might even have old photographs.  And newspapers!  That’s where I should have looked for the court case.  Not in the Daily Prophet – in the Muggle papers … What’s up?”

“Nothing” he said.  “Just watching.  Trying to work out who everyone is.  I’ve worked out the wolf-in-sheep’s-clothing – highly amusing.  Who’s the Clown?  Kingsley?”

“I don’t think the Shaklebolts are here yet.”

“And the woman in gold with the necklace of carrots?  Luna Lovegood’s granny?”

“Auntie Muriel – Nine Carat Gold.  Don’t get us anywhere near her.”

“It’s alright.  She’s talking to two bunnies.  She’s not dancing.”

“The bunnies are Arthur and Molly.  Rabbity, Babbity, something.  I don’t know wizard fairly tales.”

“I’ve heard a few in my time.  What about the Zebra with the Niffler?

“George, with some new girlfriend” said Hermione.  “He said as he’s got stripes on his face he might as well have them all over.  Fred’s trying to work a hex to make them permanent.  Fred’s the Clown with Cleo.”

“No change there, then.  And the Harlequin?”

“What Harlequin?  Pierrot and Columbine are Neville and Mandy.”

“I thought I saw a Harlequin.”

It had been the briefest impression.  Severus could have sworn he saw a slender masked figure in a cat-suit patterned in gold, black and blue.  The face, half-obscured by a gold mask, had been unrecognisable.  ‘Yellow Brick Road’ was replaced by ‘Do the Hippogriff’ and he had to sit it out, having no wish to make an exhibition of himself cavorting to anything so modern.  He had wanted to say hello to Harry but it was impossible to see him in the forest of raised arms.  Fortunately ‘Do the Hippogriff’ was replaced by ‘Dancing in the Dark’ and he felt able to propel Hermione round the dance floor again.

“You say Harry’s in a Lion suit?  I can’t see it.”

Hermione peered through the crowds.  “Look for a Phoenix then.  That’ll be Ginny.  If they see us I’m sure they’ll come over.”

“I rather like this tune.  I suppose you’ve never heard it.”

“Of course I have.  My gran used to–”

“There!”  He whirled her round.  “Who’s that?”

The Harliquin disappeared again, twisting into nothingness, leaving behind a brief golden sparkle.

“There isn’t a Harlequin” whispered Hermione.  “Only a Pierrot and a Columbine … Severus!  Harlequin.  Do you think that’s the Quinn?  Did we confuse ourselves when we thought Quinn was Quintinious Mumps?”

“Quinn won’t be here.  He’s only interested in those teenager parties.”

But he had an annoying feeling she was right.  The mysterious figure remained illusive, flashing in and out of existence, almost as if he was not a flesh-and-blood person.

“What’s the point?  This won’t get him anywhere.  “Is it, perhaps, not real?” he wondered as the Harlequin disappeared behind an Ice Maiden and a figure with an arrow through his head.  “It’s not some trick of Fred and George’s is it?  He seems to be shadowing that Robin Hood.”

“That’s Bill with Fleur–”

“Professor!”  It was Harry’s voice.  He had arrived, pulling off his Lion’s head to mop his face.  Ginny was beside him, looking like a slender flame.  She was holding Harry’s hand and grinning.  “We just wanna say thanks” he said, sounding out of breath.  “It’s really neat!  We thought it was a radio – had us completely fooled.”

He held out his hand to shake hands and Severus took it, breaking into a smile.

It happened instantly.  No one had time to draw a wand.  A lasso of silk roped them together, pulling all four of them crushingly tight.  Their hands would not separate – they were glued to one-another.  And then they were gone, hooked away, and Severus wasn’t sure whether he imagined the screams from the party guests that were ringing like an echo in his ears.

End of Part Two
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