In the richly mysterious world of J K Rowling’s Harry Potter, Professor Severus Snape embodies the deepest mystery of all, and he is surely the most complex of the characters.

Is he hero or villain?

His coldness genuine or a mask?

What is his history?

What might be his future?

While we eagerly await Ms Rowling’s seventh book, and because it might not quench our insatiable thirst for all things Snapish, here are a few details of my own devising… 
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Part 1   Growing Pains
Chapter 1:   In the Mill’s Shadow
It was three minutes to four in the afternoon, in Snarebeck on that sunny April day.  Three-forty-five marked the end of the school day for children of junior school age in England, and for Severus Snape that entailed a walk of some fifteen minutes through Snarebeck’s narrow streets; the working class corner of Hoddleston where the young wizard had the misfortune to spend his early childhood.  Not that Snarebeck was an especially foul or dangerous place, but Severus just didn’t fit into it.
“Eh-oop, there goes Vera.  Read any good books lately, Vera?  Yer big girl’s–  Look addim!  Thinks isself so ’Igh-n-Mighty, an ’is mam onn’y reads tealeaves!”
As ever, young Severus tried to ignore the jeers of the Snarebeck boys as he threaded his way home through the narrow roads.  He was careful not to look at the boys and not to hold his head too high because part of their hatred was caused by his haughtiness.  Their jeers were ever the same – a play upon his unusual name, remarks about his appearance, taunts about his bookishness, his snobbishness, his parents’ occupations…

It was only to be expected because Severus Snape wasn’t like any other boys in his home town, and although he feared the regular gamut of insults and minor assaults he was glad that he had nothing in common with these poorly clad, ignorant and foul-mouthed children.  His mother had never allowed him to play in the street so by the time he started school and was expected to take a turn at football and cricket, he had developed no aptitude for sports and was never picked to be in anyone’s team.  It was the same story with all games; yet, had they known it, his schoolfellows would have found him remarkable at marbles because he was so used to playing Gobstones.  But they never discovered this; none of the boys wanted to be Severus’s friend, nor by the time he was of school age did Severus want to associate with them.

The only pupil at his primary school that he would have been prepared to befriend was Felicity Gardiner but although she was an intelligent girl and lived a mere few doors down the street at number thirty-seven, there were three serious drawbacks to any such friendship – she was a Muggle, she was female (and he was far from the age of being interested in girls), and she had already made it clear that she had no liking for him.  That last point stung Severus quite sharply because he knew that he was not merely intelligent but actually quite special.  His mother was a witch and he a wizard.  True his father was a Muggle whose job was as an overlooker at the local mill, but Tobias Snape was always in regular employment and a man of self discipline who did his best to keep his household to a certain standard.
None of the Snapes had been popular in Snarebeck.  Tobias was a grim man, as was ‘Old Toby’, his father before him.  Tobias’s job as an overlooker involved checking quality, and poor quality meant a drop in pay for the spinners and weavers if their looms had to be halted.  Rejections were bad enough when they were working with cotton, worse still on the odd occasions when the mill produced silk cloth because that attracted a higher rate of pay.  The work was paid at piece work rates; the workers being rewarded largely by their output, so a halted machine meant precious pounds foregone – hard-earned pounds, and badly needed in that underprivileged area of the town – the district that was called Snarebeck.
It was a surprise to the inhabitants of Snarebeck when Tobias Snape went off to Liverpool and came back with a fiancée.  They could discern no Liverpudlian accent nor any trace of the north in her voice, but because her forename was Eileen they assumed she was of Irish descent.  The wedding was a quiet affair – few people attended – but from what the locals glimpsed of Eileen’s family they said they were a queer bunch.  Tobias and Eileen rented the upstairs of a house in Albert Terrace but almost before they had settled in Old Toby died, and so Tobias and Eileen took over number forty-two Spinner’s End.  Being a whole house instead of just a flat the weekly rent was higher, but they were determined to manage it, and because the house was flanked by the high factory wall the rent of it and of number forty-one opposite was slightly lower than the other Spinner’s End houses.
And there, in the shadow of the mill they planned to settle for good.  Tobias was promoted to overlooker and Eileen, unbeknown to her neighbours who thought she was just a housewife, worked as a magical book repairer.  She also became something of a local fortune-teller, reading the tealeaves to the neighbouring Muggles who had veiled contempt for her haughty manner and fear of her obvious intelligence, but nevertheless felt in need of her reassurance.
When Severus was born in the winter of 1959 he showed every sign of being a miniature version of his parents.  He was skinny like his mother, and with black hair and pale skin.  His face was less rugged than his father’s and his eyes even darker.  He also had a hooked nose.  There was no doubt whose baby he was.  His hair was bushier than Eileen’s and as soon as was possible she began to oil it to disguise the bushiness, confiding to her little boy that the best witches and wizards had sleek hair.  Severus’s father’s rugged countenance drew no comment, but his mother’s hooked nose caused the locals to joke about her being a witch.
“That’s why she reads tealeaves – talks like a duchess; dresses like a witch, ’n’ thinks she’s one ’n’ all!”

Eileen was clever with the readings.  She took little money for each one – “Cross my palm with silver, the amount is immaterial” and she used a mixture of gleaned facts and simple probability when making the foretellings – 
“I see a baby boy.  A big baby boy!  Hmm; ten pounds plus?  In the spring.  Lorraine’s I think.  Advise your daughter against a home confinement – the labour will be long…”

Severus disliked the fact that his mother read tealeaves; he thought it was belittling and risky – she was no Seer, what if she made a disastrously bad prediction!  He also heard his father arguing against it –
“Must you do this, woman?  Don’t I earn enough fer yer?  Can’t yer get more book work if yer must ’ave more munay?”
But although he verbally browbeat her at times Eileen could usually stand her ground with Tobias.  In her own quiet way she provided a social service.  She might be misunderstood by the Muggles, she might be over-protective of them in her cold and distant way, but she had self respect.
A greater source of controversy was Eileen’s wish to send Severus to Hogwarts, her old school, because it was a fee-paying boarding school and far beyond Tobias’s means.  Eileen pointed out that there was provision for families who could not afford the full fee, but the hint of any charity made Tobias even touchier and was the cause of their bitterest rows.  But on this Eileen was unshakable – she knew that Severus had ‘the gift’ and she was going to ensure that he received the best education.  Yet Tobias’s concerns were not groundless; changes were afoot in the spinning and weaving industry, work was being lost to foreign competition.  His ability to provide for his family was under threat.
Nevertheless Severus entered his twelfth summer and gratefully left his Muggle primary school, where Felicity Gardiner, now the top pupil, still shunned him, and he still had not one friend among the boys.  Instead he looked forward to Hogwarts – the school in the castle – with its battlements of stone, and four-poster beds, its ghosts and feasts, and its extensive library of wondrous books.
Several times over that summer he caught his father giving him strange, sidelong glances and finally Tobias said what was on his mind.
“Are yer really sure, son, about going ter that school?”

“Oh yes, Father.  Of course” Severus replied, surprised at the unusually kindly way in which the question was put.
“But what’ll become of yer, lad?  What’ll yer grow up ter be?” Tobias asked, mystified.  “You could ’ave a good job.  A well paid job in Blackburn or somewhere.  An office job.  Yer bright!  There’s no doubt about that.  Yer speak nice – jus’ like yer mother.  No factory work for you.  Yer could ’ave the pick o’ them good jobs; Blackburn, or Manchester, or Liverpool–”

“But don’t you want me to be a wizard, Father?  Don’t you see the wonderful things Mum can do?”

“Aye!  An’ look where it’s got ’er.”
Severus had to give up at this point, and not for the first time.  This was typical of the irresolvable debates that he sometimes had with his father.  And in truth he could never quite understand why his mother, who was a reasonably accomplished witch, lived in this run-down Muggle-infested neighbourhood and tolerated life with this quiet, rather moody, and occasionally spiteful man.  What special magic had ever drawn her to him?  It was a mystery.

But he’s mellowing, Severus said to himself.  And when I’m a qualified wizard Father will understand.  Perhaps I’ll be good at Quidditch; then he won’t mind that I can’t bowl a cricket ball.  Or perhaps I’ll get a job at the Ministry.  That would really impress him!
Having done with Muggle education Severus could now spend more time on preparing himself for Hogwarts.  He was used to seeing his mother perform magic and of latter years he had dipped into her old school textbooks, trying his best to understand them.  He had even taken a look at a few of the books she received for repair, and very evil some of them were.  She was currently working on an ancient book whose title bore no cover.  Eileen’s painstaking repairing spells were revealing it to be a book full of curses and counter-curses.  It looked as if it had been forced through a cheese grater by some angry victim.  The repair job was lengthy, but Severus read eagerly every time a new section was restored, and by the time the job was finished he knew, in principle, many old curses and their counter spells.

But his knowledge was entirely theoretical – he was forbidden to attempt the curses and was not allowed to try anything but the simplest of innocuous spells.  Although Eileen had demonstrated some spells in detail and shown Severus runes, astronomy charts, and a few of the less complex potions she would never let him actually practice magical incantations until his twelfth summer, and them only when she had bought him a wand.
It was during that summer that a most unusual thing happened – Severus received a young visitor.  The rat-a-tat on the door knocker made him start.  Hastily he folded a letter and slipped it into the back of his mother’s appointments diary as her voice called,

“Severus?  Answer the door.  Tell them I’ll only be a moment.”

Severus did as he was told and was taken aback when he saw who the caller was because this particular person had never knocked at the door before.
“Oh, it’s you, Felicity.  Did you … Did you want to arrange a reading?”  This seemed so unlikely that even Severus doubted it.
The girl didn’t answer but stepped inside.  Then she stopped short, looking around the room.  It was like stepping back thirty years.  The wallpaper was faded and yellowed by smoke.  The tall fireplace had nothing to screen it and there was a trace of ash in the grate.  The room was quite bare except for a utility three-piece suite and a solid dining table with four high backed and rather handsome chairs.  She could see nothing of the books because they were concealed.  The door to the stairs was closed but the door to the back of the house stood ajar, and faint sounds came from the kitchen together with a waft of herbal tea.  Felicity walked to the fireplace and picked up a goose quill from a pot on the mantle shelf; a pot that held feathers and spills.

The two children eyed each other carefully, Severus wondering what she wanted and Felicity realising that she had for the first time in her life stepped into the home of a wizard.  When she spoke he was thunderstruck.
“Em.  Did you get a letter this morning?  Green ink?”

He froze, then whispered “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

But Felicity was not to be put off.
“I know you did” she continued.  “I saw an owl poke it through the letter box.  Yes, there’s the envelope–”  She made a move towards the table and Severus stepped into her path, unsure of what else to do, only sure that he must not admit anything about his Hogwarts letter to this interfering Muggle bossy boots.  Felicity smiled at him and added “Don’t worry, Severus.  I got one, too.  Isn’t it wonderful!”
The news that Felicity Gardiner was a Muggle-born witch was, in Severus’s opinion, far from wonderful.  She now wanted to be friends and it was clear that she also wanted to pump him for as much information as he could give her about the magical world.  He did not feel inclined to help her after her years of coldness, and he found her lack of magical knowledge tiresome.  Nevertheless over the next few days he helped her, telling her about the Hogwarts houses and showing her one or two simple spells…
“But how do you turn the match into a needle?  I’m saying the words.  Why doesn’t it happen?”
“You drive it with your mind – it’s all about willpower and intention.  Use your brain!  You have got a brain, haven’t you?”

“Don’t be a beast, Severus.  I was top of our year, not you.  Now, just show me again.  Come on, just once more.”

His eyes narrowed but Severus rallied to the task because he couldn’t resist showing her something that was so outside her experience and so much a part of his.
“Move the wand like this; the words and the wand movement have to fit together, they animate the intention.”

For the umpteenth time Felicity tried and failed.
“Oh, it’s not fair!” she cried.  “You seem to do this easily … Gosh, I’m hungry.”
A ghost of a smile crossed his face.  That day she had chosen to arrive immediately after breakfast and Eileen had made them each a cup of raspberry leaf tea, but the Snape household hospitality did not extend to food for unwelcome guests.
“You will be” he told her.  “Magic uses up vast amounts of energy.  Fortunately Hogwarts provides very large meals.  But for now, I suggest you go home for lunch.  And don’t call this afternoon – I’m busy.  And remember, when you get your wand don’t practice on your own – it’s illegal.”

Despite his lack of enthusiasm thick-skinned Felicity continued to call almost every day and Severus grew weary of her demands and scant appreciation.  He dwelt, too, on the fact that at Muggle school she had beaten him in most subjects.  What if her wizarding powers suddenly blossomed?  Could he stand seven more years of being told how remarkable she was?  No, he concluded, he could not!  And he made up his mind how to fix that little problem.
Chapter 2:   Friendship 

1st Year  September 1970 – August 1971 
Just as she had helped Mrs Gardiner travel to Diagon Alley to buy Felicity’s school things so Eileen Snape felt duty bound to take the two children to Kings Cross for the Hogwarts Express journey on September 1st.  She took them to London on the last day of August and they stayed overnight at the Leakey Cauldron.
“Will we have to do this every year?” Severus asked.

“No, no” his mother assured him.  “You’ll be able to go by Floo to Flourish and Blotts, just as you and I have done in the past.  I’ll let you have some Floo powder to carry around if you don’t waste it.  But I don’t think Felicity should travel by Floo on her first journey.  She’s overawed by it all as it is, poor girl.  Her parents were happy to pay for her room at the Cauldron.  I mentioned Floo powder but they were rather fearful of the idea.”

Severus, who had been to Diagon Alley a few times, enjoyed showing off his knowledge of that part of London, but most of the time he did his best to ignore Felicity.  He wasn’t looking forward to having to travel with her all the way to Scotland – Hoddleston to London had been bad enough, and he had spent much of the time looking at his new school books rather than chatting.  Whenever forced into conversation he had limited it to the subject of the Hogwarts houses and how he hoped to be selected for Slytherin.  Slytherin was his first choice and Ravenclaw his second.  Gryffindor would do, he said, but he believed it was plagued by a lot of show-offs.  He said nothing of Hufflepuff.
Felicity had been noticeably subdued on the journey down, and even during the overnight stay at the Cauldron.  Eileen had attributed it to nerves.  Privately she also thought it was a pleasant change that the girl was quiet; Felicity was normally so full of herself.

On Tuesday morning they travelled by tube train to Kings Cross Station.  Expertly and without making it obvious that she was using magic to assist her, Eileen manoeuvred the two trunks and the children from the Underground station to the forecourt of the mainline station.  Then when the magical barrier opened she got them through it as quickly as possible and onto platform nine and three quarters.
Happy that they were safe on the wizarding side of the barrier she saw no need to stay longer and bid them goodbye.  Severus felt odd as she walked away.  For the first time in his life home was no longer a walk away from school.  His mother had said that he was safe but he was not so sure.

He looked around.  To one side of him Felicity had got into conversation with another first-year girl – a lively redhead called Lily who was being looked after by a tall woman dressed all in green.  And on his other side a large blond lump of a boy stood all alone.  The boy was tall for his age as well as broad – and either very shy or a bit simple.  He said his name was Xavier Yaxley.  Severus introduced himself and surreptitiously took cover behind Xavier because he looked ideal as a shield.  Thick in body and mind, Severus observed unkindly; his bulk will save us from these twittering girls.
As soon as they were allowed onto the train he clambered aboard with Xavier at his heels and they wandered down the corridor because Severus was keen to put a bit of distance between himself and Felicity.  They found a compartment occupied by a solitary second-year boy whose sole contribution to the introductions was to say that his name was Balantyne Avery.  Before the train set off they were joined by two more first-years, Amycus Carrow, and Evan Rosier, a fresh-faced, fair-haired boy clutching a toad.  So it was a young and all-male crowd that journeyed together towards Scotland, and Severus took the opportunity to take off his Muggle jacket and fold it in his trunk, swapping it for his school robes.
An hour into the journey an ugly-looking witch poked her head around the door.
“That’s him!” she squeaked to Amycus, pointing along the corridor.

“Who?”

“In the brown leather riding coat.  Went by just now.”

“Not the black-and-silver?”

“Nah!  That’s Lucius!  Rhodolphus is in brown; he’s the one to see.”

She slid the door closed and disappeared.

“Who d’you want to see?” Evan asked of Amycus.  “And who was that girl?”

“She’s my sister.  She’s in the third year” Amycus explained.  “It’s Lestrange I want to have a chat with.  My sister’s obviously just found out that he’s Quidditch Captain–”
“But we can’t play – not in the first year.  We don’t even know what house we’ll be in.”

“If I’m not in Slytherin I’ll eat my hat” Amycus retorted.  “No, I’ll eat the Sorting Hat!” he decided with a chuckle.
Everyone laughed.

Severus looked up from Basic Hexes for the Busy and Vexed that he was half-heartedly reading to keep an eye on the corridor.  He saw Rhodolphus Lestrange walk by a little later, still in the company of Lucius Malfoy, and both of them scoffing cauldron cakes.  In the compartment the talk had turned to Quidditch and, abandoning his book altogether, Severus learned that Lucius and someone called Jugson were tipped to be next year’s Beaters, Lestrange was Captain and therefore most probably Keeper because that was the position he preferred, and a witch by the name of Bellatrix Black was hot favourite to be Seeker again.

“Are there many girls in the team?” Severus asked.

Evan shrugged.
“Alecto wants to be” Amycus said sadly.  “Balantyne, you’ll know.  Why are there hardly ever any girls?”

Balantyne Avery lowered his copy of One Thousand Magical Herbs and Fungi.
“Not strong enough” he explained.  “Bella’s a bit of an exception.  She’s slender; ideal weight for a Seeker.  And she’s fearless.”

“Fearless?”

“Well … (Balantyne struggled to find the right word) … bonkers” he concluded sourly.

He was the only one who didn’t laugh.  He buried his nose in his book again as the express hurtled through Lincolnshire.
Severus was entranced with Hogwarts.  Everything about it was beautiful – from the row upon row of lighted windows reflecting in the lake, to the curtained four-poster beds, the wrought iron torch brackets, the secret short-cuts, the drifting ghosts, and the rich robes of the staff.  Life here was as far removed from grimy, industrial Snarebeck as Severus had ever known.
He was sorted into Slytherin, his mother’s old house, and so were his new-found friends – Amycus, Xavier, and Evan.  As he took his place at the table he noticed that the tall woman in green that he had seen at Kings Cross was now dressed as a Slytherin student and sitting with the senior students at the far end of the house table.

“Who’s that?” he asked.  “Is she a student?”

“Yeah.  Sixth year” Amycus explained.  “Hey, the Hat said ‘Slytherin’ soon as it touched my head!  How about you?”

Severus was pleased to say that his Sorting had also been very straightforward.  It was a big relief because Felicity’s had been just the opposite – the Hat had spent ages making up its mind and finally announced Hufflepuff in an unconvincing voice.  Felicity had looked dazed and had given him an odd, drunken look of shock because when Severus had explained to her about the houses she had expected to go into Ravenclaw or possibly into Gryffindor.  She said nothing to him but clearly the Hufflepuff decision was a blow to her pride.
The term began and Severus continued to make a point of avoiding Felicity, which was not difficult now that they were in their different houses.  She rarely said a word to anyone in Slytherin and never told anyone that she and Severus Snape were neighbours.  And as for Severus, he focused any interest in people on his teachers and the students in his own house.  He grew quite fond of his House Master and reasonably fond of the Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor although he had slight misgivings about her, thinking that at her great age she was not really equal to the job.  He was totally in awe of the Headmaster and felt a little sad that Dumbledore never seemed to notice him.
Dumbledore was kindly to all students, especially the first-years who found Hogwarts rather intimidating, but his affections seemed to be centred upon certain Gryffindor students – James Potter, Sirius Black, Remus Lupin, and Lily Evans.  It didn’t take long for Severus to grow to hate James and Sirius.  Big-headed, loud, and bullying, they played to the gallery at any opportunity, and too often got away with too much.
He was glad, now, that he had chummed up with Xavier Yaxley and Amycus Carrow.  They were not very bright but what Xavier lacked in brainpower he made up for in brawn, and Amycus was ever-ready for a fight, cunning, and inventive in a small-minded way.  Severus thought of them as his Hagrid and his Peeves.  He also counted Evan among his friends.  Evan, although lazy, was brighter than the other two.  And for some inexplicable reason Balantyne Avery, who had no friends in his own year, latched onto the group of younger boys, albeit in a rather low key manner.  He was often to be found listening to what Severus had to say, particularly about curses and hexes.  In fact as the weeks went by it was clear that Severus had a growing reputation when it came to punishment spells.  Few suspected that his knowledge was almost entirely theoretical, Severus was becoming very good at giving a misleading impression about himself.

It amused Severus to note how certain people preferred certain positions in the common room.  The stars of the sixth and seventh year, such as Rhodolphus Lestrange, Bellatrix Black, Lucius Malfoy, and Ferdinand Jugson, tended to commandeer the armchairs by the fire.  Balantyne Avery usually sat in a corner and favoured a particular coffee table on which to spread his work.  How he could see what he was doing was remarkable because he seemed to choose the darkest corner of the room.  Severus often sat near to him, liking to see what topic he was studying.  And in his wake Severus’s friends tagged along – Evan, Amycus, and Xavier.  Another corner was always dominated by the girl that Severus thought of as ‘the woman in green’, the reserved sixth-year witch whom he had seen at Kings Cross.  She had prematurely grey hair and the amusing name of Olive Green.  She was a studious girl who said little to anyone, but a group of younger students often gravitated towards her corner, particularly fourth-year Honor Wigworthy, and Cheryl Stevens, the friendless Muggle-born of the Slytherin third year.
It was also noticeable how some witches pointedly kept away from the Muggle-born, notably the two Black sisters, and Narcissa’s friend Alecto, and two of the pretty second-year girls – Lucinda, and Gundrada.  However Gundrada’s friend Delia was not so prejudiced, she would sometimes converse with Cheryl.  And she was on good terms with Honor and Olive – she had a wider circle of acquaintances.  As the term rolled on Severus observed these manoeuvrings – who would sometimes sit with whom, who would always avoid whom, and what remarks were made as a result.
A wet October had made way for a foggy November, and the delights of the Hallowe’en Feast had given way to the opening of the Quidditch season.  Soon Severus had seen his first ever game of the wizard sport that his friends raved about.  The match was exciting but also quite scary; the flying fast and brutal.  Slytherin made a good win against Gryffindor.
“Carry on like this and we’ll walk it” Lucius drawled.  “Shaklebolt was foolish to make Andromeda Seeker.  She can’t stand up to Bella.  Never could.”

It was Sunday evening and they were gathered by the common room fire.  Outside cold rain was lashing the castle but they could hear nothing of the storm.  In a quiet corner Balantyne was trying to draw a star chart, and Severus had half a mind on him and half on the Quidditch book he was flicking through.  He was content to listen to the conversation rather than join in.  Evan was thinking carefully over Lucius’s words.
“Why did he pick her, then?” he asked.  “He must know what they’re like – they’ve both been here for years.  Shaklebolt, too.”

“Probably hasn’t got anyone better” Amycus suggested.

“It’s not only that” Lucius pointed out.  “You must not underestimate Shaklebolt’s taste for inclusivity.  He probably wanted to give Andromeda a chance.  She’s a witch, she’s younger, etc, etc…  More fool him, I say.  There is a simple rule in any game – play the strongest team.  Yes, use women if they’re the best, but not for the sake of some misplaced notion of equality.”
At this Severus glanced up, surveying the group by the fire.  Lucius’s point was an interesting one and his first-year friends were looking goggle-eyed at Lucius, hanging on his every word.

“You’ll give us a chance next year, won’t you” Amycus said.  “I’m not bad on a broom and nor are Evan and Xav.  Xav would be great as a Beater.”

“We’ll have to see how you all shape up” Lucius replied, eyeing Xavier’s huge bulk.  “If I’m Captain next year I’ll welcome everyone to the tryouts.  And that includes the ladies, too.”

“Even Cheryl Stevens?” Amycus whispered.
“No.  Maybe not Stevens” Lucius replied coldly.  “When I said everyone I meant everyone in the club as it were; I wasn’t inviting Mudbloods.”

“Is she a Mudblood, then?” Evan asked.

“Course she is” Amycus hissed scornfully.  “Why d’you think my sister won’t talk to her?”
“Honor does sometimes” Balantyne pointed out.  “That skinny girl who’s Slughorn’s pet.  And that weird Olive Green who looks older than McGonagall.  What happened to her to make her look like that?”

“I really have no idea” Lucius sneered.  “What’s the time?  Nearly curfew.  You must excuse me, boys.  Prefect duties call.”
He put on his cloak and flounced away.  Balantyne returned to his star chart and Severus to his library book, while his friends began an earnest discussion about how well the Ravenclaw Seeker Liam Dirac would fare against their champion Bellatrix Black, when Slytherin played Ravenclaw in January.
* * *

It hadn’t taken much experience of life in Slytherin House for Severus to understand why his mother had been so attentive about his hair.  Cheryl Stevens, an able but penniless witch whose work earned lots of house points was nevertheless scorned by most of her own house.  And amongst the first-year Hufflepuffs it was fairly obvious that bushy-haired Felicity Gardiner was also a Muggle-born.  Muggle parentage was a bloodline that drew derisory comments from most Slytherins and even from some Ravenclaws.  Felicity found this frightening and perplexing, and yet Lily Evans in Gryffindor, whose sleek hair did not automatically mark her out as Muggle-born was inclined to declare herself ‘Muggle-born and proud of it’ in the unnervingly bold way that some Gryffindors have.

Is this why Slughorn likes her, Severus wondered?  Because she’s spirited and has no fear of embarrassment?  Severus also realised that he did not have Lily’s natural advantage; he was closer to having Felicity’s natural disadvantage when steam from boiling cauldrons got into his hair.  So he made sure to keep the bushiness under strict control because the last thing he wanted was for anyone to suspect that his bloodline was anything other than ‘pure’.
Christmas was approaching and the end of the autumn term.  Severus was keen to see his parents but he knew that he would miss Hogwarts.  As they got ready for breakfast on Sunday, Evan noticed his dejected face.

“Why not come round my house for Christmas” he offered.  “My mum won’t mind – she always says the more the merrier.  Amycus is going to be there.”
“Oh, err, n-no thanks” Severus said awkwardly.  “It’s good of you to offer, but – I have to be home at Christmas.  Aunts, and so forth.  My mother goes mad if I’m not there.  And there’s no chance of my inviting anyone.  No room.”

He knew it sounded unconvincing – the comment about having loads of aunts was sheer fabrication.  Evan wasn’t fooled; he looked hurt.

“Okay.  No problem” he said, but he tugged his socks on fast and didn’t wait for Severus once he had laced up his shoes.
Severus felt bad about not inviting any of his friends home, but how could he without giving the game away about his Muggle father and his parents’ humble house?  He guessed that his Slytherin friends lived in much better houses; probably not as grand as Lucius’s mansion, but still a far cry from a tiny terraced house in a northern industrial town.  His mother probably wouldn’t welcome other children although she would not complain openly.  His father was more likely to do that, making embarrassing remarks about the cost of Christmas.  No, he decided, I’ll have to be careful.  It was a mistake to get too friendly.  I don’t have money for Christmas presents.  I don’t want them to know that I’m a half-blood.  All in all I did the right thing.  If Evan’s upset, it’s just too bad.  Maybe I’ll stay at Hogwarts next Christmas; that’ll solve the problem.  I’ll say something about needing to work.
* * *

Slytherin’s Quidditch luck continued.  They flattened Ravenclaw in their second match, which took place on a fine day in a snowy mid-January.  Lucius and Ferdy pulled off a spectacular Dopplebeater Defence, knocking a Bludger two-handed into Liam Dirac and winding him so badly that he was unable to keep his broom air born.  And to forestall calls for ‘time out’ Bellatrix caught the Snitch before he had even landed in the snow.  It was a handsome piece of aerial ballet.
Meanwhile at flying lessons, Severus was next to useless, even though he no longer had to rely on the school brooms.  To make matters worse flying lessons took place with the Gryffindors and two of those boys, Sirius Black and James Potter, were excellent flyers.  Both looked certain to be picked as reserve Quidditch players for Gryffindor next year, or even put straight into the team.  Severus feared he would never be picked for his house team.  Broom-flight made him feel airsick, and after a particularly bad lesson towards the end of March he became momentarily paranoid about it, so when in Defence Against the Dark Arts he had to confront a Boggart, it turned into a broomstick.  That was embarrassing, especially as his arch enemies, Potter and Black, were so good at flying.
With great presence of mind Severus turned the Boggart-broom into a paper aeroplane but he also decided to see if there was a potion that could counteract his airsickness.  Professor Slughorn made various suggestions and Severus devoted some of the Easter holiday to making a few brews but none seemed to suit him.
“You might well grow out of it” Slughorn advised.  “This is the trouble with potions.  Their effect is not absolutely guaranteed – not one hundred percent.  Or rather it’s the subject’s reaction that is not guaranteed.  Muggles have the same problem with their drugs, so I’m told.  Don’t give up on flying, Severus; next year may make all the difference.  By the way, that Forgetfulness Potion you did last term – you know it isn’t right.”

“No, sir, I had no idea” Severus said, surprised.  “It came out watery and red-brown, just like Hipworth says.”

“Ah, you’ve been reading The Niads of Lethe” Slughorn said with a knowing wink.  Not all advanced books are as good as they seem.  That particular one is not a recommended textbook at Hogwarts.  When you get to NEWT level you can use Borage’s ‘Advanced’ but for now stick to Jigger’s ‘Magical Draughts’.”
“So what did I do wrong?”

“Borage m’boy; the wrong borage!  I have both, always in stock, and it might have confused you.  You must be sure to use the leaves marinated in vinegar.  The final potion should have a gunmetal sheen.  Rather like Mandrake juice – for which” he added sadly “it has been mistaken with unfortunate results.  But don’t worry, Snape.  You are good at Potions, no doubt about that.  You’ll get good marks I’m sure.”

* * *

Slytherin played their last match on the second Saturday in May and as expected won the Cup.  They had had a spectacular Quidditch year.  Severus thought it an odd feeling to be standing amid the cheering crowds in the stands.  There were many boos from the rest of the school – he noticed how unpopular his house was – but he found that he cared less when he was surrounded by triumphant Slytherins.  What did total popularity matter so long as he was not alone?
He also did well in his end of year exams and left for home on 1st July feeling very pleased.  His first year at wizard school had been so different to his past experiences of school life.
Chapter 3:   A Flying Start

2nd Year  September 1971 – August 1972 
Despite the drizzly start to September, Severus was pleased to be on the Hogwarts Express and travelling towards his second year at wizard school.  Amycus and Evan had spent some time together during the summer, sometimes playing four-aside Quidditch with Alecto and Xavier, and on the train journey on that wet Wednesday Evan could talk of little else but Quidditch trials.

“I hope I get picked for the team” he said for the hundredth time.  His toad Terry gave an extra loud gulp.

“I can’t understand why you keep that thing” Amycus said, pointing to the toad.  “There useless!  Pointless!  At least an owl will carry your post.  All he did last year was leap out your pocket and run away.”

“Well, he’s scared of Peeves” Evan said, stroking Terry protectively.
“Well, we’re not supposed to go sneaking round the school at night” Amycus pointed out.  “If a certain prat-of-a-person didn’t do it, a certain prat-of-a-person wouldn’t run into Peeves so much.”
“I was hungry!  Anyway” Evan added happily, “I know how to get into the kitchens now.  And the house-elves’ll let you have loads o’ stuff.  You didn’t say no to the strawberry flan I brought back to celebrate the end of the exams.”

“Yeah, doing that is one thing” Amycus agreed, “But why were you poking about on the seventh floor, trying to get into Gryffindor Tower?  We’re not allowed into the other houses.  You’ll lose a load of points, and all for no good reason.”

“I like to know my way around” Evan retorted.  “And I’ve always wondered what the other houses are like.  It’s Ravenclaw I really want to get into.  Might learn something useful.  Like their Quidditch plans.”

“Oh yeah!  They’re bound to spout about ’em with you there!” Amycus exclaimed forcefully.

“Not so loud” Severus warned.  “We don’t know who’s in the next compartment, do we.”

His friends fell silent but Amycus seemed to be bursting to say something more.

“Well, I’m right, aren’t I” he hissed.  “The only way Evan’ll overhear anything useful in the Ravenclaw common room is if he looks like a Ravenclaw student.”  He thought for a moment.  “Sev?” he added, “You know a lot of potions ’n stuff.  There must be one that’ll alter Evan so that he looks like someone else.”
“Of course there is.  Polyjuice Potion” Severus said darkly, not liking the way the conversation was heading.

“Have you got any?”

“No.”  The black eyes flashed.  “I don’t have any.  And if I had, I certainly wouldn’t give it away.  And I certainly wouldn’t let Evan use it.”
“Why not?”  Evan looked outraged.

“Because it’s highly dangerous.  We won’t be doing potions like that until our final exams.  Those kinds of transformation draughts can go horribly, permanently wrong.  Trust me!  I’ve read about them.”

“You’ve read about them.  Not like knowing it, though, is it” Evan said derisively.  “Not like trying it.”
“It’s no use” Amycus sighed.  “You’ll have to give up hopes of buttering-up the Captain by discovering the opposition’s tactics.  You’ll just have to get in on pure talent.”

Severus found it impossible to share his friends’ enthusiasm for Quidditch.  He was relieved when Balantyne asked if he wanted a game of chess.

“Wonderful” he said.  “Yes, I’ll just change into my robe and I’ll be right with you.  How is it that you always wear your robes?  Do you live near the station?”

“Something like that” Balantyne said.  “Now chat all you want about Quidditch, lads, but leave us out if it.  I’m going to thrash Severus at a much more subtle game.”

Evan and Amycus had been right in their supposition – Lucius Malfoy, who was now in his final year – was that year’s team Captain.  He held trials three weeks later but by then Amycus had watched a Gryffindor practice session and was able to tell him that James Potter was the new Seeker.  Evan was furious that Amycus had unearthed that titbit, but as Severus pointed out Evan could also have spied on trials and practices if he hadn’t spent so much spare time playing Gobstones.

“I’ve got to really like Gobstones” Evan said.  “And you’re not so bad at it, Sev.  Why don’t you join the club?”

“Because he’s toooooo busy with homework” Amycus and Xavier chorused, and then fell about laughing.

Severus gave them an ‘I suppose you think that’s funny’ look.  Then he thought it over.  He was good at Gobstones but he had never wanted to join the club.  Why not?  I’m not one for joining things, he decided.  It’s only one step removed from socialising.  Gobstones hardly has the prestige of Quidditch – who notices the Gobstones Champion?  No, if I can’t be Seeker, or a top goal scorer, then sport is out.  I’ve got better things to do with my time.
Nevertheless he turned up for the house Quidditch trials but of course was not selected.  His friends were luckier, so as their evenings began to fill with team practices Severus was left alone to study.  Mostly he did so in the common room but if it was noisy or if there were books he wanted to consult but didn’t want to book out, he sometimes rushed his dinner and squeezed in an hour’s study in the library.
The library had become his very favourite room.  Its smell, a mixture of old parchment, inks, and leather, was a reminder of home, and the spines of the books were like vast tapestries in agèd muted colours.  Because talking and eating were forbidden in that room it was a place of silent contemplation, although old Hilary Caldecott the librarian turned a deaf ear to cautious whispering if it was done well away from others and was about school work.
It was in the quiet of the library that Severus got talking to Cheryl, the Muggle-born Slytherin witch with the upturned nose.  He was writing a History of Magic essay that required a list of twentieth century statutes ratified by the International Confederation of Wizards.  Having made his list he decided to double check it by referring to Carlotta Pinkstone’s autobiography ‘The Truth Will Out’ and he was now feeling very pleased that he had made the effort to get to the library, because the library kept only five copies of that autobiography, four of which had been booked out.
He sensed he was being watched but until she spoke he never guessed it was Cheryl.  Her voice was unmistakable – a grating Cockney drawl.
“Err, mind if I jus borrow this a sec?  On’y you’ve got the on’y one left.”

Used to being tricked and teased, Severus gave her a careful look, but mousy-haired Cheryl was not the type to hoodwink decent people.
“Well, I am using it off and on” he murmured, which wasn’t strictly true.  “You don’t mean to take it away, do you?”

“No.  Jus wanna quick look atta few things.  I’ll work here; sno problem.”

She set out parchment and quills at the same table and sat down as Severus slid the book into the middle so that they could both refer to it.  He was surprised at the length of her History of Magic essay – Famous Failures in Concealment.  He had heard that she took learning very seriously and was particularly strong in Charms and Transfiguration.  He wondered why she tried so hard.  Was it because she was Muggle born?
“This is it” she breathed.  “Pinkstone had a different view about hiding.  Turns all the old ideas on their heads.  Binns won’t like this, but I’m gonna add something in about her.”
She wrote a paragraph of notes and then, when finished, slid the book back giving him a sidelong glance.
“Not wivyer friends tonight, then.”  It was an observation rather than a question.

“They’re at Quidditch practice” Severus explained, sounding slightly annoyed.
“You not in the team?”

“I failed the tryout” he whispered acidly.  “I don’t fly well.”

“So did I” Cheryl replied with a bitter smile.  “I fly very well.”

Severus gave her a penetrating stare.  What did she mean?
“Yep, I fly really well” Cheryl repeated.  “Certainly good enough to be Chaser.  But I never got picked, not even for the reserves.  Wrong blood, yer see, according to your mate Lucius anniz snobby friends.”

“He’s hardly ‘my mate’ ” Severus chuckled, aping Cheryl’s terminology.  “He’s in the seventh year.”
“Yeah, but he wont try an’ drive you out o’ Hogwarts.”

“I see you’re still here, too” Severus pointed out.  “You’ve lasted four years.”

Cheryl grinned.  “It’d take a lot t’make me givvis up” she said sagely.  “Once you know you’re a witch there’s no goin’ back t’normal life.  Nah!  Take more ’n ’im t’make me kiss goo’bye to a magical ejjer-kashun … Yeah, four years” she added philosophically, “Yer get ter go ter Hogsmeade from yer third year.  Gundrada an’ Cindy and all that lot are on about it; can’t wait.  I remember my first visit.  Never seen a magical village before; ’mazin’!  Honor walked there wimme.  Nice girl, Honor.  We’re bofe Lund’ners.”
It seemed to her that both being Londoners was somehow important and yet Severus would have been horrified to run into anyone from his own neighbourhood.

“Well, when I say Londoners, I don’t mean we liv close” Cheryl explained.  “I’m from East Ham.  Honor’s from Islington.  Same town, different world.  Mus’ be like Lily an Olive; they’re bofe from New Malden, but I don’t think they’re neighbours.  Don’t know exactly, Olive never says much about ’erself, but she knows Lily’s house.  Anyway, Hogsmeade.  Yeah, you’ll enjoy that next year.  Nice shops, ana pub…”
She gathered up her belongings and arranged them in her bag as she continued to relate titbits about the visits to the village that were allowed on certain Saturdays.

“Gunny’s hopin’ that Hufflepuff Chaser bloke’ll taker” she confided.  “An’ unless I’m very much mistaken Delia’s hopin’ that Dirac bloke’ll ask ’er out–”

“Good lord!  Is that what Hogsmeade visits are all about?” Severus asked, horrified.  “Just the chance to take girls out?”

“Oh no, you can go wivyer mates” Cheryl assured him.  She gave him a wry smile and added “No girls you fancy, then?”

“Certainly not!”

“You’ll learn” she whispered softly.  “See yer.”

And giving him one last look of gentle pity, she trundled away.
On the night before Hallowe’en, Severus heaved a sigh of relief and rolled up his Transfiguration essay.  That completed the week’s homework; now he could relax and enjoy the Feast, providing he kept clear of the Gryffindor bullies.  He fished in his bag and re-read a letter from his mother that had arrived via the family owl at breakfast time.  Her news was that her grandmother had died, so only her mother remained of all of his wizarding relatives.  The rest of his mother’s letter was taken up with the questions she invariably asked “How are you?  Are you coping with the work?  Do you need anything?”

As he sat wondering if he should mention the matter of the Potter and Black bullying, Lucius and Ferdy came lumbering in, wet and muddy from Quidditch practice.  They stood their broomsticks in a corner and took their customary armchairs by the fire.  Lucius sensed Severus watching him so he turned and spoke.
“Sorry you didn’t make the team” he said.  “Maybe next time.  You really ought to snap up a good broom, though.  Something more up-to-date.”

Momentarily Severus was thrown – it was weeks since the tryouts and that was not what was on his mind at all.  Yes, it had been disappointing not to be selected, but Severus had to agree that he was still not much of a flyer.  His mother had a broomstick, but living in a crowded Muggle area he had never been allowed to try flying, and had only acquired a broom of his own as a Christmas present the previous year.  It was a second hand Shooting Star – a far cry from Lucius’s Nimbus 1000.  His hopes of impressing his father with tales of derring-do from the noble sport of Warlocks seemed as far off as ever but he wasn’t brooding about it.  Instead he was wondering whether to say anything about Potter and Black.  No, he decided, it would look like weakness to go complaining to some older boy.
“How are Amycus and Xavier shaping up?” he asked, deciding to stay with the subject of Quidditch.  “And Evan?  He’s been like a dog with two tails since you chose him.”

“We’ve got the makings of a good team” Lucius agreed.  “I’ve chosen Narcissa as Seeker – I’m too heavy for it now.  Gone back to being Chaser.”
“You’re no heavier than Dirac” Ferdy pointed out.

“But don’t forget James Potter” Lucius said warily.  “He’s speedy and very light.  Got a build like Severus, here.  No, I think Narcissa has more chance when it comes to pure speed.  If it was a matter of strength, well, yes, I’d still be Seeker.  But speed is what we’ll need.”

“Well, don’t overlook the Dirac threat” Ferdy said warningly.  “I agree Podmore’s put together a better team than Shaklebolt ever did, but Ravenclaw’s still as much a contender as Gryffindor.  We were lucky last year – he had a bad year and the rest of the team weren’t too special – but we can’t assume Dirac’s peaked.”
Now that Lucius had taken over the position of Captain his line-up included Xavier as one of the Beaters, Evan and Amycus as two of the Chasers, and Balantyne and Amycus’s sister Alecto among his reserves.  So although Severus’s passions were more inclined towards books than sports, he was destined to hear a lot about Quidditch because so many of his friends were involved in it.
Despite Cheryl’s remark about Lucius being his ‘mate’ during his first year Severus had not had much to do with Lucius.  Lucius, naturally, was not interested in the younger boys – he had prefect duties, an established circle of friends, and he was busy with his NEWTs.  Severus was rather shy of him and envious too, because it was obvious that handsome Lucius came from a wealthy family.  His robes were immaculate and looked brand new, he had the latest magical devices, and he was widely acknowledged to be heir to a fine estate in Wiltshire.  Many witches cast Lucius admiring glances but although he would occasionally flirt with Bellatrix Black, the dark haired beauty in the year above him, he privately acknowledged that his sights were set upon her younger sister Narcissa.  Severus could see why; one year’s observation of Bellatrix as Slytherin’s Seeker was enough to reveal her temper and her erratic behaviour.
It was possibly from that very moment before the second Hallowe’en Feast that Severus could mark the beginning of his friendship with Lucius.  It was a small beginning but it strengthened when they met at the parties given by Professor Slughorn.  Severus was not invited to these until the Christmas of his second year and he was shocked to find that the guests included not only Slytherin students but also James Potter, Liam Dirac, and Lily Evans.  Slughorn, in his opinion, was perilously liberal in his tastes.  If I was House Master, he said to himself, I would be very choosy!

Not that he had formed any intention of being a school House Master.  Since arriving at Hogwarts he had given little heed to his career and only regathered his thoughts about it during that first party when he overheard Professor Slughorn asking James Potter what his long term ambitions were.  The answer “I’m hoping to be an Auror” was uttered without a moment’s hesitation.

“Really m’boy?” Slughorn replied.  “I wondered, with your flying ability, whether professional Quidditch might claim you.”

“Yeah, I have thought about that” James admitted.  “But I dunno.  I like sport, but maybe not for my livelihood.  But I do want to do something active and exciting, so what better than to hunt down Dark Wizards?  I’m almost sorry that Dumbledore bagged that Grindelwald.  Who is there left now?”

“Oh, there will always be Dark Wizards” Slughorn replied solemnly.  “But don’t wish Grindelwald back.  Goodness me!  That was no laughing matter.  I’ll be happy if no Dark Wizard comes to the fore in what remains of my lifetime, and I intend to live a good few years yet.  Sorry to wreck your dreams of an exciting career, James, but…  Err, and Lily, what about you, dear…?”

Slughorn had obviously finished with James.  As Lily muttered demurely about hopes of being a Healer, a voice in Severus’s ear murmured “I intend to do as little as possible.”
He looked round and found a smirking Lucius holding a goblet of wine.  Ferdy joined them, taking a deep draught from a flagon of mead.

“It’s all right for you” he hinted grimly to Lucius.  “Not all of us have private means.  D’you think Sluggy’ll put in a word for me at the Ministry?  Or maybe your dad can.”

“Doing what?” Lucius replied.

“Oh, I don’t care which department” Ferdy said carelessly, “I just want a foot in the door.  I can make my own way once I’m in.”

Severus was not asked what he wanted to do but as he latched himself on to the conversation of Lucius and Ferdinand he turned over in his mind the idea of being a Healer.  He knew a bit about it already and certain things about the job appealed to him.  Naturally it required great skill with Potions and Herbology, and also with Defence Against the Dark Arts because many ailments were caused by curses and badly formed spells.  So far he had received excellent marks in Potions, Herbology and Defence, and couldn’t see why that shouldn’t continue.  Being a Healer also put the practitioner in a position of power – that was attractive – power and authority.  Nice!  Healership carried the kudos of being a profession.  Better and better!  And the job itself might require ingenuity.  Of course a good deal of Healing work would be routine, but if he could get into the right field wouldn’t there be scope for research and for widening the boundaries of magical knowledge?  Yes, Severus decided, all things considered he might become a Healer.
He pulled his mind back to the conversation and found that Ferdy was discussing girls; he was full of opinions about the third and fourth year Slytherin witches and was boasting about going out with Cindy Crouch.

“Has she actually agreed to go?” Lucius asked dryly and nodded in a knowing way when Ferdy was unable to say yes.  “Don’t waste your time” he advised.  “She gives everyone the run around.  One day someone will teach that little bitch a very sharp lesson.”

“And will that be you?” Ferdy asked.  “Or are you still stuck on snooty Narcissa?”

It seemed that Lucius was keen on Narcissa.  He tried to laugh the comment off but Severus noticed he was blushing.  He also noticed that although Ferdy had a lot to say about Cindy Crouch his eyes strayed often to Honor Wigworthy, the plain and lanky girl who year by year seemed to grow thinner as well as taller, and was now being buttonholed by Slughorn about the possibility of winning a Potions award.
When Severus went home for Christmas he noticed that his father was not in good health.  His mother put this down to worries about the mill which was rumoured to be facing closure.

“Will I be able to continue at Hogwarts?” he asked meekly.  “Will I have to switch to somewhere cheaper?”
“The very idea!” his mother retorted.  “Hogwarts is the finest magical school in Britain.  You will certainly not be going anywhere ‘cheaper’.”  She laid a delicate emphasis on the word as if she had said something distasteful, and then added thoughtfully “No, Severus, it will not be you that leaves Hogwarts.”

It turned out that although his father’s job was insecure the Snapes were not facing immediate disaster because Eileen had inherited a large sum of gold from her grandmother.  Most of it went into savings, but she bought Severus a book for Christmas, Seymour Lux’s ‘Mindbending – a Treatise on Mental Penetration and Defence’.  It would turn out to be the most valuable present he ever received.
He returned to school five days before the end of the holiday and spent that time having flying lessons with Amycus and Xavier, because they had promised him some coaching in return for receiving his tips about the latest hexes.  They were not the best of teachers but Severus improved merely because of the opportunity to practice.  He was nowhere near the standard required for the house team, nor even to be considered as a reserve player, but he had hopes that if he persevered, and conquered his nerves and his airsickness, he might one day be chosen as reserve Seeker.
“Sev” Xavier said carefully, one evening some time later.  “You know when you showed us those hexes an’ stuff.”

Severus looked up coldly.  He wasn’t keen on being called Sev but it was impossible to make his close friends stick to Severus.  It would be cruel to ask Xavier to remember such a thing; he could hardly remember which day it was.

“I was wonderin’ ” Xavier continued “If you’d help us out with other stuff as well.”

“Such as?”

“Well, I didn’t do well in Charms an’ Transfig last year, an’ I was half scared they’d throw me out.”

“So you want a bit of coaching?  Is that it?”

“Well, yeah.”

“What about Astronomy and History?  You didn’t do well in those either.”
“Blimey!  You remember my results better than I do.  No, I’m not fussed about History.  They won’t expel me if I flunk one subject will they?  But Charms and Transfig – they’re too important.”

“You know, Xavier” Severus observed, “You’re the most complex simpleton I’ve ever had the privilege to meet.  Well I suppose I could help you practice some charms and some transformations.  But I’m not writing your essays for you.  Nor letting you copy – not large chunks.  You can read my essays and then think them over…”
He soon found himself helping Evan and Amycus as well.  It wasn’t too onerous because they were only interested in keeping abreast of the mainstream subjects.  And discussing, for example, the theory of Summoning Charms could actually be useful to Severus because it revealed any weak spots of his own, that he could then work on.
He never admitted to this benefit.  On the contrary, he let them feel obliged for his assistance, and felt gratified when the end of year exam results were published.  All his friends had made progress, particularly Xavier and Amycus who had begun their Hogwarts careers as ‘fail’ and ‘borderline fail’ in many subjects.  As for Severus, his results had improved steadily, but as he had realised at the start of the year, he automatically had more study time than his friends because he didn’t fill his evenings with Quidditch, hobbies, and socialising.  Study was his hobby, and knowledge his passion.
Chapter 4:   New Charms
3rd Year  September 1972 – 8th June 1973 
It was something of a blow when the third year opened and Lucius was no longer at Hogwarts.  To make matters worse the Potter and Black bullying problem was more frequent.  Severus’s reputation for knowing the Darker side of magic was now deserved, he had more practical experience and a thirst for experiment, and he was known to have coached his friends in many hexes.  Sirius Black in Gryffindor took a dim view of what he saw as this male Slytherin hobby and tiny wars raged at times in the corridors.  Sirius had James Potter and Remus Lupin in support, and Peter Pettigrew as well, although realistically Peter wasn’t much of a threat.  Conversely Severus had the solid support of his friends, three of whom he had schooled, so inadvertently he looked like a leader of a gang.  Although with his unprepossessing looks and quiet, bookish manner had there ever been a less likely-looking gang leader?

Severus was horrified to learn that Sirius’s younger brother Regulus had also joined the school but Regulus was sorted into Slytherin and he turned out to be a pleasant boy, not at all like his boorish elder brother.  Carefully Severus befriended him.  He did not overstrain matters in case Regulus had no inclination to be friends, but he reasoned that if he could be on good terms with Regulus he would be better placed to find out in advance what misdemeanours James and Sirius were planning and perhaps get them expelled.
Sometimes in the Great Hall he would find himself studying them – James, Sirius, Peter, Remus – the worst gang within Gryffindor House.  It was high time something was done about them and if he could be the one to bring them down so much the better.
And Lily?  What of Lily?  His black eyes roved to her.
Being vivacious and bold, Muggle-born, and a Gryffindor, and far too good at Potions which was a favourite subject of his own, there was every reason for Severus to take against Lily, yet try as he may he could not quite bring it off.  Even though it drove him to distraction every time his own House Master praised her.  Lily was no Felicity; there were possibilities of kindness and understanding within Lily – Severus sensed that she had compassion without sentimentality.  And he couldn’t help noticing that she was extremely pretty.

But as the thirteen year old Severus began to contemplate his future he resolutely slammed his mind shut on the matter of Lily’s good looks.  If he was going to fantasise about any witch – if he was going to dream about what he might want for his twenties or thirties or forties – he would not build those dreams around a Mudblood.  No matter how talented; no matter how good looking.  No!  He might decide to play around with any witch that momentarily caught his eye, but when it came to more serious and longer term matters he would save himself for … for … for?  Whom?

For Gundrada Lufkin, he said to himself as his eyes slid down the house table to where she sat chatting to her friends Cindy and Delia.

Gundrada, Delia and Lucinda – usually found together, and sometimes accompanied by Narcissa.  The acclaimed ‘beauty parade’ of the Slytherin fourth and fifth year.  His lip curled and momentarily he stopped chewing his roast chicken.  Gazelle-like Narcissa of the fifth year was out of bounds – Lucius’s many comments had made that clear to all.  In the year below, shapely Gundrada was the ‘looker’ (as Ferdinand Jugson so eloquently put it) because of her curvaceousness, her cascading hair of dark-blonde waves, and her eyes like sparkling sapphires.  And she was the only daughter of a well-connected, pure-blood family – her father was something at the Ministry…  But…?
Severus sighed.  He had to admit that as far as he could tell Gundrada was not the brightest of the bunch.  Delia was the intellectual.  Not slim like the others, which was perhaps a pity, but she had a lovely face and eyes of an even deeper blue than Gundrada.  Dark hair, that she usually wore in a high pony tail and charmed to scroll over her right shoulder.  Yes, Delia was very much in the running, he decided.  Quiet and hard working.  And pure-blood.  And, if one ignored Honor, her poor relation in the sixth year, no one could deny that Delia was financially well connected.
And Cindy?  Naughty Cindy – Lucinda Crouch – a minx if ever there was one.  Hair as black as a raven’s wing, strong white teeth, eyes as green as Lily’s; the daughter of an up-and-coming pure-blood family with connections in the Ministry and in the Wizengamot.
“Spoilt for choice” he muttered aloud as he speared a second helping of chicken breast from the central platter.
“What’s that, Sev?” Regulus asked from across the table.

“What?” he replied, frowning.  “Nothing.  Just wondering.” He cast about for a change of subject and found one.  “You know that Lupin; I believe he leaves the school every month.”

“Got a sick mother” Regulus explained.

“Sick mother?  Sick mind, more like” Severus sneered, and on either side of him Xavier and Amycus dutifully chuckled.

The year also saw another addition to Severus’s circle of friends in the name of Jonathan Wilkes.  Johnny was chosen as reserve Seeker by Neville Vaisey who was Keeper and the new team Captain.  Johnny became a friend of Evan’s and therefore became known to Severus.  He was quite possibly the ugliest boy in the school; his chin protruded and his teeth looked too large for his head.  But Severus didn’t mind this because he hoped that next to Johnny he would look more attractive.  Had anyone asked, Severus would never have admitted to being concerned about his looks but it was a matter that had grown on his mind, and he had reached the stage of being prepared to try out certain auto-charms that he had read about in a library book, in the hope of making a few improvements.  Amycus caught him once in the bathroom all alone, attempting to whiten his teeth.  Amycus laughed but was sworn to secrecy.  Severus tried the charm for a fortnight and then gave up in disgust.  It had made not a scrap of difference.  Part way through this period of experimentation Evan appeared one night looking a delicate shade of green and tried to get into bed and draw the curtains without being seen.

“What the hell’ve you been up to?” Amycus cried.  “Come out and show us!”

Evan admitted that he had been trying to alter his rosy complexion.  Amycus grinned and cast a glance at Severus, but Severus gave him a warning look and made a small movement in the direction of his wand.  Not wanting to suffer a tongue gluing Amycus shut up voluntarily, but he grinned off and on for days.
The third Saturday in February was host to the third Hogsmeade weekend of the year.

“You’ve got to come this time, Sev” Evan insisted as he dived into his clothes that morning.  “Don’t give us all that crap about too much work to do.  Have a day off.”
Severus gave him a withering look.  “I fail to see what is so special about going for a drink in an overcrowded, stuffy, smoke-ridden pub, and having to put up with the double act of Potter and Black” he replied.  “You said yourselves that all they did was to show off and chat up that Rosmerta woman.”

“Ah yes, but we’re not going to the Three Broomsticks” Amycus sneered.  “We’re off to–”

“Not that frilly bloody teashop where Lucius used to take Narcissa?”

Evan was very entertained by this remark from Severus.  “Ooooh” he cooed archly.  “Frilly bloody teashop – get him!  You wouldn’t have come out with that if Lucius was still here.  Idolised him, didn’t you Sev.”

There were cackles of laughter around the dormitory and Severus looked awkward.  Lucius had been a kind of hero figure to him, especially in the first year.  It wasn’t so true now, although he would have been ready to admit that he had learned a lot from Lucius.

“As I was saying” Amycus cut in loudly, “Before I was so RUDELY interrupted – we’re off to the other pub.”

“What other pub?”

“He doesn’t know!  He doesn’t know!” Amycus chortled gleefully.  “Come along and see, you little bookworm.  You can even get a whiskey, there, if the barman’s in the right mood.”

It was difficult saying no to Hogsmeade weekends.  Not only was there the prospect of getting away from schoolwork and of having a drink in a lovely old tavern, there was also Honeyduke’s Sweetshop and Zonko’s Joke Shop to explore.  Severus wouldn’t have minded going to any of these, the only drawback was money – he just didn’t have very much.  The other boys rarely lacked money, and Regulus always had plenty.  But Severus had very little so what he had he eked out carefully month by month, and so whenever an excursion was mooted that was likely to need him to dip into his moneybag Severus was primed to say that he intended to stay behind and catch up on his homework.  This was a standing joke because most of the time he was up to date with everything and even had time to help his friends.  But the odd thing was that when Severus actually did opt out of Hogsmeade trips he grew bored without his friends so, usually, he really did resort to studying or at least browsed the library shelves.
Although his preferred subject was the Dark Arts, Severus’s growing awareness of the opposite sex and of his own appearance made him re-try auto-charms a few weeks later and look for a better textbook about it.  His favourite book of the moment was Trevor Kleff’s The Key to Auto-Magic.  He now appreciated that it was by no means easy to perform magic upon oneself.  Charms were possible but took a lot of courage and mental focus.  Healing spells were especially difficult, partly because the power of the witch or wizard concerned could be sapped by their poor state of health.  But hating to be beaten Severus persisted with auto-charms, reading the theory and daring to risk one or two less dangerous charms whenever he got moments alone.  By mid April he had managed to alter his hair colour and its length, and change it back again without any tell-tale mistakes.  The charms had made his hair look less greasy but instead it looked fluffy, so not wanting to risk revealing its natural bushiness Severus dropped those experiments and returned to more serious magic.  Later he made another brief attempt to improve his teeth, but again without success and gave it up for good, saying to himself that witches would have to accept him as he was – ‘warts ’n’ all’.
At Easter time a Post Office owl delivered a modest Honeydukes Easter egg and a letter from his mother.  Severus put the egg to one side; his main concern was to read the letter.  As usual it contained two main topics but this time both were surprises and one was unwelcome.  The nasty surprise was that his father was in hospital in Blackburn.  His mother made light of it but Severus knew that for his father to need to go to a Muggle hospital was a serious matter.  The other piece of news was that after almost three years the Gardiners were considering removing Felicity from Hogwarts because she was doing increasingly badly.  Not only were her magical powers weak she was even having trouble with straightforward subjects such as History of Magic because her ability to retain and recall facts seemed to deteriorate year on year.
I was surprised when I first heard of this, Eileen’s letter continued.  At times Mrs Gardiner has asked me how you are doing, and naturally I say ‘very well; good results each year’ – and then on the last occasion the poor woman burst into tears on my doorstep and said Hogwarts was the worst decision they had ever made, and they wonder if the spells have affected their daughter mentally.  I can’t imagine how that could be the case.  Anyway, don’t be surprised if Felicity leaves Hogwarts.
I must go now.  I’ll let you know how father gets on.  Enjoy your Easter Egg and don’t worry…”
Severus was overjoyed to think that Felicity was leaving Hogwarts.  She was a link with his humble roots and he could not afford such links.  Amongst his fellow Slytherins he had said nothing about his family’s circumstances or blood line, and in almost three years had been asked surprisingly few questions.  He hadn’t expected Felicity to leave – simply to overlook him – but this was a bonus, if only no one delved into the causes.
But that small joy was tinged with worry, and overshadowed by deep concern about his father.  He had never been able to make his father understand the magic of Hogwarts and of the wizarding world in general.  It wasn’t for lack of trying – each time he had returned home he had shown him favourite passages in his textbooks and explained his essays.  Tobias had looked at it all without comment but he appeared to be dazed by it, and even frightened by it.  A gulf had opened between father and son, a widening gulf, and both father and son were ill-equipped to bridge it.  Young Severus was too inexperienced and aging Tobias too set in his ways.
If only I’d been in the Quidditch team, Severus sighed, Father might have understood that, and not been so antagonistic towards all this.  We might, in time, even have got him to an Arrows’ match somehow.  In time.  But how much time have we got?
He picked up the Easter Egg and traced his fingers absentmindedly over the embossed box; his thoughts still far away.  He had never been on wonderful terms with his father but he didn’t want anything to happen to him.
Chapter 5:   A Walk in the Dark
9 June 1973 – 20 August 1973 
Part way through his end of year exams Severus received, by owl, an invitation.  Specifically it was an invitation to the Malfoys’ August House Party together with a note from Lucius.  The note explained that the parties, which were annual events, took place over a weekend, from Friday night to Monday morning although some guests left after dinner on Sunday.  “Do be here for dinner on the Friday night” Lucius had added pointedly.
Severus wondered whether his mother would mind him going.  It was only six weeks since his father had died and it seemed wrong to desert her for a whole weekend.  But, on the other hand she was on her own when he was at school so did it really make much difference?  He wanted to say ‘yes’ because life was nothing but misery at the moment – his father’s demise, and his school friends’ understandable awkwardness about mentioning it, his own desire not to talk about it, the pressure of exams…  He wanted a break from what had become a grim routine.  And he wanted some new experiences.  I’ll send a provisional ‘yes’ to Lucius and explain the circumstances, he decided.  Then I’ll see what Mother thinks of the idea.
Eileen was quite in favour of his weekend at the Malfoys and fussed about it when he got home.  In truth she was not pleased about doing without her son’s company for three more days but she was glad of the immediate distraction of the arrangements, and she realised that it was wise for Severus to foster such good connections in order to progress.
“You’d better take your dress robes” she said.  “And what else?”

“Nothing, only my black robes” Severus replied.  “I’m happiest in black.”

Eileen Snape fought to suppress a smile.  It was so true, her son did favour black, and he would never wear Muggle clothes unless it was unavoidable.  She bit her lip, wondering.  “You could do with some new underwear–”

“No, no, no; I’ll be fine, Mother.  No one’s going to see my underwear.”

“You might have to share a room.”

“That’s true … Well, I can be discrete.  If I do have to share, I doubt that I’ll be paired with some dazzling wench.  No one’s going to notice what I’m wearing.”

“How do you propose to get to the Malfoys?  It’s a long train ride.”

“Floo powder.”

“Then you must take some travelling clothes – save your good robes from the soot.”

“Fuss, fuss, fuss…”

“Yes, I will fuss!  I want you to look your best.  What if you do meet some dazzling witch?”

“Wench, Mother.”

“Just you behave yourself, young man…”

Eileen was right about sharing the room but Severus was right that it didn’t matter.  He was accommodated in The Lodge, a pretty mock Gothic cottage by the main entrance that in former times had served as the gate keeper’s home, and was now used for overspill from the house.  He shared the bedroom with Regulus, and Regulus was too well brought up to make unkind comments about people’s worn clothes.  Evan Rosier, Jonathan Wilkes and Balantyne Avery were also attending the weekend party.  Evan and Johnny shared a room in the main house, and Balantyne was even more honoured – he had a bedroom all to himself.
Although Abraxas was the host he barely spoke to Severus and left Lucius to take care of the younger guests.  Lucius’s polite comment to Severus, tendering his regrets about the death of Tobias Snape, was brief.  He seemed conscious that Severus did not want mushy sentiment.  Or was it that Lucius was engrossed in his own romantic plans?  Severus began to suspect the latter, and he soon realised why.
At dinner on Friday evening Abraxas Malfoy announced the engagement of Lucius to Narcissa.  Dinner in the mansion’s banqueting room was a sparkling affair; tables spread with creamy damasked silk, food from gold platters, champagne from crystal goblets…
Saturday was a day of semi-impromptu games – Quidditch and Swiven Hodge, and some other sport that the adults took part in, but Severus could not discover what it was and so concluded it must be illegal.  Evan and Johnny were ecstatic about the broom games, but five minutes of humiliation with a badly behaved broomstick that was lent to him by a horrible child called Fanella, made Severus determined to avoid the childish fun, and he persuaded Regulus to skip the games and take a stroll through the grounds with him.  In the afternoon sunshine they walked past the goat pen, threaded their way through a herd of red deer, crossed the lake at the three-arch bridge, and skirted the edge of the woodland.  At times they could hear shouts from the forest and they exchanged significant looks.  Was a hunt in progress?  They saw nothing and returned in time for a late afternoon tea.

Saturday night was a ball with a buffet meal.  Severus did not dance and the younger members of the party were ushered to bed at a reasonable hour.

Dinner on Sunday was more muted.  A few guests had departed and there was a general feeling of winding down.  But late into the night in Abraxas’s study a lamp burned – someone was sitting up very late indeed.
In the pitch darkness of The Lodge’s little bedroom Severus didn’t know what woke him but he found himself wide awake.  The parlour clock struck a single note and he wondered if it was one o’clock or half past something.  He fumbled for his watch and accidentally dropped it, so he lay still, listening for the next strike and wishing that the parlour had a chiming clock, or better still that The Lodge had an alarm clock in the bedroom.
Time passed and another note sounded.
So he had lain awake from half past twelve to one.  Or was it from one to half past?  A whisper broke the silence.
“Severus.  Are you awake?”

“No” he grumbled.  “And you go to sleep, too.”

“What’s the time?”
“One o’clock or half past.”

“Half past what?”

“ONE, you – you – black wizard, you!”

“That’s funny, coming from you.”

“Why?”

“Well, you’re the one whose name ought to be Black.”

“Damn you, Regulus.  Chitter-chatter.  I’m fully awake now.”

“Let’s go for a walk then.”

Regulus lit his wand and they put on socks and shoes and threw cloaks over their nightshirts.  Once outside they saw that the night sky was clear, the moon waning towards its last quarter but giving enough light to see by without the aid of wands.  At Severus’s suggestion they took a route that circled the house in the opposite direction to that of their afternoon walk and for some reason they kept very quiet.  Severus was surprised at how quietly Regulus could move – he seemed almost to glide above the ground like a barn owl.  The deer gave them a few odd looks but the goats continued to rip up grass in a heedless manner.

Suddenly, by the goat pen, Severus put a warning hand on Regulus’s arm.  Both wizards halted.  They could hear a door being unlocked, and over the back of a large goat they caught sight of a wizard walking out onto the terrace.  His features were in darkness because the light was behind him but Severus was sure that this person had not been a guest at the dinners or the ball.  This was a secret visitor.
The stranger stood for a while, drinking in the dark night, and in absolute silence and stillness they watched him, as did the large goat who was blocking them from view.  Severus wondered why he was thankful for the goat’s solid presence; he couldn’t say why except that the unknown wizard exuded an aura of evil – powerful, frightening, and alluring.

A cool breeze blew from across the lake and Severus suddenly shivered.  In the forest beyond, the leaves rustled.  Whispering Wood Regulus had called it, and the wizard on the terrace stood motionless as if listening to the trees’ conversation.
Then sounds came from the house; a voice and the scrape of a curtain being drawn further back, and the wizard on the terrace half turned towards the study he had left.  His face, now partly in profile looked waxy and gaunt.  He murmured something to his host, flipped his hood over his head, turned smoothly from the house and Disapparated.  Abraxas stepped onto the terrace, puffing at a pipe.  He, too, stood for a while, smoking and thinking, then he went inside as if driven by the night breezes.  The lock clicked behind him and the curtains slid into place, returning the terrace to darkness.
For a long moment Severus and Regulus remained as if rooted to the spot.  Finally without a word they set off back to The Lodge, Regulus leading the way.  Severus found that he had been digging his nails into the palms of his hands, and as he watched Regulus pacing ahead he could swear that the boy’s knees were shaking.
Chapter 6:   Potioneers
4th Year  1 September 1973 – June 1974 
The first term of the fourth year started badly.  Severus turned up at Kings Cross to find Evan and Amycus on the verge of coming to blows, and Xavier trying to keep the peace between them.  When he saw Severus he gave it up and left the others to fight it out.

“Amycus insulted Evan’s dad” Xavier explained.  “Said he was a drunk and was always in The Lone Dragon.”

“Is it true?” Severus asked.

“Well, I think it is a bit true” Xavier admitted.  “But some men are like that, aren’t they.  We can’t help what our fathers are like.”

“How did all this start?”

“Ev boasting he doesn’t need to worry about grades because his dad’ll see him alright.  He’s banking on going into his dad’s import business.”

“Well … it’s a point of view I suppose” Severus mused.

“Yeah but Amycus says that by the time we leave school Ev’s dad’s business’ll be down the pan.”
“Oh dear!” Severus chuckled, giving the other two a wide berth.  “Let’s get aboard the train, Xavier.  They’ve got to the ‘wands out’ stage.  We don’t want to get hexed, do we.”

Xavier followed him onto the train like a faithful dog.  Amycus joined them eventually while Evan stomped off to find a seat with the third years.  Severus didn’t want a long discussion about what well placed fathers might do to help their offspring but he needn’t have worried.  He found he could leave the conversation to Xavier and Amycus, and no questions were asked about his own family.  It was clear, though, that both boys were worried about their futures.  They were neither great craftsmen nor intellectuals, and they did not come from particularly wealthy families.  Amycus even hinted that that was why he liked to keep in with Lucius.

As he put on his Slytherin robes Severus couldn’t help admitting to himself that his situation had some parallels, but he had always thought of Lucius as more than just a useful contact.  He patted the pockets of his robe, found a leaflet about careers at St Mungo’s and sat reading it while the others wondered how soon the lunch trolley would roll by.
Although Severus had school friends of his own age group, the years of friendship with Lucius had held him in good stead.  Technically Lucius was very gifted, and was now a fully qualified wizard.  He delighted in teasing Severus and his friends by means of non-verbal spells but he also encouraged the young boys to use them, so by the time Severus entered his fourth year at Hogwarts he was no stranger to silent incantations.  They were easy to practice because by their nature the other students didn’t notice them, and if they failed Severus could just utter aloud the incantation a second or so later and no one was any the wiser.  His favourite trick was to combine that with a Summoning Charm (a Charm he had just learned to master), because if employed at the right moment the effect could startle his friends.
By breakfast time the following day Evan and Amycus were talking to each other again, and were giving the impression that the argument had happened because they both wanted to ask out Ilana Goldstein.  Severus didn’t accuse them of lying; he simply gave a silent cheer that things were back to normal.  But it also set him thinking that very soon girls would be on the agenda.
He had changed his views since that first conversation with Cheryl.  There were now three or four girls that he definitely wouldn’t mind being seen with and he was toying with the idea of setting something up for the first Hogsmeade weekend.  The fifth year beauty parade were top of his list but there was also Greta de Montmorency in the third year.
The trouble with Greta, he said to himself, is that she’s a Gryffindor.  And not a quiet one!  If I ask her and she says ‘no’ she’ll also joke about it to everyone and make me look a fool.  It would be too risky to ask her.  Whereas if I ask Gundrada, or Delia, or even Cindy, I won’t feel so stupid being turned down by an older girl because I can claim that age difference caused the rejection.  It’s not such a loss of face.

Anyway, I’m steeling myself against the worst but they might not all say no.  I only need one ‘yes’.  Come on Severus, faint heart never won fair lady, and they don’t come much fairer than Gundrada.

A week went by.  And then another.  Severus found that he was watching the girls more and more.  He watched them take their seats at meals, and glide away again.  He watched them clomp down the corridors, school bags over their shoulders, laughing and talking.  He watched them in the library, quills busily scratching, or sharing sweets when they thought Caldecott wasn’t looking.

And it was in the library that a chance mumble from Xavier gave him an alternative plan.  They were doing their Defence homework and Xavier was trying to understand the difference between a wolf Animagus and a werewolf.
“If you get, bitten, you’ll find out” Severus muttered.  “Get bitten by a werewolf and you won’t see us for dust.  Get bitten by a wolf and you’ll just need the wound cleaned and dressed.  Unless it’s got plague, of course.”

“Wolves don’t carry plague” Amycus hissed.  “That’s rats.”

“Oh yes, my mistake” Severus chuckled, giving Peter Pettigrew a leering grin.  “Dogs and rats; my least favourite animals.”

“What’s wrong with you today?” Amycus whispered angrily.

“He’s mooning about a girl” Evan murmured.

“What girl?”

“Any girl.  Anyone who’ll be dumb enough to say ‘yes’.”

Severus kicked him under the table, but Xavier surprised them by mumbling “Me too, Sev.  I’m mooning about a girl.  Hope I get an invite to Sluggy’s Christmas do this time.  The word is he’s going to allow us to bring guests.  I thought I’d ask Bully.”

The others didn’t know whether to laugh or wince because Agatha Bulstrode was not their idea of an ideal date, however they realised that she was probably perfect for Xavier.
Christmas!  The party!  Yes that’s the answer, Severus mused.  No, he decided shortly.  Christmas is too far away.  It’s all too uncertain and I’m just procrastinating.  If I’m going to do this it must be now, before my nerve goes altogether.  So it’s to be tea in Hogsmeade.  And who to ask?  Well, who’s around?

Cindy and Gundrada were nowhere to be found that evening so, ceasing the moment, he asked the witch who was – Delia Greengrass.  She blushed slightly.

“Oh, err … Ha!  I didn’t expect…  Err, I’m very sorry, Severus, I’ve already agreed to go with Liam … Sorry.”

She actually looked sorry but Severus was furious.  So she was going out with that Ravenclaw twit.  How dare she!
He bit back his anger and said “Oh, well … never mind.  Another time?  Err, I wonder then, whether this Saturday your friend Gundrada might be free…?”

“I’m not sure” Delia replied.  “She’s err, doing some extra lessons at the moment.  Potions mainly.  Professor Slughorn’s very kind, isn’t he.  He’s putting on extra lessons for those who really want them.  I suppose they might be cancelled on a Hogsmeade weekend, but then again they might not.  Sluggy’s the conscientious type, isn’t he…”

Delia chattered on about what a good teacher Slughorn was while Severus’s mind raced.  He hadn’t been offered extra lessons!  But that was possibly because he didn’t need them.  But who did need them?  Were they Remedial Potions, or the chance to do advanced work?

“…And I’m seriously thinking of being a teacher, too” Delia concluded breathlessly.  “Don’t you think that’s a great thing to be?”

“Great thing to be?”  Severus had a momentary vision of teaching Sirius and James, or some son of Sirius or James.  The thought was abhorrent.  No, he didn’t want to be a teacher, not unless all the pupils were like himself – diligent and enquiring.  “No, I’m not so sure about that” he said grimly.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve just remembered an essay I didn’t finish.”

Slughorn’s extra lessons, as Severus discovered one week later, would more accurately be described as a mixed ability workshop because they were a jumble of remedial work and advanced studies that took place early on certain Saturday mornings.  A motley collection of students were in the Potions dungeon when Severus arrived for his extra lesson – he had sought Slughorn out and signed up for them immediately; he didn’t want anyone stealing a march on him!  There in the dungeon at one table sat Gundrada Lufkin, Honor Wigworthy, and Cheryl Stevens, at another sat Lily Evans with her friend Greta from the year below, and at a third table were James Potter and Peter Pettigrew.  Peter’s presence was no surprise to Severus and nor to be honest was James’s.  Gundrada’s attendance confirmed his suspicion that her talents did not extend significantly beyond History of Magic and Ancient Runes, while Delia’s cousin, Honor was there presumably for opposite reasons – she was said to be turning into an expert Potioneer, as was Cheryl one year below her.  And Greta?  He tried not to catch her eye and suspected that she was deliberately not looking at him.  In reality he knew next to nothing of the cheeky third-year girl except that she was friends with Lily and her grandmother was famous for Love Potions.  And Lily?  Why was Lily here?

“Well, now” said Slughorn, motioning them to settle down, “Honor I know you’ll want to continue with your analytical work and Cheryl with your Blood-Replenishing Potion, so off you go m’dears, and take no notice of the rest of us.  Now, for the rest of you - for those who want to practice again that Invigoration Draught by all means do so, because it’s trickier than one would suspect.  And for those who want to try something new … Lily?  And James, perhaps … I thought you’d like to have a shot at the Draught of Living Death.  Severus m’boy, would you like to do the same?  I know it’s very advanced and I’m not expecting perfection from you; I’d just be interested to see what you all make of it.  You will not of course have a textbook to help you (he looked pointedly at Severus as he said this and almost beamed) so I’ve copied the instructions onto the board.  All the ingredients are in the store cupboard.  Off you go.”

A little smile twitched the corner of Slughorn’s mouth as Severus, who had seated himself behind James, surreptitiously rummaged for his copy of Advanced Potion Making.  He knew that Severus consulted textbooks well in advance of his year.  That was what the boy’s trunk contained, mostly – few clothes, but many books; and what he didn’t own, he borrowed from the library.  But for someone so obviously poor, his personal possessions included the occasional surprise.

Severus turned to page ten and bent to the task.  Lily was already cutting valerian roots.  James was also working hard – far harder than Severus had ever seen him work when he had Sirius, Peter and Remus for an audience.  So he really is determined to get top grades, thought Severus.  He really wants that Auror job.  I had better grab some valerian root!

A few minutes later James was having trouble with the Sopophorous Bean and so was Severus.  Both boys swore softly and stole glances at Lily who was already scooping up juice and adding it to her cauldron.  James whispered her name and cast her an agonised look.  She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, then scribbled a note on a corner of a piece of parchment, tore it off and flung it towards him; angrily!  She didn’t relish being interrupted.  James peered at the scrap and threw her another despairing glance – he couldn’t read her writing.  Suddenly the parchment skipped off his table and landed by Severus, neatly summoned by a non-verbal spell.  James turned and grabbed it back but in that time Severus had read it – ‘Crush bean with flat side of dagger.  Silver dagger.  Don’t cut – squash!’.  Severus tried it.  It worked.  He scribbled a similar note in the margin of his textbook and was suddenly aware of Lily’s gaze.  Joyfully he gave her an evil smile.  She tossed her head in annoyance and went back to stirring her cauldron, quietly counting.

That moment was what Cheryl would have described as an eye-opener.  That moment showed Severus that Lily really did know a few things.  She could literally outclass the textbooks.  And if she could do it so could he!

He lay awake that night, wondering.  Not about Cheryl’s perfect Blood-Replenisher, nor about Honor’s sure-footed operation of Golpalott’s Third Law, but about Lily.  Lily was no fool after all; Slughorn’s adoration of her had some justification.  Why did I not think of this, he wondered?  I’m not so hamstrung by method in Defence Against the Dark Arts – why have I slavishly copied potions methods and never challenged them?  Never developed them?  From now on it’ll be different.  And Slughorn will see that he has a young genius in his own house – right under his nose.  No more fawning on Gryffindors!
He rolled onto his stomach and propped his chin on his hands.  Of course Lily doesn’t have all the answers, he reasoned, but why pass up what she does have?  But I can’t watch her every second, and she’s a speedy worker; I might miss something.  What might help me is a way of looking into her mind.
Quietly he got out of bed and rummaged in his trunk, the sound of Xavier’s snores covering any soft noises he made.  He scrambled back into bed, ensured the curtains were shut, and lit his wand.  Then he smiled.  Yes, he had withdrawn the right book – Mindbenders.  He turned to the chapter on Legilimency and began to read it with renewed attention.

Severus had a tough fight on his hands when he decided to surpass Lily’s potions brilliance but the challenge was good for him and stopped him sinking under the despair of being the favourite punch bag of James and Sirius.  To her credit Lily seemed to take a dim view of their behaviour.  (Not that Severus gave her any credit.)
Chapter 7:   Sour Grapes 

4th Year continued (1 September 1973 – June 1974) 

Slytherin played a disappointing match in the cold rain of 3rd November; they lost to Gryffindor and came back very downhearted.  The Hufflepuff / Ravenclaw match four weeks later was even colder and wetter.  It was again played in snow, but unlike the previous year it took place during a blizzard and the spectators had a hard time seeing what was happening.  Bored with not knowing what was going on, Regulus moulded a few snowballs, turned them various shades of yellow, and floated them across the pitch.  He couldn’t manage to turn them gold but they were good enough to confuse the Seekers into thinking momentarily that they might be the Snitch.  Professor McGonagall borrowed the commentator’s megaphone and threatened to take house points form the perpetrator of the fake Snitches, but thanks to the snowstorm she had no hope of tracking them to their source.  Hufflepuff won the match but the Slytherin spectators insisted it was because the Ravenclaw team had died of boredom.
The following morning Severus nipped up to the Owlery before daybreak to post his Christmas card to his mother.  It was freezing and his breath formed a white mist in the chilly tower.  He called a school owl, attached the card, and watched it take flight into the gloom.  The morning sky was still black and star-studded; the land below purple-dark and shapeless under its blanket of snow.

A sudden scrunching sound warned him he was no longer alone.  Turning, he came face to face with Greta de Montmorency picking her way through the owl pellets, her smooth, wheat-coloured hair looking silvery in the light of her wand.
“You’re up early” she said.  “Don’t you mind the cold?”
“No.  Such things don’t bother me” Severus replied, hoping that his teeth wouldn’t chatter and spoil the effect.  “You don’t seem to mind either.”

“I’m tough, too” Greta said with a touch of conceit.  “Are you writing home?”

“Christmas card.”

“Wow, you’re early!” she exclaimed.  “I don’t do mine till the week before Christmas.  But I like to send my post early in the day, like you do.  It gets so busy after breakfast, and I can never find my owl.”
She called her little owl and despatched a letter, then she turned.  A calculating look had come over her face.
“Severus?” she added in a sing-song voice.
“Yes” he replied warily.

“You know, when you asked me to Hogsmeade–”

“Yes” he said again, now with a hint of exasperation as he watched her owl flying south.

“And I said ‘no’.”

He turned around again and gave her a sneering grin.  “Your cutting refusal is engraved on my heart” he explained, folding his arms across his chest in indication of the offended area.
“Oh.” Greta didn’t know whether to smile or look grave, but she pressed on.  “Well, if you still want to go out with me, why don’t we go to Sluggy’s party together?”

“We?  Go to Sluggy’s party?  Together?”

“Well, it’s not such a bad idea–”

“Firstly, he’s not ‘Sluggy’, he’s Professor Slughorn to you” Severus cut in acidly.  “He’s not your House Master so it seems a bit rich for non-Slytherins to call him Sluggy.  Secondly (he paused for effect and added smugly) I’m not going.”

“Not going?  I don’t believe it!”

“Too much work to do.”

“Too much work?  Oh, come on!  Who gets better marks than you?  How good do you need to be?”

She was almost angry; she had spirit, the little Gryffindor.  A small smile twitched the corners of his mouth but Severus would not relent.  This pretty and mischievous child had said no to him.  Now he would say no to her.  She was only a third-year and far too forward.  Who was she to decline his invitation to tea and then try to get him to take her to a party?  What a cheek!  Am I her last hope, he wondered suddenly?  Has she tried everyone else?
Greta was giving him another of her calculating looks.
“You haven’t got an invitation, have you” she stated flatly although it was obviously a shot in the dark.
His face turned to stone as if by magic.  “Of course I have” he hissed.  “I can go to my House Master’s Christmas parties whenever I please–”

“Yes.  Sorry!” Greta said hurriedly, realising she had overstepped the mark.  “Well, if you do change your mind … I’m sorry I turned down that tea invitation.  So if you do decide to go to the party, and want a friend to take … well … I’ll leave it to you.  But don’t work too hard” she added, trying to save the situation.  “People say you get a hundred percent in almost everything now.  What’s the point of trying for more?  What more is there than ‘all there is’?”
Turning on her heel she walked as gracefully away as the pellet litter would allow, the wand-light showing her the way.  Severus watched her go, then he snatched his wand from the frosty window ledge and followed suit, wondering whether he should back down and let her come along, wondering how envious Johnny Wilkes would feel because the gossip was that he fancied Greta.  And Johnny definitely didn’t have an invitation to the party.

I knew I shouldn’t have asked her to tea, he said to himself as he made his way back to bed.  She was bound to say no, silly little bitch.  Why didn’t I trust my instincts?  You’re an idiot, Severus!
He had a hot bath when he got back to the dungeons and was dressed and ready for breakfast while the others were still wandering to and from the bathroom.
“Sev, have you done that Transfig essay?” Evan asked.
“Of course I have” Severus told him.

“Can I see it?”

“No.  You’ll only copy it.  Write your own.”

“Well I’ve tried twice but I keep going wrong.  Okay.  I’ll try today.”

But Gobstones claimed Evan’s time that day.  And then as the week progressed there was Quidditch practice, and more homework – easier homework that he felt up to tackling.  And at the weekend there was a party to gatecrash, and then Gobstones again, and games of chess and Exploding Snap… 

On the night before the last Transfiguration lesson of term Evan was in a panic, sitting up late and trying to finish his fifth attempt at the essay for Professor McGonagall on Cross-Species Switches.  Amycus helped out where he could and Severus watched, thinking that Amycus was more of a hindrance than a help.  Johnny watched too, but what he thought of it nobody knew because he was very quiet.  Eventually Severus could stand it no longer and took over helping Evan, while Johnny returned to reading Wizard World.
Ten minutes later Amycus gave a cavernous yawn.  “I’m going to bed” he announced.
“So am I when Sev’s done this for me” Evan replied with a grin.
But the grin faded when he saw that the essay sections Severus had corrected were not written to look like his own handwriting.  Was Severus going to let him down?  It seemed so because suddenly the parchment was flung back at him in a state he would have called unfinished.
“You’d better read what I’ve written and write it out for yourself” Severus snapped.  “McGonagall’s going to test us tomorrow, and Cross-Species transformation will come up.  You should have done this weeks ago.”
“Test us?” Evan said, horrified.  “She won’t do that.  She never said she would.”

“She said so the week before last, she just didn’t remind us.  Deliberately, probably” Severus said peevishly.  “So don’t go thinking you can hand this in without looking at it, and not give it any thought until revision time.  And you’d do better to read up about transformation theory than waste your time on that trash” he added, rounding on Johnny and his magazine.

“Come on” Evan said quietly to the other boys, rolling up his essay and stuffing it into his bag.  He pursed his lips and gave Severus a sour look.  “Thanks and all that for helping, Sev, but don’t mind us if we just push off now.”
He slouched away toward the dormitories with Amycus beside him, their muted voices floating briefly back.

“What’s eating him?”

“Dunno.”
“My sister gets like this.  Dad says it’s time of the month.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Search me.”
The door clicked behind them and silence filled the room.
Coals settled in the fire.  The common room was deserted now except for Severus and Johnny Wilkes.  Johnny put his magazine carefully onto the table and gave Severus a furtive look.  He seemed to be bracing himself for something.

“Have you really asked Greta out?” he enquired.

Severus was genuinely surprised by the question.  “Yes.  What of it?” he replied.  “I asked her to tea months ago.  She refused.”

“Aren’t you taking her to the end-of-term party?”

“Slughorn’s party?  I’m not even sure if I’m going myself.”

“But you have got an invite.”

This was a sore point.  In a literal sense Severus had got permission to go to the party.  He had not received an invitation and had felt slighted, and he had brooded about it for a while, finally screwing up his courage to corner Slughorn and ask him point blank whether he would be invited.  But Slughorn’s offhand reply of “Oh, yes, yes, m’boy – do come along” had not been as clear cut as receiving a formal invitation.  However Severus had decided to take those words at face value, so when he told Greta that he could attend the party, he had spoken the literal truth.  But he didn’t feel confident about it.  He would have felt a lot happier if Slughorn had thought to invite him of his own volition and had sent him a written invitation.
“Yes, I can go if I wish” he said to Johnny, “But I’m not sure that I want to; not if the likes of James Potter will be there.”

“And Sirius Black” Johnny added glumly.
Severus looked horror struck.  “He’s even invited Sirius Black?”
“Yep.  I heard Black and Potter discussing it in the library.  Greta was there too.  I wanted to ask her, but Sluggy didn’t invite me … So you’re not going out with anyone then?  Not dating any girls?”

“Look” Severus snapped, getting annoyed about having to explain himself in this way, “I admit I have asked a couple of girls out this year.  They said no and since then I’ve had a change of mind.  Lovely as some of them are, they are a distraction.  I don’t want to waste my time getting into silly entanglements and arguments.  Time enough for that when I’ve got my NEWTs–”
“But that’s ages off!”

“So what?  In a few years time we’ll be gone from Hogwarts, Johnny.  Out from Dumbledore’s beady eye.  The world will be our oyster.  We can have all the witches we want.  And any that don’t fall at our feet of their own accord, can be made to fall at our feet.”

Johnny’s eyes widened.  “You mean – Imperio?” he whispered.
Severus laughed and looked scornfully at him.  “There are more subtle ways than that illegal ploy” he said grimly.  “But yes, Imperio would do it, although it’s a crude instrument.  And don’t forget that your wand can be made to reveal its previous spells.  There are other means.  Subtler means.  Think.”

Johnny Wilkes screwed up his face in concentration.  “Forgetfulness Potions?” he ventured.  “Potions to alter people’s moods?  Spells to modify memory?”
“That’s my boy” Severus said smugly.  “Now you’re thinking!  All you need now is to learn a little patience.”
* * *
Slughorn’s party was almost over when Severus turned up.  He had kept saying to himself that he wouldn’t go, that it wouldn’t be any fun because Evan and Amycus wouldn’t be there to talk to, and that he would be stuck listening to Potter and Black making smart remarks, and watching Xavier make sheep’s eyes at Agatha Bulstrode.  His suspicions were not entirely borne out, Xavier and Bully were nowhere to be seen, and Sirius and Greta had formed a discrete foursome with James and a Ravenclaw girl whose name Severus thought might be Goldstein.  They were behaving sensibly and were far enough away for Severus to talk to his House Master without having to be bothered by them.

“You’ve left it late, m’boy” Slughorn observed.  “All the best food’s gone.  There’s a few mince pies and possibly a sausage roll or two.”

“I’m not all that hungry to be honest, sir” Severus said, eyeing the fine box of chocolates that Slughorn was devouring.

Conscious of the object of Severus’s gaze, Slughorn thrust the box towards him.  “Like one?” he asked.  “Nice aren’t they.  Honeyduke's latest – the Connoisseur Collection.  Olive Green sent them for Christmas but I couldn’t wait until then.  She’s a sweet girl, Olive.”
“How is she getting on?” Severus asked, as he took another chocolate.  He had to admit they were delicious.”

“She’s doing really well” Slughorn beamed.  “Got into the Magical Creatures Department just as she hoped.  I know old Scamander you see.  Put a word in the right place for her.  And what about you, Severus?  Ministry attract you at all?”
“I’m not sure yet” Severus replied, wanting to keep his options open.  “I have thought very seriously about Healership, but–”  Deliberately he left the sentence in mid air.

“Yes, yes, early days” Slughorn agreed.

Severus took a glass of port from the tray of a passing house-elf and let his House Master boast a while longer about other appointments he had facilitated.  He realised this was a useful ploy – set Slughorn off and he was like a snowball rolling down a hill, growing fatter all the time on his own cleverness.  The only time it could fail was if one of Slughorn’s favourites butted in and took him over.

Five minutes later Severus would have been grateful to hand Slughorn on if there had been a handy favourite in the waiting.  Needing nothing more to eat and drink, and with no more information likely to surface, Severus needed a way out.  He could sense that other guests were also on the verge of leaving and he wanted to slip away quietly before the interminable round of ‘Goodnights’ and ‘Merry Christmases’ began.
“Well, I think I must make my excuses” he began.

“Oh, are you off?” Slughorn asked.  “Do me a favour, dear boy, and slip up to the Owlery for me, save my old legs.  It’s a card I want to send to Olive.  I clean forgot the girl.  Must remember to adder her to m’list.  Especially if she’s going to send me presents.”

He pulled a slightly battered envelope from his pocket and thrust it into Severus’s hand.

“I’ll take that glass from you” he added.  “Well, see you tomorrow I expect, if you want to carry on with that Befuddlement Draught”

“Yes, I will.  Goodnight, Professor.  Thank you for the party” Severus replied, and he slipped away to the West Tower.
Chapter 8:   Enmity 
4th Year continued (1 September 1973 – June 1974) 

Easter was only a few blustery weeks away and despite his patronising lecture to Johnny about the virtues of waiting and what delights the future might have in store, Severus had, on three separate occasions since Christmas, asked out Gundrada, Cindy, and Delia.  Only Delia had gone out with him; she had accepted an invitation to tea at Madam Puddifoot’s teashop in Hogsmeade.  Delia was, he discovered, an agreeable companion but rather on her guard – she seemed not to take his efforts at sociability for granted and instead acted as though he needed approaching with caution like a smouldering firework.  She still had her sights set on teaching as a career and spoke as if she expected him to take up a profession too; not necessarily teaching, but a profession rather than a trade.  He asked a casual question about Liam Dirac and was told that Liam was interested in law or legislation.

“His father works at the Court of International Magical Law” Delia added.  “Liam’s got half an eye to doing something similar.  He could do, he’s quite a linguist.”

“So … do his parents live somewhere near The Hague?” Severus enquired, not particularly wanting to talk about Dirac but having little choice.

“No.  Suffolk” Delia explained.  “His father Apparates.”

“All that way?”

“Yes.  He’s used to it I suppose.  Have you ever Apparated?”

“No.  It would be illegal.”

“Not if an adult takes you” Delia said with an air of authority.  “Someone who’s passed their test.  Side-Along Apparition it’s called.  You ought to try it.  I have.  They say it makes it easier when you have to try for your own test.  I can’t wait to be seventeen.  One year to go.”

Severus thought carefully about this.  His mother frequently Apparated to and from Diagon Alley without complaint, and even to and from Hogsmeade; so long distances must be possible, but he was sure neither she nor he would ever want to attempt long journeys over water.  Nevertheless, Side-Along Apparition sounded interesting.  He decided he would like to try it and wondered whether Lucius might help him.  Perhaps next summer?
He suddenly noticed that Delia was looking at him intently.  She smiled.

“Shall we go for a walk after tea?” she suggested.  “I’ve pigged out rather a lot on the scones.  I can never resist them.”

When they left Madam Puddifoot’s they walked to the Shrieking Shack and strolled slowly around it.

“It’s funny about this place” Delia observed.  “There’s a witch who lives in a house over there.  (She pointed to a row of cottages that bordered the main road.)  She told me that some wizard built this place and then never moved in.  Boarded it up and left it.  And then the ghosts moved in.  But – this is the funny thing – now people say it was the ghosts that drove him away.  But it wasn’t.  Or so that witch said.  According to her he abandoned the house and then the ghosts moved in … But why?  Why haunt it?  Did he build it specially for them?  Why did they come here?  And where were they before?”

Severus had no answer to this.  “Has she always lived in the village?” he asked.  “Do you know that witch?”

“She moved away for a while and then came back” Delia explained.  “We got chatting one day when she was gardening.  Now, when I see her, I always stop and chat.  She likes talking to the students.”

“And who was the wizard who built the house?”

“No one really knows.”

Severus peered at the boarded up, derelict-looking house that stood quiet and peaceful in the April sunshine.  No sign of ghosts now.  He began to wonder about breaking into it but Delia seemed to guess what he was contemplating.

“Well, better get back soon” she said.

* * *
“Why did she do it?”

“Maybe she feels sorry for him.”

“But he’s so dangerous.”

“No he’s not, he’s just a chronic swat … Clever though.”

“He’s creepy.  Greasy!”

“He’s boring.  She’s much better off with Liam – he’s grim too, but boy can he fly!”

“Sev’s so sarcastic.  Downright rude sometimes.”

“She says he wasn’t like that at all.  Quite normal.”

In the privacy of Slytherin House Delia had to put up with a lot of teasing about going out with Severus.  And similarly Severus had to endure many wisecracks about taking a buxom girl to the ‘frilly bloody teashop’ – he would not live down that remark in a hurry.  But his friends were envious because apart from Xavier taking Agatha Bulstrode to the party Severus was actually the first to take a girl on a date.  Johnny Wilkes was especially annoyed with him because he had not practiced what he preached.  And to make matters worse for Johnny, he knew that Greta really had gone with Sirius Black to Professor Slughorn’s party, although the rumour was that they were just friends.

Even Balantyne, one year older, had not had as much success as Severus.  He made a cutting jibe about Severus poaching the fifth year pond.  Yet it was rumoured that Balantyne had asked Narcissa on a date and she was in the year above him, so his criticism of Severus was hardly fair.
Narcissa, older and now in her sixth year, had distanced herself a little from the fifth-year girls, and Cindy and Gundrada could at times be seen chatting to Lily and Greta from Gryffindor.  As the weeks slipped by it looked as though the girls’ conversations revolved mainly around boys and romance, because there was a good deal of giggling and of furtive glances towards the older boys.  Gundrada seemed to be pursuing Cameron Stump and Delia still to be fond of Liam Dirac, while Cindy was as ever playing hard to get and teasing Balantyne Avery and Neville Vaisey.  But all the witches were fascinated by the darker allure of Sirius Black.  Yet he seemed unaware of it.

Severus, despite his greasiness and his sarcasm, also exerted a dark allure.  He didn’t have Sirius’s good looks but that was less of a handicap than he realised because it was the cerebral quality of his darkness that interested certain witches.  Had they known that he called himself the Half-Blood Prince they would have been even more intrigued, but the nickname was not a detail that Severus intended to share – that was his private joke against himself.

Unfortunately for Severus, although he was winning female attention, he had also gained an enemy.  Sirius could not forgive the fact that Regulus had become a friend of Severus, and the growing rift between Sirius and the rest of the Black family did nothing to help.  Outside of school Bellatrix enjoyed twisting the knife with remarks such as “At least Regulus is a proper Black” and “Snape’s more a Black than you are!”.  That last remark was a blow below the belt; Sirius despised his family but he resented being the outcast, and he grieved for the ‘loss’ of Regulus, especially to so unworthy a person as Severus.  He delighted in hexing Severus and watching James do so, but that sport was very straightforward and occasionally could backfire, generating a wave of sympathy for the greasy Slytherin.  Sirius racked his brains to concoct something more inventive, and preferably perpetrated by someone from another house so that he could sit back and enjoy the show.

Had he only known it, it would have seemed to Sirius that his dreams were about to come true because some of the girls had been scheming half-heartedly for months.  Cindy and Greta were the driving force and their favourite idea was to feed one of the boys several Love Potions simultaneously to see how he coped with it.  And their favourite candidate for this was Severus because of his aloofness and his sarcasm.  They knew that in a way it was foolhardy, but Greta – who insisted she knew about Love Potions – said it wouldn’t be really dangerous and could be very entertaining.  She said that a four-person potion was usually the most fun.  Cindy was very much in favour of trying this out so Greta set up a cauldron in her dormitory and began a collection of ingredients, whilst hoping to talk others into taking part.
Cindy passed on the news to Gundrada but Gundrada was worried at first, asking how risky it might be and what if it poisoned Severus or drove him mad?  Eventually Cindy talked Gundrada round and allayed her fears, but she stopped short of mentioning the plan to Delia, realising that if Gundrada needed persuasion Delia would certainly refuse to take part and might even report them to a teacher.

So the problem remained of who the fourth person was to be.  Greta immediately thought of Lily and she put the idea in a casual, ‘not to be taken seriously’ way.  But Lily took the same cautious line as Gundrada, so Greta pretended it was definitely only a ‘what-if’ scenario that would never be put into practice.  She also hid the cauldron in case Lily got to hear about it.  Nevertheless as the weeks went by Greta continued with the brew, telling Cindy not to worry, a three-person potion would be quite good, but a fourth person would almost certainly turn up in time.
“I’m really disappointed in Lily” she complained.  “One time she’d be up for this like a shot.  She’s getting all serious and prefecty.  She’ll be dreaming of being Head Girl next.”

“Well, don’t worry, Greta.  I’ve found our ‘fourth’ ” Cindy said.  “Narcissa!”

“Really?  Oooh, I’m not sure about that” Greta replied.  “She is a prefect.  How much have you told her?  Do you think you can trust her?”

“I’ve said we’re thinking of doing it, and if we do, does she want in?” Cindy said simply.  “She said yes, it’d be a laugh and if Sev gets the hots for her Lucius will come and sort him out.  We can trust her – she won’t drop me in it.  So it’s all–”

“Shush!  That’s Caldecott.  Heads down.”

As they whispered together that evening in the library, Greta’s momentary concern that Caldecott might overhear them was totally misplaced.  Neither Cindy nor Greta knew that the plan had been overheard weeks earlier, and not in the library – Regulus had heard some of Cindy and Gundrada’s late-night conversations in the common room.  So the cat was already out of the bag.

Or it would be, once Regulus made up his mind what to do.
It was difficult to know how to tackle this.  Regulus did not want to get anyone into trouble.  Nor did he want his house to lose points.  He decided that his brother would help put a stop to things.  Sirius was always trying to put a stop to the antics of the Slytherin boys.  Now, if Regulus could give him the tip-off, Sirius could wade in and stop the girls; playing the hero in the way that he loved.
During March and April Regulus had found it difficult to catch Sirius on his own but finally an opportunity arose when Sirius was recovering in the hospital wing from a Bludger injury.  He waited until James and Remus had gone and tiptoed to his brother’s bed, casting a wary look at Bertha Jorkins who was sound asleep in the bed opposite and almost unrecognisable because her head was swathed in bandages.

“Hi, little bro” Sirius said.  He was delighted to see Regulus and couldn’t help but show it.
“How’s your elbow?” Regulus asked, looking around to check that they were really alone.
“Not half as bad as Fawcett’s’ll be when I catch up with him” Sirius replied grimly.

“Who’s over there?”

“Bertha; who d’yer think?” came the sour reply.  “Silly cow only tried to stop me!  I didn’t mean to clobber her; I meant to get Fawcett!  He’s the one whose skull I’m gonna crack.”

“Will she be okay?”

“At this precise moment I couldn’t care less.  Hope she gets chucked off the team.  She’s more use to the opposition than to us.”

“She doesn’t like anyone getting hurt–”

“Big deal!  What about Fawcett’s foul against me?”

But Regulus would not be drawn into a long discussion about Quidditch fouls; his purpose concerned Severus.  Quietly he cast Muffliato charms towards Bertha and the matron’s office and then drew out a box of Every Flavour Beans to share with his brother.

“Thanks” Sirius said, rooting around for a red bean that he hoped would not be beetroot.  “Hey, what was that spell you just mumbled?”

“Never mind about that now” Regulus replied firmly.  “I’ve come to tell you something.  Some of the girls are plotting against Severus.”

“Great–”

“No, it’s not great, Sirius.  It could be really dangerous.  Really poisonous.”

Sirius was delighted, but Regulus was so earnest that the Love Potion trick was badly thought out, that Sirius began to wonder whether Severus really was in danger.  Finally Regulus persuaded him to do something about it.

“But why me?  Why should I?”

“Because Greta has got the thing set up in Gryffindor tower.”

“You don’t know that – it’s only what you heard Gundrada saying to that Cindy bitch.”

“It was Cindy to Gunny, and I’m sure it’s true.  They’re going to do a four-person potion.  It’ll blow his mind.”

“Good job!”

“Don’t let them do it, Sirius.  Even if you don’t like Severus, don’t let the girls get into trouble.  They don’t realise what they’re doing.”

“You’re only saying all this to save that oily creep.  I don’t understand why you have any time for him!”

“You don’t really know him; that’s the trouble.  He isn’t–”
Words failed Regulus at that point.  He was going to say ‘he isn’t what you think he is – not so black-hearted, nor so self-assured’.  Then instead he teetered on the brink of saying ‘he’s taught me a lot’ but knew that would sound even worse, so he fell back on getting Sirius to save the girls.
“That Greta – she thinks she’s so smart” he hissed.  “She’ll get herself expelled and probably get Gryffindor into a lot of trouble.  No house cup for you this year.”

Sirius wavered.  He munched two more beans without even noticing the flavours.
“This potion” he said finally, “It does work like Polyjuice, doesn’t it.”

“Yes, in principle it does” Regulus sighed.  “The girls already have four hairs set aside.”

“Already?  Why so soon?”

“Because, unlike Polyjuice, Greta has to add the personal matter the instant the potion requires it, and she can hardly go running off at a moment’s notice, demanding toenail clippings from other houses.  She can’t get into our common room, can she; let alone the dorms.”

“And I can’t get to the cauldron – not if it’s in the girls’ dormitories.”

“You must do something, Sirius” Regulus implored.  “You’re in Gryffindor – I’m not.  You must find a way.” He looked towards Madam Pomfrey’s office, from which came the unmistakable sound of a chair being scraped back.  Any moment now the matron would emerge, demanding that he leave and let Sirius alone to rest.  Almost silently he spoke the incantation that undid the Muffliato charms and then gave one last beseeching look at his brother.  “Promise you’ll do something” he said.

“Okay” Sirius relented, “I promise I’ll do something.  But it’s risky – I don’t want to get expelled.  Don’t tell ANYONE about this.  Not anyone, in ANY house.  Just leave it all in my hands now, and shut up about it.”

Regulus nodded, smiled his thanks and set off for his common room.  Sirius scowled across at Bertha, plotting and planning, and thinking that the Sorting Hat had made a big mistake when it put Regulus into Slytherin.

Chapter 9:   Witchcraft 

4th Year continued (1 September 1973 – June 1974) 

Sirius had no intention of saving Severus from the Love Potion, nor did he care much about saving the girls from getting into trouble.  On the contrary, his dearest wish was for Severus to suffer a great public embarrassment, but not from a four-person Love Potion – from a single-subject Love Potion of fourfold strength.  Less than a week later the four hairs that Greta had so carefully set aside were replaced by four more hairs, charmed to look like one wavy blonde, one wheat-coloured, one silver blonde, and one black.  But in reality they were all of a dark shade of red.

Severus, meanwhile, knew nothing of this.  His immediate concern was to complete his Charms homework.  His friends would have thought him mad but Severus was taking great pleasure in the essay he was writing because it concerned the theory of Summoning and Banishing Charms and he considered those to be very important devices.
The library was busy when he got there but Caldecott was making sure that the silence rule was strictly adhered to, and Severus was able to work undisturbed from the end of the last period until well past teatime.  Being proficient in Summoning Charms he was now engrossed in the theory of Banishing, and was thoroughly enjoying writing about it.

The sound of his own name cut the silence like the incisive snip of scissors… 

“Snape?”
Very reluctantly Severus looked up from his notes, wishing he was allowed to banish intruders.  To his surprise the library was emptying fast – dusk was falling and everyone was heading for the Great Hall.  Only Liam Dirac remained to disturb his peace.  What did Liam want?  To have a row about him seeing Delia?  To challenge him to a duel?
A prefect badge gleamed on the Ravenclaw robe.  Liam had dark, curly hair, reminiscent of James Potter, and dark eyes almost as black as Severus’s.  He was muscular but quite slim, and very tall for his age.  And – Severus noticed – he wasn’t smiling.
“Delia said you had tea on Saturday.”
So his suspicions were right, this was about Delia.  “Yes” he replied carefully.  “What of it … That was weeks ago.”

Liam took a few steps closer and said “She told me you wanted to try Side-Along Apparition.”

“Err?  Yes.”  Severus was frankly surprised by this offer.  Liam spoke in such flat tones it was impossible to gauge his mood.
“I’ll take you if you like.  I got my test just after Christmas.  I’m quite used to it.  My family Apparate a lot.”

Severus gave him a wary look.  Why was Liam offering this favour, and so out of the blue?  Did he just want to show off?

Liam was beginning to look impatient.  “Well it’s up to you” he said, and almost shrugged his shoulders.  “If you want to give it a try, be outside the school gate next Saturday.  Ten o’clock.  Okay?”

“Yes … Thank you.”

“See you.”

And with that the dour Ravenclaw Seeker set off for the Great Hall, leaving as abruptly as he had arrived.

Just after breakfast on Saturday Liam detoured to pass by the Slytherin table.

“Still on for ten o’clock?” he asked in his usual curt manner and Severus inclined his head in a careful nod.
Regulus gave them a puzzled look but Evan and Amycus didn’t notice – they were too engrossed in Johnny’s copy of Wizard World.  Further down the table Delia looked up from her eggs and bacon and gave them both an impish smile.
At five to ten Severus set off for the school gates and saw in the distance that Liam was already there, kicking his heels and looking edgy.  Together they Apparated to Hogsmeade and back again twice, and then Liam said he had to get back to Ravenclaw Tower and his homework.  This sounded true, and was something that Severus understood.  He thanked Liam and they parted at the stairs to the dungeons.

It was a useful experience.  Severus was pleased, and thought it a nice way for Delia to repay him for the cream tea.  Liam was by nature cold and terse.  Whatever he did he liked to do well, be it schoolwork or Quidditch.  If he became a lawyer, Severus mused, he would probably be a meticulous one.
* * *
The exams were over and at last the students could enjoy the fine summer.
Sirius rubbed his hands in happy anticipation but he never got to witness the culmination of his plot against Severus because on a fine day just before the end of the term Narcissa, Gundrada, Greta and Cindy took Severus on a private picnic for their harmless joke.  Greta had laced several savoury snacks with Amortentia, disguising it in cheese sauces and fillings, and decorating the adulterated ones in a subtly different way so that the girls didn’t eat them by accident.
The excuse for the picnic was that Gundrada, Greta and Cindy felt that they had been unkind in always saying ‘no’ whenever he had asked them out.  Severus found it hard to believe that Cindy would worry about being unkind, but he could not bear to pass up a date with four of the loveliest girls in the school, nor to miss out on sampling Greta’s cooking which had a growing reputation and was one of the reasons why Evan was so keen to get into Gryffindor Tower.
Severus never dropped his guard but he reasoned that unless these four turned out to be James, Sirius, Peter, and Remus in disguise, he could not be in any danger except for the possibility of some light teasing and banter, and he was more than a match for that.  Gratefully he accepted a flagon of mead which Narcissa expertly chilled and watched them pour goblets of white wine for themselves.  He raised his mead in a toast.

“To witchcraft” he said, and drank deeply, relishing the coolness.

The mead sharpened his appetite.

“Mini Kiev?” Greta asked.  “They are my latest creation.”

“Yes, I’ve heard you’re something of a cook” Severus said.  “In fact this may surprise you but I’ve even tasted your cooking.  My friend Evan got himself invited to one of your parties and brought us back–”

“Got invited!” Greta snorted, and there was general laughter as she handed food to the others.  “He said his toad had hopped in through the portrait hole, trying to escape from Peeves.  Could he come in and rescue it.  He knew we were having a party – it was Lily’s birthday and she asked me to do cakes.  I let him take a tray away, didn’t I … Cheese football?”

Severus tucked in, and also took another Mini Kiev because they were so delicious.

“We thought you’d like those” Cindy said.  “Greta’s promised me the recipe.”

“You know, these football things” Severus began, waving one in the air to illustrate his point, “Muggles have an equivalent but they’re not–”

His voice faltered.  He had looked from Cindy to Greta but Greta now had Lily’s face.  Or at least she almost did; Greta’s pretty countenance was there too but what did that matter?  The half-formed image of Lily overlay Greta and he found himself struggling to visualise it fully, as if to lose sight of Lily was to be denied entry to heaven.  Greta was answering him but he heard Lily’s voice.  Everywhere he looked he saw, or almost saw, Lily.  Only Lily.  He could smell her perfume.  He could hear her voice.  He could feel her caress–  No!  That was not possible, he had never been touched by Lily.  But, oh, how he wanted to be.  He found his mind clinging to the image of her, trying to picture her, trying to hear only her.

Severus sprang to his feet.  A guarded tittering had broken out but the witches were watching him carefully.  He could see them properly now, providing he concentrated hard.  Fear crept into their faces.  Severus continued to look from face to face, not understanding what he was feeling, determined to visualise the girls as they really were, and not give in to this demon in his head.  Without even being aware of it he had drawn his wand – it was the thing he usually did when he felt threatened – and as he pointed it at each girl in turn the laughter turned to gasps.  His black eyes burned into theirs.  A little scream escaped from Cindy but Narcissa shushed her angrily, and also stood, pulling her wand as she did so.

“Severus.  What’s wrong” she barked.

He could make no sense of their thoughts; Lily was intruding again.
“Ill” he mumbled.  “I’m feeling ill.  Excuse me.”

How he got back to Hogwarts he didn’t know but he found himself sitting on his bed, in a trembling sweat.  After almost an hour of just sitting there, shivering, he went into the bathroom and stared at his face in the mirror.  If only he could get Lily out of his mind he would be able to think straight.
“Poison?” he wondered.
Minutes later he was down in Slughorn’s office and once he was able to describe the symptoms Professor Slughorn guessed at the cause.  He administered an antidote and watched Severus carefully.

“How do you feel now?” he asked kindly.

“Better.  Thank you, Professor” Severus replied.

But the antidote had been hardly sufficient.  Although Slughorn guessed that Lily’s personal matter had been used in a dose of Amortentia he did not realise that the strength had been quadrupled.  A fourfold dose was severe, and delivered on top of a latent love for Lily that Severus had always refused to acknowledge.  Ashamed of his feelings, Severus understated their intensity, hindering Slughorn’s diagnosis.  As a result he found it difficult to rationalise his feelings for Lily, and although she was not at the picnic he suspected her of being the instigator of a cruel trick for the amusement of her friends.
Lily was entirely innocent and although she had at one time been vaguely aware that some of the girls had toyed with the idea of a Love Potion prank, she had thought the plan had come to nothing.  And Greta and her fellow conspirators felt too embarrassed to admit they had tried it, and it had flopped.
Regulus had no notion of what his brother had really done, and because Severus made no mention of the incident Regulus believed that Sirius had been true to his promise to scupper the plan.
And Cindy, Greta, Gundrada and Narcissa never discovered that their plan had been hijacked until a long time later, and even then they did not discover all of the truth.

Only Sirius knew that.  But his hopes of a public embarrassment of Severus failed.  Yet he wasn’t too downhearted, reasoning that some other chance would come along.  Nor he hoped, was this escapade a total failure, because part of his plan had been to drive a little wedge between James and Lily.  He would never have admitted it but he was slightly jealous of James’s growing love for Lily.  But that, too, was a failure, although he didn’t know it.

Meanwhile July 1st arrived and they packed their belongings and went home.  And all through the summer holiday Severus dreamed of revenge but came up with no definite plan.  Wild ideas occurred to him, but he was too afraid of expulsion to risk any of them.  He was also conscious of his approaching OWLs.  He did not want to jeopardise his education so he pulled himself together and forced himself to concentrate on his schoolwork.  He determined to return to school a new man.
Chapter 10:   Stern Stuff
5th Year – OWL Year 1st Sep 74- 1st July75
Lily was on her own when the students gathered on the platform at Kings Cross.  She had not had Olive’s company for some years and Severus noticed that this time even Greta seemed to be giving her a wide berth.  He wondered whether it was because of the new prefect badge that shone from Lily’s robes.  Severus also gave her a wide berth, but then he always would.  But now because of the picnic he had even more reason to keep away from Lily.

However Lily wasn’t friendless for long; at the start of term feast Florence Prewett was soon in animated conversation with her.  Florence, who had been admitted to St Mungo’s the previous Easter, now looked very fit and she was saying something about hoping to be Chaser again.
And days later after the Gryffindor tryout, Evan reported that Bertha Jorkins had been dropped like a hot potato; she had not even reverted to the reserves.  Severus assumed this was because she had intervened when Sirius Black attacked Barney Fawcett in the previous year’s final match.
Meanwhile at the Slytherin tryout their Captain added some new blood; a second-year boy called Bartemius Crouch became a reserve Chaser, and Bertram Aubrey was taken on as Seeker because Narcissa, now in her final year, said that she wanted to give up Quidditch because of the exams.

Severus sympathised with her point of view.  He, too, was even less interested in Quidditch than before.  He lived down the embarrassment of the Amortentia attack and entered his fifth year taller and colder.  His friends, who had fought shy of asking about the picnic, continued to avoid the subject.  Given his now legendary moodiness they preferred not to provoke his anger.
Professor Slughorn was slightly kindlier to Severus, paying him more attention than in the past, and in December he arranged work experience courses for Severus and Cheryl.  It was Cheryl’s second such visit to St Mungo’s and it lasted a full day, during which the two students travelled to the hospital by Portkey and shadowed various professionals for the day, watching the techniques and treatments.  Severus was privileged to witness a Healer heal wounds caused by a cursed sabre, and Cheryl watched the magical injection of Anti-Venom into Boomslang bites and was very impressed with the inoculation spell that delivered it.
By Saturday afternoon in the middle of December most of the students were interested only in Christmas plans and some had even started to pack.  Only Cheryl and Severus went to the library.  Caldecott grinned at them.
“No one else studying today” he murmured.  “You’re my only customers.  I’ll be dusting in the Law Section if you want anything.  If you must talk, keep it down as usual.  Just in case.”

He gave them a knowing wink and shuffled away, and the two students sat and chatted quietly about their work experience course.

As he sat there in the library on that cold December day it occurred to Severus that over the years he had grown to appreciate Cheryl’s company.  Now he valued it very highly.  Yet no one would have guessed this because he never spoke to her in the common room unless he was sure that they were unobserved.  But in these quiet moments in the library they would often test each other.  Testing Cheryl on her work was a help in advancing his own knowledge, and Severus realised that during his final two years he would miss Cheryl.
“I’ll not have your assistance when I’m doing my NEWTs” he admitted.  “That’s a pity.  You’ll be virtually qualified by the time I’m leaving Hogwarts.  What will you do then?  Specialise?”

An odd look came over her face.  “Yeah, prob’ly” she said carefully, “Don’t most Healers?  Anyway, don’t wanna jump the gun or anything.”

“But why so uncertain?” Severus asked, surprised.  “You’ll qualify easily.”

“Oh yeah; I didn’t mean that.  I jus meant – not sure of my longer-term plans.  Iss too soon t’say.”

Clearly she didn’t want to talk about her own future and Severus wondered why.  Was she going to give it all up and have children instead?  Throw it all away – these hopes and plans?  But she was so gifted; not to practice would be such a waste.  Women! he sighed inwardly.  Hormone-driven, sentimental fools.  But I thought Cheryl was made of sterner stuff.

“Are you going home on Wednesday?”  As soon as the words were out of his mouth he wondered why he had asked.  Severus didn’t particularly need female company over the two week break.  He was perfectly content, pottering around with the house almost to himself.  And he could mess around to his heart’s content in the Potions dungeon; Slughorn was at hand for advice but he never interfered.
But Cheryl was answering his question.  “Oh, yes” she said at once.  “Wouldn’t leave my old mum alone at Christmas.  She’s on her own, y’see.”
This was embarrassing because Severus had grown used to not worrying about his own mother living alone.  It was also getting into the dangerous territory of families and lineages.  But perhaps Cheryl would remember that it was less than two years since his father had died and would not pursue the subject of families.

“Well, bedder go – stuff t’do” she said, sounding brisk and businesslike.
When she had gone Severus found himself thinking about her.  Her manner of speech had improved, and she always walked tall even though she would never be tall.  She had a very pretty face.  She was proud, but not smug like Greta or crafty like Cindy; she was shrewd, but not deceitful.
No, what am I day-dreaming about, he said angrily to himself.  Cheryl’s a Mudblood.  A runt-of-the-litter alley cat who’ll claw her way into a cosy armchair.  And good luck to her.  But I’m fit for something better than the Cheryl’s of this world.
* * *
In early January Slytherin’s Quidditch match against Ravenclaw took place and Slytherin won by a margin of ninety points, which put them in a good position to win the Cup and the House Championship.  James and Sirius were so annoyed that they hexed Bertram Aubrey and were caught and given detention.

Delighted as he was by this, Severus realised that he had totally abandoned any Quidditch ambitions of his own.  In fact from his third year onwards he was glad that he had never had to devote time to the sport; his time was better spent indoors.  He could fly well enough to get around, and when he was qualified and free of school he could do as he pleased.
“It’s like driving a car” he said to his friends.  “When you need to do it, you do it, and because of that you gain the experience.  Transport is a means to an end.  One day I’ll bother to treat myself to a decent broom.  But I’ll be able to Apparate.  Apparition’s the main thing!  Brooms, Floo powder, they all have their place, but Apparition will be my main device.”
“But it’s a horrible feeling” Evan said.  “Everyone says so.”

“You worry too much about how things feel” Severus told him.  “Forget feelings.  Think of convenience.  Apparition’s instantaneous.  Well, almost.  No need for hearths connected to a network.  No soot to choke on.  No broomstick to store or have stolen.  Little risk of being seen.  It’s useful.  It’s what the best wizards do.”
“He’s very cold, our Severus” Amycus explained to the others.  “Stern and clinical.  Nothing’s in his life if it’s of no use.  He’ll make a good Healer.  ‘If in doubt, chop it out’.  You ought to be a surgeon, Sev, like those Muggles have.”
Trying to ignore the reference to the Muggle world, Severus gave a self-conscious grin but said nothing, although Amycus’s comment set him thinking.
Yes, it will be entertaining, being a Healer, he decided.  I’ll be working with Lily and Cheryl.  They’ll be good but I’m sure I’ll be the best.  They’ll be really impressed.  And Lily will have to watch her step because after a short while I am bound to be promoted above her.  Wouldn’t it be nice if they made me her manager.  Cheryl is attentive to best practice – she’ll be one to watch, being two years ahead of me.  Lily, in her way, goes even further – she is quite inventive.  But I think, now, I have already surpassed her.
Boastful as this was, it was also true.  In the classroom Severus continued to make great strides that year.  He was no longer a child – he had broken free of the shackles of formal learning and was ever more ready to challenge and to invent.  He had totally mastered non-verbal spells, had made good headway with Legilimency, and a little progress with Occlumency.  He expected to get Outstanding grades in his OWL exams and be well placed to romp through his final two years.

All the way through James and Sirius dogged his footsteps, copying his spells whenever they could discover the incantations, and ganging up on him for physical abuse, never fighting one-to-one.  But this only made Severus stronger.
Grimmer, too – by the year end he was a stranger to the boy who had wandered off over the moor in the company of four pretty witches. Long, long gone was the little boy who had walked meekly home from primary school.  Gone, too, was the boy who had failed to fight back tears when his father died.  This boy – this man – would surely never cry again, and he had buried his compassion so deep that it was debatable, now, whether he had any capacity for compassion.  All that remained was curiosity, and a thirst to be noticed.

And, underneath that, a desire for revenge.

Nothing in Lily’s behaviour during that OWL year gave Severus any impression that she was innocent of that stupid Amortentia trick.  She was cheeky and even, at times, flirtatious towards him, as if she was trying to taunt him or try his patience.  Or did she care for him; was it all a veiled ‘come on’?  But in his heart of hearts Severus was sure that James was the object of Lily’s true affection, so that made the cheek and the flirting even more infuriating.  How dare she play these cat and mouse games?
Slytherin won the Quidditch Cup that year but Severus found it hard to enjoy the celebrations because exams were so much a priority.  He grew increasingly aloof and his friends left him alone for longer periods than before, fearing that he would crack up altogether if they intruded too much.  They realised that he had helped them all that he could and there came a point where he had to cut loose.  He was that kind of man – a lone operator – but a good friend, nevertheless, so long as his limitations were understood.
“Look at the thirteenth” Amycus groaned when the exam timetables were handed out.  “Friday morning Defence Against the Dark Arts theory, Friday afternoon Transfiguration theory.  Talk about an unlucky day – and a whole day of writing!  That’s put me right off my breakfast.  Hey, on that last day can we sneak out, lunchtime, to the Hog’s Head?  Unwind a bit?”

“You need a clear head for Transfiguration” Severus warned.  “Might as well not turn up at all if you’re going to be half cut.”
“I think I’d feel a bit better with a shot or two of Bullsblood inside me” Evan pointed out.  “You could give us a Wit-Sharpener afterwards.  Hey, Sev!  Yeah!  How about that?  How about – y’know – a swig o’ the old Felix?  Counteract Friday the thirteenth an’ all that?”

Severus gave him a withering look.  Did they really think he carried every potion around in his pocket?  He regretted, now, ever mentioning Felix Felicis to them.
“Just do some more revision” he said simply.  “You’ll get through.  You just need to make an effort for a change.  And you, Amycus.”

They were annoyed when he insisted that more revision would be far less complicated than breaking the law; and privately Amycus, Evan and Xavier planned to wind down after the Defence written paper with a few relaxation aids, before the last, dreaded Transfiguration exam.

“Stebbins’ll help us” Amycus whispered.  “Don’t say anything to Sev.  I’ll see Stebbins on the quiet.  It’ll cost, mind!”
Severus became so engrossed in the Defence exam that he didn’t even notice the others slip away.  He poured over the questions afterwards, trying to decide whether or not it had gone well.  It was his favourite subject so if he couldn’t shine in this, what hope was there for anything else?

I’m sure I got the werewolf question off to a tee, he said to himself as he sat under a tree.  And that Boggart question – Explain how you would repel a Boggart, and if your first plan failed, what further strategy could you adopt? – yes, I’m sure I got all that, too.  Oh, well, can’t sit here all day.  Where are the others?  Perhaps they’ve gone to lunch… 
Less than half an hour later Severus was in the Great Hall but after his latest run in with Black and Potter he was not feeling at all hungry.  As he sat there seething about Potter, Xavier hurried up.

“Can you come to the dorm?” he asked quietly, looking rather shifty.  “Evan’s not very well.”

“Take him to the hospital wing” Severus muttered.  “Leave me alone.  I just want to think.”

“Don’t wanna do that” Xavier hissed.  “Ev’s drunk somethin’ bad.  Illegal, maybe.  Don’t want Pomfrey to know.”

Severus looked up, alarmed.

“What about Slughorn then?” he asked sharply.  “He’ll not make much fuss.”

“Yeah, okay. But we’d rather you took a look first, Sev.”

Relieved at having something to do to take his mind off his troubles, Severus went to check on Evan and then helped Amycus escort him to Slughorn’s office where the House Master gave Evan an antidote to Doxy venom.

“Really boys!” he scolded.  “Chemical aids.  It rarely works.  And that was definitely not Baruffio’s Elixir.  Where did you get it?”
But the three boys squirmed out of giving a straight answer and Severus had no idea from where they had obtained the fake Brain Elixir.

“How comes you’re alright?” Severus said to Amycus when they were heading for the exam room and the last of their Ordinary Wizarding Levels.

“Because Amycus let me try the stuff first” Evan croaked.  “Xav had some too, but nothing affects him.  Must be his size – the great ox.”

“Oi!” Xavier said.  “At least I got Sev to sort you out.”

“He didn’t sort us out.  Sluggy did” Evan growled.

“Oh, thank you so much, Evan” Severus replied.  “And where were you lads when I needed you?”

“Needed us?  What do you mean?”
“Oh, never mind.  Look!  Just remember, I’m no miracle worker.  I’d no idea what you’d taken.  I could smell Doxy venom, but as to what else was in there … You are a bunch of prize prats!  You never got that from the pub – who gave you that muck?”

“Gave it?  Sold it!” Amycus whined.  “No, we never even went to the pub.  Two Galleons we paid for that.  Two Galleons each!  Wait till I see Stebbins.”

“Well don’t beat him up until after the exam” Severus advised.  “Then you can transfigure him into a stoat, and maybe Hagrid’s hound will eat him for you.”

That might have been the impetus that got Amycus through the exam.  Whatever it was, something carried him through, and he was sorry afterwards that he had ever bothered to waste time and money on chemical assistance.  Severus was sorry too, because if his friends had been around at lunchtime Black and Potter would not have been able to gang up on him.
Carefully he looked along the house tables that evening.  No one seemed to be gossiping about him.  Nobody remembered the events of lunchtime.  Or maybe nobody cared.  Not even Lily, who had tried to defend him?  I shouldn’t have called her a Mudblood quite like that, he decided as he watched the candlelight shining on her smooth hair.  But I don’t need her help – I can take care of myself.  And she is a Mudblood!  I never have any dealings with Muggle-borns.  Only Cheryl, and only in private – no one knows about that.  And that relationship is strictly business!

The next two weeks went by in a haze.  Severus was worried about his exam results and yet, paradoxically, he felt that he had done well, so he was a bundle of nerves by the end of June.  When Cheryl said goodbye to him on the last morning of the school year he was careful to keep his reaction unemotional.  As was often his habit he set off for breakfast ahead of his friends, and that morning he found her sitting in the common room, waiting for him.
“Guessed you’d be up early” she said.  “I just thought I’d take the chance to say goodbye.”

“How do you think you did in your NEWTs?” Severus asked.

“Good.  Yeah, pretty good” she said carefully.  “Don’t think I’ve got too many worries on that score.  And you?”

“My OWLs?”  He heaved a sigh.  “Don’t know.  Can’t tell.  One moment I think it’s in the bag, the next – I’m telling myself I messed it all up.”

“Yeah, I was like that with OWLs” Cheryl admitted.  “But in a few weeks you’ll be fine!  When you see how well you did it’ll give you more confidence for yer NEWTs.  Well … see you in two year’s time then, Sev.  Good luck with your exams.”

They shook hands briefly.
A grin crossed her face as she could hear Xavier lumbering down the stairs.

“I’m off to breakfast” she mouthed, and was gone.

Chapter 11:   Milestones 
July 1975 then 6th Year – 1st NEWT Year Sep 75-July76; becomes of age on 9th Jan 1976

Now home again, Severus found himself unable to read or study, and in a bad mood that lasted for weeks.  Much of the time he brooded about Lily and about how ill used he felt.  The summer of 1975 turned fine and dry and in Snarebeck his Muggle neighbour did little else but sunbathe in the back yard, lying on a towel beside her tinny transistor radio.  Her favourite disc jockey seemed hooked on Tammy Winnette but Severus appeared not to care.  Only yards above her he took to lying for hours in his room, not bothering to block out the sounds of her music but merely drawing the curtains against the sun and taking pot shots at flies in the stifling afternoons.

In mid-July an owl arrived at dinner time one Thursday, and for one heart-stopping moment Severus thought it was the exam results, but it turned out to be an invitation to Lucius’s wedding reception.

“I think you’d better attend” his mother advised when he showed her the crisp, embossed parchment.  “I’ll think of something you can take as a present.  Oh, and Severus, I’m going to increase your allowance this year and next.  You’re very much a young man now and it’s not good to be without ready cash.  I know you don’t squander it.  It can’t be a large increase I’m afraid, but it will help give a better impression.”

“Do I give a bad impression?” he asked in surprise.
“No, not a bad impression.  Well I hope not” Eileen said, giving him one of her rare smiles, “But I don’t want you ending up like Chaucer’s Clerk of Oxenford.  Anyway – wedding present!  Let me have a think.”

The following morning the OWL results really did arrive and for almost a fortnight the good news lifted Severus out of his black mood.  But then, as he looked ahead to the next year at school, he gradually slipped back to his old resentments and to staying on his own in his room.
And, hot and dry, the days slipped by and by…

Alone in the curtained dimness of day or the oven-warm nights, he let his mind concoct exotic revenges against Lily, but the satisfying scenes he created had an unfortunate habit of breaking down and ending with him being unmasked as the villain and expelled from school, or worse still arrested.  His natural caution kept whispering words of warning in his ear and turning the tables on his bright schemes.

“I’m not made for Gryffindor heroics” he concluded sadly.  “But Lucius wouldn’t tolerate this.  Lucius would find a way.  Lucius–”
He gave a horrified look at the calendar and then leapt off the bed.  Too many days had slipped by without him being aware of it.  It was 15th August and Lucius’s wedding was taking place the following morning.  And Severus was far from ready!
He didn’t enjoy the wedding reception.
His school friends were there, and the guest list included members of the Wizengamot and some senior staff from the Ministry.  Even Professor Slughorn put in an appearance.  Everyone was dressed in their finery.  The food and drink was exceptionally good.  But Severus’s mind was unable to relax.  He wasn’t in a mood for sedate partying, he was in a mood for action.  He suspected that, following in the tradition of the August House Parties, a select group would very probably slip away to engage in a spot of Muggle hunting in the late afternoon, but that kind of sport had never appealed to him.  In his present mood Severus would rather have indulged in hunting wizards or witches.  Instead he stayed put and circulated amongst the Ministry staff, steering clear of anything that smacked of illegality.

And, because of the hot, oppressive summer, the continued inaction seemed like slow torture.
* * *
And then suddenly August was past and he found himself back on the Hogwarts Express, changing into his school robes and showing off his prefect badge.  Evan who had also been made a prefect didn’t rush to change out of Muggle clothes; he merely held up the badge, grinning.  He opened his mouth to say something about Quidditch but Severus wanted to discuss exam results and although the others were not so keen Severus got his way.

“I got two Es and three As” Evan said eventually.  “Got Exceeds Expectations in Defence as well as Transfig.  So that’s okay.”

“Well, I got three Es” Amycus gloated.  “Defence, Charms, and Transfig – and that’s a miracle.  I got A in Potions and failed Herbology.”
“Yeah, I got similar” Xavier began.  “Well, similar-ish” he said less confidently.  He took out his results list.  “Look, Acceptable in Potions.  Exceeds Expectations in Defence ’n’ Charms – that’s thanks to you, Sev.  Failed Transfig – well, I knew I would – and failed Herbology.  But I can do three NEWTs, can’t I.”

“What about you, Sev?” Amycus asked.  “You’re very quiet.  Is it nine Outstandings or nine Fails?  I know what my money’s on.”
Without a word or a smile Severus passed his results sheet to Amycus.  Amycus looked at it goggle-eyed and gave a low whistle.

“Eight Outstandings and one Exceeds Expectations” he breathed.  “Exceeds Expectations in History of Magic!  Can you believe it?  You should’ve kept on with Divination and Magical Creatures – you were bound to have got them if you can pass History of Magic.”

“No, I was always hopeless at Divination” Severus said with a smug smile.  “It’s such a lot of nonsense.  As for Magical Creatures – I just didn’t want to overload myself.  I believe I can take adequate care of any creatures I ever need to, but I don’t need a qualification in it.  It’s for rustics with mud on their boots.  Now, what are you boys going to do for your NEWTs?”

He spent the next hour or so advising them in a most didactic manner, and somehow the boys accepted it.
The new term started and first piece of gossip was that James had asked Lily out.  But even more important to Slytherin House was the news that Balantyne Avery was Quidditch Captain.

“He’s not even that good a player” Evan moaned as they trundled back from a tryout.  “Why is it that the Keepers are always Captains?”

“Well it’s not true, is it” Severus said testily.  “I can think of several Slytherin Captains who were not Keepers.  It’s more likely that Balantyne was chosen because he isn’t doing too many subjects.  If you were Captain as well as being a prefect, you’d never get anything done.”

“Yes, I knew we’d get round to that sometime” Evan grumbled.  “You sound like McGonagall.  Anyway, he’s kept me ’n’ Xav as Beaters, and Bertie as Seeker, so he can’t be all that bad.”
“He’s let Bully be Chaser” Amycus said.  “She’s back in from the reserves.  Xavier’s delighted.”

“He’s wasting his time there” Evan said, alluding to Xavier’s affection for Agatha Bulstrode.  “It’s as hopeless as Johnny and Greta.  Nearly as pathetic as Potty mooning over that Mudblood redhead.”

“Talking of Potty” Amycus said, “The Gryffindors were watching us try out.  They’re a spying lot of toe rags–”
“Well, you know the answer” Severus continued in his tetchy tone, “Go and spy on them like you’ve done before.”

“Are you telling us to waste good studying time on Quidditch?” Evan began.

“Hardly” Severus replied.  “I am merely saying that, as you know, any team can watch the practice games of any other team.  If you choose to spend your time in that fashion, it’s up to you.  I’m sure you will do so anyway, so there’s no need to pretend I’m making some outrageous and foolhardy suggestion.”

At this point Evan thought about calling him a pompous git but instead he decided that he would take a look at some of the Gryffindor practices once the team had settled down, just to see how they were shaping up before the first match in early November.
Meanwhile, by mid-October it seemed that the gossip about James Potter and Lily Evans had a good deal of substance because the two students were seen together more and more.

“Well, we definitely won’t be going to the Three Broomsticks next weekend, nor the Frilly Teashop” Amycus said as they got undressed on a foggy Sunday night.  “Don’t wannna hafter watch those two snogging.  It’d put me right off my Butterbeer.  Hey, Sev, are you coming along this time?  Hog’s Head – you’ll like it.”

“Yes, okay” Severus said quietly, thinking over how much money he had to spare.  “But I won’t be stopping long.  Prefect duties.”

“No we won’t have!” Evan piped up, as the others fell about laughing.  He began to march around the dormitory, making an announcement with each thudding step.  “Prefect duties!  Homework!  Revision!  Gotta write a letter!  Gotta cut my toenails! … I’m surprised you don’t say you’ve got to stay behind and dust the library shelves, or take Hagrid’s hound for a walk.”

Severus grinned as if caught out.

But it seemed that he really did have other things to attend to, because for most of the rest of the week he was rarely to be seen, and when they saw him he had little to say.  And strangely, he wasn’t carrying his school bag most of the time.

“He’s brewing something extra special in the Potions dungeon” Amycus said.  “You mark my words, that’s what this’ll be about.  Something’s brewing!”

But they were surprised when Severus missed dinner altogether on the Friday evening because, although he was sometimes very early and sometimes late, they could not recall him actually missing a meal unless he was ill.  Worried more than he would admit, Evan checked the hospital wing and reported that no one was there.

They had gone to bed when Severus finally turned up.  He arrived in the dormitory well after curfew, trembling and whiter-faced than they had ever seen him before.  Evan heard him enter the room and he drew back his curtains.
“Hey, it’s Sev.” he cried, lighting his wand.  “Sev!  Are you okay?  What’s happened?”

The others crowded round.  They pestered him with questions but Severus said nothing.  Then Professor Slughorn appeared and everyone fell silent.
“Severus?” he said quietly.

He hardly needed to add ‘please come with me’ – Severus was on his feet and ready to follow him.

In silence they walked side by side to Dumbledore’s office and they took the chairs that Dumbledore had set out for them at the far side of his desk.  They could hear the Headmaster’s voice, he was speaking in another room, but it was impossible to hear his words or the replies.

Avoiding the gaze of his House Master and of the portraits Severus kept his eyes cast down, then when he looked up Dumbledore was already seated at his desk and watching him intently.
“How are you, Severus?” he asked.

Severus just nodded in reply so Dumbledore poured a cup of potion and Slughorn handed it to him.  It looked like Draught of Peace.

“Just take two sips” Slughorn said.  “It will help.”

He felt better for taking the mouthful of potion and replaced the cup on the desk.

“You know of course that this is a very serious matter” Dumbledore said gravely.  “I have spoken to your Head of House and to Professor McGonagall, and we are all agreed.  I am going to ask you to say nothing of what you saw tonight.”

“And Black?”  Severus hardly recognised his own voice; it was a harsh croak.

“Sirius has been dealt with–”

“Expelled I hope!”

“You must leave these matters to us, Severus.  None of you should have been out in the grounds.  (He saw that Severus was going to interrupt again and raised a hand to stop him.)  If I deal with Sirius breaking curfew, I will also deal with you breaking curfew.  Because James resolved matters for you, I am prepared to overlook both incidents.  I think you would be wise to take advantage of that.”
‘Because James resolved matters.’  It was unbelievable.  Severus looked to Slughorn but his expression, like the Headmaster’s, was one of warning.  Dumbledore was still speaking to him, saying something about ‘taking an oath not to say anything about the events of that evening’.

“You mean an Unbreakable Vow?” he asked in horror.

“No-no.  That will not be necessary” Dumbledore assured him.  “But I want you to look upon this as similar to an Unbreakable Vow – as a matter of honour.  Speaking of honour, you realise that you have a debt of honour to James.  A magical debt.  It is similar to a magically binding contract.  You will probably be able to sense it–”
“Yes, I can feel it” Severus said angrily.

He was made to finish the potion and to promise that he would never speak of the events that lead up to this painful interview – of Sirius teasing him about the knot on the Whomping Willow, daring him to try it out, of his breaking curfew to follow Madam Pomfrey and Remus Lupin, of his glimpse of Remus in the form of a werewolf, of James turning up and dragging him back to safety.

Potter!  He would probably get an award for special services to the school.  And Black would not be expelled!  Why could Dumbledore not see the injustice of this?  Was he related to Potter or Black?  Or was it because they were all Gryffindors?  Or all pure-bloods?

Severus was escorted back to the dormitory and, thanks to the potion, he eventually fell asleep.  But he was still in an odd mood at breakfast time and his friends didn’t know what to make of it.  Eventually Evan spoke to Professor Slughorn about Severus because the boys didn’t know what else to do.

“If he won’t talk about it, that’s his decision” Slughorn said.  “So you’d better respect it and not badger him.  Stick with him, though.  Take him to the pub – a drink or two might help him – but don’t let him overdo it.  Make sure he gets back for dinner tonight and has a good meal.  Don’t let him brood alone.”

His friends did as they were bid.  Slughorn himself was in the Hog’s Head when they arrived, sitting at the table in the window and playing chess with a female figure that looked rather like a hag.  The boys sat on stools at the far end of the bar and were not pressured to make conversation with their House Master, but Evan got the impression that although Slughorn was engrossed in his game he was also keeping a fatherly eye on his students.
Severus never explained what befell him on that Friday night but by the following Thursday he was back to something approaching normal and he seemed to enjoy the Hallowe’en Feast as much as ever.
“Just make sure you hammer Potter and Black at Saturday’s match” he said grimly to Amycus and Xavier on Monday morning.

The first Quidditch match of the season was only days away and both teams were practicing hard.  Wanting a day’s rest in between practice and match, Slytherin booked the pitch for Thursday evening, so Gryffindor took it on the Friday night.  Thursday was foggy again and Slytherin’s practice did not go well.  Friday was a clearer day and many of the Slytherin team turned out to watch the Gryffindors.  Severus didn’t join them, preferring instead to take advantage of the common room being quieter to begin an essay for Professor Sprout on venomous plants.  He would almost have finished it but for Balantyne turning up in an unusually foul mood.  Amycus was with him.
“I’ve a bloody good mind to throw you off the team!” Balantyne was shouting.

Instead he threw his broomstick into a sofa as Amycus plumped down in an armchair, looking glum.  Severus stared from one to the other, his grip tightening on his wand.

“And you needn’t look like that!” Balantyne shouted.  “You were the one who taught him that damn hex.  You were the one who said ‘spy on the tryouts’!”

“What exactly am I supposed to have done?” Severus asked.
Balantyne looked daggers.  “We were watching the Gryffindors” he explained.  “Amycus here, decides to put that toenail hex on Potter.  Potter gets taken by surprise, yells, does a few loop-the-loops.  Nearly comes off his broom.  I wish he had come off it – he wasn’t that far from the ground.”

“Yes.  And?” Severus asked, mystified.
“Yes – and – this!” Balantyne hissed.  “He took a Bludger in the side, full pelt.  Didn’t see it.  He’s in the hospital wing.  Cracked ribs.”

“Then they’ll have to play their reserve Seeker” Severus said sleekly.  “Or forfeit the match.”

Balantyne gave him a withering look.  “Explain to him, Amycus” he said quietly.  “Fill him in.  Or I’ll have to fill him in.”
“Well, MacDonald, their reserve, didn’t take it too well when he realised what I’d done” Amycus mumbled.  “He went to punch me and–”
“And?” Severus asked, beginning to fear the worst.
“And Xav got in first.  He didn’t use magic.  Just weighed into him.”

“And?”

“And MacDonald has a fractured jaw” Balantyne whispered.  “Fractured skull they feared at first, but now they’re saying ‘fractured jaw’.  So he and Potter are both in the hospital wing.  Xavier and Amycus were marched off to Dumbledore.  McGonagall’s doing her nut.  She said we should forfeit the match and Xavier should be expelled.”

“He’s not being expelled, though” Amycus said quickly.

“Yes.  No thanks to you!” Balantyne snarled.  “No, he’s not being expelled” he agreed, calming down a little.  “Dumbledore was quite good about it, really.  He suggested a re-schedule.  We now play Hufflepuff on Saturday.  Xavier and Amycus have detentions to do sometime, but they are being allowed to play.  And our Gryffindor match swaps to the end of the year.”

“So why are you making such heavy weather of this?” Severus asked.
Balantyne erupted again.

“Because it could’ve been a f*****g disaster!” he roared.  “Because it’s about time you all grew up!”
He snatched up his broom and stormed off towards the dormitory.

Saturday’s match also did not go well; a rather subdued Slytherin lost to a self-righteous Hufflepuff.  In spite of that Severus was feeing better.  His spirits improved as the term progressed and before Christmas he was back to taking part in running battles against the Gryffindors.  James, however, was less prominent in these skirmishes because he and Lily were now going out together.
By the time Severus became an adult wizard on 9th January he was so good at duelling that he could hold his own against James and Sirius, and as a mild January made way for an even milder February James seemed to be tiring of the sport of goading Severus.
“Tiring?  Or is it simply that he doesn’t like being bested?” Severus wondered.  “Or does he not like being made to look a fool in front of Lily?  Well I’m not letting him off the hook.  Not that lightly.”

As well as entering adulthood Severus had passed another milestone in his life – he had passed his Apparition test at the first attempt after only three lessons.  He was also studying the Animagus transformation but that was proving a very difficult subject.  Severus looked upon it as his next challenge.  He wondered what animal he would turn into if he learned to master it.  He was quite worried about becoming something far too cute, or slimy and lowly; and how, if so, he could keep it a secret.  Somehow he could not believe that Professor McGonagall would resist the temptation to make joking hints if his Animagus form turned out to be a worm or a hamster.  It was his dearest wish to be either a noble animal, or one that was very powerful, or at least one that was large and frightening.
His friends, impressed that he could Apparate, were even more impressed to learn that he was interested in the practicalities of the Animagus transformation, and not just in learning the theory.
“Haven’t you thought about this?” he asked Amycus, mystified at times by his friends’ lack of adventure.  “Doesn’t it appeal to you to try?  Suppose you could transform into an eagle?  Then you could fly for miles without needing a broom.  No Apparition worries then.”
“Oh, I think Amycus does have animal thoughts” Evan said merrily as he helped himself to extra dumplings, “But they usually involve that Ilana witch in Ravenclaw.  You know.  That witch that Potty took out once or twice.  In his pre-Lily days.  There-there, Amycus, never mind.  You’ll be able to send her a Valentine soon.”
Amycus glared at him from across his plate of stew.

“Don’t pretend you haven’t thought of it” Evan said.  “I’m sure you gave her one last year.”

Amycus suddenly grinned.

“Well, I’ve often thought of givin’ her one” he said darkly, and the students within earshot erupted into laughter.

Chapter 12:   Corrigan’s Gold 

1st NEWT Year continued (February 1976) 

Although Evan had joked about Valentine’s Day it was actually very close and Amycus really had been thinking about cards, though not in quite the way that Evan had spoken about.  The second Hogsmeade weekend was set for Valentine’s Day and it looked as though this time one of the Slytherin boys would finally have a bit of romantic success.

“Greta’s agreed to go out with Johnny” Evan said to his friends two days later.  “He’ll be pouring Corrigan’s Gold down her neck.  Hope the poor sod’s got enough money!”
“What’s Corrigan’s Gold?” Severus asked.

“You’re clueless when it comes to women” Evan said pityingly.  “It’s that liqueur drink they all like.  It’s full of brandy an’ cream an’ stuff.  Costs a bomb.”
“D’yer think we could get to Hogsmeade before Valentine’s Day?” Amycus asked slyly.

“Before?  Why before?” Evan demanded, looking mystified.

“Because Zonko’s have a great line in joke cards” Amycus explained.  “And it’s not so good buying them on the day.  The point is to have them ready for owl delivery first thing, like any normal letter.”

“How do you know about these cards?”

“My sister.”

“Well, couldn’t she get any for us?  Sounds like she’s already sneaked into the village.”

“She has” Amycus admitted.  “Yeah, I suppose she could get us some … But she’ll sting us – she never does anything just as a favour … Never mind.  Forget it.”

“Dinner time, then” Evan announced.  “Let’s go on up.  I’m starving.  I don’t think I’m gonna bother about joke cards.”

But as they set off for the Great Hall Regulus caught hold of Amycus’s robe.
“I can get those cards for you” he offered.  “I won’t make you pay over the odds.  You mean the black ones with the sparkly pink writing, don’t you.”

“Yeah!” Amycus said, delighted.  “I want one of each type.”
“One of each?  You want to send that many Valentine’s?  I don’t even like that many girls!”

“Alright.  Promise you won’t say anything, but I’m not sending them from me” Amycus admitted.  “I’m gonna sign ’em as if they’re from the others.”
“Nice one!” Regulus grinned.  “Just don’t do one from me.  Okay?”

“Yep.  Promise!  So if I give you the money will you do the honours?”

Gold changed hands and on Wednesday evening Regulus passed a large paper bag to Amycus.

“How did you do it?”

“I can’t say.  But I got you one of every type, just as promised.  There’re good aren’t they.  I took a look.”

Storm clouds raced across the sky on Saturday morning, and the post owls came in dripping crystal drops.  Soon breakfast was disrupted by shrieks as the girls opened their Valentine Cards.  There were roars of laughter too.  Suddenly from the Gryffindor table Greta got up and marched across the Hall.  She squared up to Severus and scowled down at him, tossing back her hair just like Narcissa did when angry.

“Very funny, Severus” she snapped.  “That just about sums you up!”  Then she slapped him across the face and marched away.

Severus stared down at the card that she had dropped into his porridge.  It was large and velvety black and covered in tiny glittering ruby hearts.  Across the cover in lurid pink was written ‘To know me, is to love me’.  He opened the card and leapt from his seat.  The interior was dazzling white and as it unfolded a fat, black and horribly realistic spider jumped a foot off the page and fell back again.  In the bottom right hand corner were two capital Ss, in imitation of his distinctive scrawl.
Severus began to laugh.  He folded the card closed, vanished its traces of porridge, and put it in his pocket.  Then, feeling in a better mood than he had felt in months, he continued with his interrupted breakfast.  He was oblivious of the shouts and squeaks around him as other girls opened their cards and other boys got the blame.  He was oblivious of the stinging sensation of Greta’s slap, and neither knew nor cared that his cheek bore her handprint.  It was as though the slap had jolted his brain into gear.  A plan was taking shape in his mind.  After breakfast he sat in the common room, not even with a book, just thinking.  Eventually Evan joined him.
“Cindy thinks I sent her a card full of hopping fleas” he said brightly.  “And Florence Prewett got a slug card from Xavier.  And she thinks it’s really funny because she says he looks like a fat slug, anyway.  I didn’t realise you’d send a card to Greta.”
“I most certainly did not” Severus replied vehemently.  “Own up!  Did you send them?”

“No.”

“Come on, you can tell me.  I won’t be cross.  You did send them, didn’t you.”

“No!  No, I’d ’ve–”  Evan stopped short.

“You’d have what?” Severus demanded.

“You said you wouldn’t be angry.”

Severus took a steadying breath.  “Yes.  Okay” he murmured more softly.  “Yes.  You’re right.  I won’t be angry.  But what are you burbling about, Evan?”

“Well, if I had sent a card to anyone from you, I’d have sent it to Lily.”

Severus tried not to blush but that is an art that few wizards can master.  “Why Lily?” he asked, trying to sound unconcerned.

“No reason, really” Evan said breezily.  “Well, what are you doing today?  Going to Hogsmeade?  If we set off at noon we’ll be in plenty of time for lunch.”

Severus was non committal in his reply and disappeared for the rest of the morning.  Evan warned the others that Severus was in a bit of a mood, and after hanging around for a while by the entrance doors to see if he appeared Evan set off for the village without Severus but with Regulus, Amycus and Balantyne instead.  They arrived at the Hog’s Head shortly before one o’clock and Amycus dug into his moneybag.
“I’m in the chair” he said.  “I owe Regulus at drink for getting those cards, so mine’s the first shout.”

“You bloody well are in the chair!” Evan insisted.  “Sending Valentine cards with our names on them!  Getting us all in deep doo.”

As the barman served them Butterbeers they joked about the breakfast time antics.

“Six ’n’ two” the barman grunted, holding out his hand to Amycus who handed him a Galleon.  “Not with yer greasy friend today, then” he added as he handed back the change.
“Nah; it was a miracle we got him here the first time” Amycus said.  “A second visit’ll really be pushing–”

“But he has bin in” the barman informed them.  “Bin ‘n’ gone.  Today.  This mornin’.”

The young wizards looked at one another in surprise.

“Bloody typical!” Evan said.  “We all wait for Sev and he’s already here!  Been and gone, you say?  When did he go?”

The barman looked as the grandfather clock as if the morning’s happenings were written on its face.

“Turned up soon after twelve” he said.  “Had a drink.  Left.  Mind you, I could do with a few more drinkers like him.”

“Why, how much did he have?” Balantyne asked in a worried tone.

“It’s not the volume, it’s the price” the barman chuckled.  “Corrigan’s Gold.  I don’t sell many o’ those.  Not even on a Valentine’s Day.”

The day was fine and the boys did not return to school until the end of the afternoon, whereupon they found Severus in the common room playing chess with Barty Crouch.
“I wanna word with you” Evan said.  “Where did you bugger off to, today?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business” Severus said in a threatening tone, “But if you must know I Apparated to Hogsmeade, and Apparated back.  You had not arrived, and I thought you had changed your plans.  Satisfied?”

Evan looked far from satisfied but he watched in silence as Severus and Barty played on.  Both were good players and neither wanted to give in but by dinner time they agreed to call it a draw.  After dinner Severus went to the library and then to bed.  When the others came up to the dormitory his curtains were closed and faint snores could be heard.

“He’s really not himself today” Evan whispered.

“Ah, jus leave it” Amycus advised.  “He’s entitled to be in a mood if that’s how ’e feels.  I reckon he never really got over that shock, whatever it was, last autumn.”
“He’s getting clumsy in Potions – have you noticed?” Evan continued.  “Dipped his sleeve in armadillo blood last time.  The house-elves’ll have a devil of a job with that.”

“Exam nerves, probably” Amycus said wisely.  “Not surprising really.”

“He’s a highly strung sort o’ bloke” Xavier whispered.  “Clever though!  I can’t Apparate.  Can’t do half the things Sev can do.”

There was a creak as he climbed into bed, and a scrape of curtain rings.  Soon all the boys were asleep.  But Severus was no longer pretending to sleep.  He was laying awake and thinking.  He was running over in his mind a plan that he had been pondering for some months, and about which he had already made some small arrangements.
Let’s get this straight, he said to himself.  Let’s see how far I can take this – at least in my head.  I take Polyjuice and transform into James.  And visit Lily – as James?  And trick her into taking Amortentia – my own Amortentia!  Can I find out where she lives?  Yes, probably.  Cheryl mentioned it – New Malden – both she and Olive Green live in New Malden.  I know I can Apparate to central London and back.  I don’t know if I can manage a longer distance.  Yes, I must have looked a bit weird when the others saw me, but I’ll get used to the distance and then no one will ever know if I have Apparated or not, nor if I’ve travelled hundreds of miles or just a few.
Apparition is such a bonus!  Lily’s parents are Muggles so they’ll be at a natural disadvantage.  I might be able to Apparate into their house without them even knowing.  I’m sure I’ll learn to cope with the distance.
But, once there, can I pretend to be James?  That’s the problem!  What do I know about him?  Nothing.  Suppose I give the game away by not knowing his favourite type of music or some such silly thing?  How does he dress when he’s not at school?  I don’t even know that!
Well, if all else fails I’ll wear school robes.  How ironic that I’m laying the groundwork to do the opposite – to have a reason to wear my Muggle clothes.  Clumsy in Potions!  What an actor you are, Severus.
I’ve got the chocolates, I’ve got the liqueur; pity to waste them.  And the potion is almost ready.  I could do it here.  But if I’m caught, I’m out on my ear!  It was bad enough to uncover the truth about Lupin; that nearly finished me.  Dumbledore won’t give me a second chance.  No, it’s got to be at Lily’s home.  I’ve just got to find out where that is.  I wonder if she is on the Floo network.  If I went to Olive’s house, could I then travel one hearth on?  I’ll try it tomorrow night from the common room.  And what if it doesn’t work?  Then I’ll have to follow her home.  That will be fun in a way; quite a challenge.  But that will take more planning, so let’s keep it simple.  The Floo network tomorrow night… 
Severus spent the following day worrying that his sketchy memory of Olive Green’s address would either be incorrect or would prove insufficient to get him to her house.  He then spent the evening wondering when his friends would go to bed and contemplating feeding them a sleeping potion to force the issue.  But at last they lumbered off, telling him to do the same and give up the essay on Transubstantial Transformation that they assumed he clearly couldn’t do because of the time he was taking over it.
He gave them a further twenty minutes to settle down and then tiptoed to the dormitory.  All was quiet.  Xavier was starting to snore.
A house-elf was working in the common room when he re-entered it.

“Oh, don’t clean out the grate” Severus called.

“Sorry, sir” the elf replied.  “I thought you had all gone to bed.  I’ll make up the fire – soon get it–”

“No.  No!” Severus said, not wanting the fire hot any more than he wanted it extinguished.  “Just leave it.  Please!  Just go.”

Alone at last he threw a pinch of Floo powder into the fire, thrust in his head and said “Coomb Martin!”.  Minutes later he was looking out into the shadowy dimness of a room.  As his eyes grew accustomed to the dark he could make out chairs and a sofa in an elegant sitting room.  He had a very restricted view, but a little light came from the dying fire, and in the gloom there was no sight or sound of anyone.  So he drew back, used a fresh pinch of Floo powder, and travelled all the way to the house.  From there he used more powder and called “Proxima Vesta” but nothing happened.  Either there was no nearby connection to the Floo network or he could not do the spell that would make the jump from node to node.  Whichever it was this did not give him what he wanted, so he vanished the faint traces of soot he had spilled on Olive Green’s hearthrug and returned to school.  He was in bed by one o’clock, wide awake and angry.
I’ll have to follow her, he decided.  So that will have to be done at the end of the year.  She mustn’t see me.  What if she Apparates home?  Then I’m finished – I can’t follow her.  But what if she doesn’t?  She lives in a Muggle neighbourhood and with Muggle parents so maybe she doesn’t Apparate home.  Perhaps they don’t like it.  Perhaps she isn’t of age?  When is her birthday?  Regulus might know, maybe I can ask him without arousing his suspicions.
And what’s the good of that, you idiot?  You still wont’ know her likely means of travelling home.  And you just might alert Regulus all for nothing!  Take a chance.  Follow her home.  Get prepared not to be seen!

And then, when the plans are actually put into effect, and you finally turn up at her home as James, what then?  How far do you take this?  Are we contemplating rape, Severus?

No, not that; nor even if she legally consents.  But there are other things – other things that she might do to please a lover.  And feel very humiliated about afterwards!

Afterwards – what does that mean?  Are we contemplating letting her discover the truth?  The embarrassing truth?

No, not necessarily; I certainly won’t be making any admissions.  But if she guesses or suspects … well, that’s up to her; she won’t go boasting about how she was duped, will she!  And who will she love?  James or Severus?  Blow my mind, would you, Lily?  My turn, now, I think.
Will this really work or should I just forget it?  Just write the idea off?  Well, the planning has been an interesting exercise.

Eventually Severus made up his mind to keep going with the plan, even though his instincts argued against it.  Meanwhile he had another problem to worry about, because without asking him – without even forewarning him – Slughorn had put his name forward for the annual St Mungo’s Potions Award.

“It’ll be a feather in your cap if you get it” Slughorn pointed out when he called Severus to his office and told him he was required to take part.  “I was thinking of putting Lily forward, but you’ve come on so well these past couple o’ years.  Quite remarkable.  What’s the matter, m’boy?  You will do it, won’t you?  There’s fifty Galleons prize money, and your name goes on the shield.  More honour for the old House, y’know.”

Severus didn’t know what to say.  Why had Slughorn sprung it on him like this?  So his progress was ‘quite remarkable’ – yet the staff never remarked upon it.  And why had Slughorn made it sound as though Lily was the obvious choice and he an unexpected outsider?  Why was he never thought of first?
“What sort of potion will I have to make” he heard himself asking, knowing that he couldn’t bring himself to complain to Slughorn.  Instead he would do as he always did – just get on with the job.  “Will it have to be something related to Healing?”

“Oh, no.  Anything you like” Slughorn assured him.  “Just surprise them.  Go away and have a think about it.  The test is not until May.  Plenty of time to find something that will ‘wow’ them.”

So Severus went away and thought about it.

He spent days thinking about it.

He thought about it in the library.

He thought about it in the common room.

He lapsed into thinking about it even when he meant to help his friends practice difficult incantations… 
“Don’t push it” Amycus whispered when he saw Evan about to complain.  “He’s got a lot on his mind.  No one takes study as seriously as Sev, and he doesn’t have Quidditch to help him let off steam.”
…Potions to grow bone, potions to make blood, potions to make you look older, younger, fatter, thinner…  Potions to style hair, potions to develop film, potions to clean furniture…  There was a potion for just about everything.  Severus knew so many of them that he felt that his head would burst.
“Is it dinner time yet?”

It was three weeks later and in the quiet of the library Evan’s whisper sounded like steam from a leaky boiler.  No one replied to him but five minutes later there was a general scraping of chairs and the shuffling of books being put away.  Everyone packed up and started to set off for the Great Hall.  Everyone except Severus.
“Come on, Sev” Xavier mumbled softly.  “Rest your eyes, ’n’ get some grub inside yer.  Roast lamb tonight.  And then chocolate puddin’.  Cheer you up, that will.”
“I don’t want to be cheered up!” Severus snarled.  “I just want to be left alone … How do you know what’s for dinner?” he added a moment later, but when he looked up the three boys had gone.
He looked around.  The room was silent.  Three tables away Lily was watching him.

“Good luck” she mouthed silently.  Then she bent once more to her Runes essay.

He was annoyed as, all alone, he marched off to the Hall in search of dinner.  “I don’t need the well-wishes of a Mudblood”, he mumbled fiercely.  “I just need a bloody good idea.  An absolute cracker.  And then I’ll be ecstatic.  Euphoric.  Over the moo–  That’s it!  Euphoria!”

Severus spent the next few Saturday mornings working on a Euphoria Elixir.  He didn’t want the others to know what he was working on; he particularly didn’t want Lily to get wind of it, especially while he was experimenting with modifications to the standard Euphoria draught.  But new ideas about it had the annoying habit of popping into his head at inconvenient moments and sometimes he would find himself jotting them down during scheduled lessons so as not to lose track of them.  Lily noticed once, and tried to take a peek at his Potions textbook.  He snapped it shut immediately.
“Keep your Mudblood nose out of my book” he hissed.

“You’re the one with an unforgettable nose” she retorted gleefully.  “And, by the way, you’re defacing a book!  Anyway, how are you doing?  Got an idea?”

“More than you could ever guess!” he muttered darkly.
It wasn’t until the Easter holiday that Severus could make progress with his other idea, because only then did he have a legitimate opportunity to leave the school when a Hogsmeade weekend took place on Easter Saturday.  The weather was wet and windy, so it was no surprise to his friends when he chose to stay in the common room and continue the revision he had recently started for the mock NEWT exams.  But because of the weather, Regulus and Balantyne also stayed put.  After a while Severus murmured something about a headache and got up, leaving his work on the table.
“It’s funny seeing you in Muggle clothes” Regulus observed.

“My robes are in the wash.”

“What?  All of them?”
“I’m not blessed with as many as you, Regulus” Severus grumbled.  Yes, both sets.  I had an accident – spilled something on them.  Now if you don’t mind I need something for my head.  And maybe some exercise.”

Leaving Regulus feeling guilty for possessing so many fine sets of robes, Severus slipped away and was soon out of the building and at the Main Gate.

Seconds later he was in Diagon Alley.  The weather in London was better.  He slipped through into Muggle London to make further purchases and check the route to Waterloo Station because he had never been there before and wanted to be sure of being able to Apparate straight there.  He took a quick look around the station, consulted the route guide and noted which platforms served the line through Wimbledon to Surbiton.  Then he Apparated back to the Alley, counted his money and called in at the Leaky Cauldron.  By then lunchtime was drawing to a close but the barman still had some portions of shepherd’s pie he was hoping to sell.

“Are you having lunch?” he asked.

Severus glanced at the Dish-of-the-Day menu and decided that he could not afford lunch.

“Butterbeer please” he murmured, and he counted out a Sickle and twenty Knuts onto the counter. “Err, I know you let rooms” he added as he took his drink.  “I don’t want to rent a room, but do you store luggage?”

“Well, I suppose I could do” the barman replied warily.  “If it’s not too bulky.”

“Just a school trunk, overnight.”

“Oh well, if it’s just one trunk that’d be okay, but if you’re comin’ in on the school train you might as well store it at the station.  The left luggage office.”

“But that’s Muggle–”

“Don’t matter.  We do it all the time.  They don’t seem to take any notice.  But if you want, I can give you a price for keeping a trunk here.  A price, per night.  Hang on, I’ll consult the guv’nor.  Oh, before I do – shepherd’s pie, half price?”

“Done” Severus grinned and hunted for his moneybag again.

Thinking over his options Severus finished his pie and his beer.  Then he Apparated to the school gates and was back in the common room with his revision before his friends returned from afternoon tea in the village.  They were deep in a discussion about Quidditch tactics and paid him little attention, which was just the way that Severus preferred it.  The upcoming final with Gryffindor was a typical grudge match, and Amycus said that he still had untried ideas for tackles that he had picked up at his visit to the Falmouth Falcons in the previous summer.  He also had a newspaper giving schedules of Quidditch fixtures for the coming summer; he and Xavier poured over them, marking the games they hoped to attend and asking Severus to join them.

“Trouble is” Amycus said, when Severus had, as expect, turned down their offers, “Not being a player he’s not really got an appreciation of the game.”

“I can assure you” Severus said icily “I will follow your every move with the most devoted attention.  Just be sure to play some spectacular tricks upon James.  None of that hitting a Bludger at him – I’m certain that even I could manage that.  Let’s see something a little more interesting.”

“But we’re always doing that” Xavier complained.  “Getting to grips.”

“ ‘Hands around the throat’ seems to be missing from your repertoire” Severus pointed out.

Chapter 13:   Quidditch Tactics 

1st May1976 – 1st July 1976 
James never knew the truth about what happened to his spectacles.  He lost them during one of many brawls in the Quidditch Final.  It was commonplace for the Slytherin Beaters to tackle him physically as well as to aim Bludgers at him, so no one thought anything unusual about seeing James, Xavier and Sirius in a mid air tussle.  And James’s arch enemy Severus was alone in the back row of the Slytherin stands, too far away to be a party to the scuffles.  James suddenly cried out ‘my glasses – gone’ and there was a moment of panic because without them he had no chance of seeing the Snitch, but he always carried a spare pair and Sirius fought valiantly to keep James from being unseated while he rummaged for them.  After the match he searched the ground for the original pair, but of those wire framed spectacles there was not a trace.  And upon returning to the changing rooms he found Bobby Brocklehurst cursing the loss of his robe and blaming Sirius for it.

Had he known about the row between Brocklehurst and Sirius, Severus would have been amused by it, but no wind of it reached Slytherin House.  Instead his mind was dominated by his mock-NEWT examinations and the imminent culmination of his private plan.  And even more pressing was the submission to the St Mungo’s Prize Board because the time of the Potions Award had now arrived.
Two representatives were present from St Mungo’s when Severus prepared his potion.  They were Basil Borage, the Chief Apothecary, and Elton Vance, Senior Healer with special responsibility for training.  Together with Professor Slughorn they watched Severus prepare the potion and accepted a phial of it to take away for testing.  Every indication was that they were very impressed.
“We have one other submission to see” Borage said.  “We’ll be in touch.  You’re hoping to join our trainee Healer programme in a couple of years aren’t you, Snape.  Don’t fancy a lab job instead, do you?”

“Now now, Basil” Vance said warningly.  “No poaching my pond.  He’s mine!”

“Well, that went very well” Slughorn sighed when the St Mungo’s staff had gone.  “Euphoria!  What a brainwave – send them away happy.  I think you’ll make quite a mark at St Mungo’s.  Well, not long now till exams and then the end of term.  And then the final year.  For this year it’s getting to the stage when I’ll leave it to you do decide which potions to prepare.  You know what you need to practice, and if you can’t get it done in the time available you can take it home to work on in the summer…”

When the exams were over and Severus took his usual place at the table behind James and Sirius in the last Potions lesson of the year the Gryffindor boys seemed unaware of him.  With the same silent summoning spell that had won him James’s spectacles, Severus now collected almost a dozen hairs from the back of James’s robes and compared them with the mop of untidy hair that stuck out from under James’s hat.  They appeared to be the right ones.  But Severus would take no chances – he would test one out as soon as an opportunity arose, just as he had tested out and practiced his other transformation plans, and forewarned his mother that he might be late home at the end of term because he might go for a drink first.

True to his word Slughorn left them to their own devices for that last lesson and Severus decided to make a start on more Polyjuice.  Not because he needed it for the expedition to Lily’s house, but because that visit would deplete the stock hidden in his bedroom at Spinner’s End so he would want more at some point in the future.
He also found himself listening to the Gryffindor boy’s conversations in the Great Hall and when they gathered at Hogsmeade station to board the express.

“Why are you taking the train?” Regulus asked.

“Doing a bit of shopping in London” Severus lied quickly, making it sound casual.

When they got seats he buried his head in Quintessence: A Quest and hoped Regulus would not like to disturb him.
As they alighted at Kings Cross Severus noticed that James had changed into jeans and a Madras checked shirt.  Lily was calling out “See you next September, then.  Unless you can tear yourself away from The Falcons.”

“I’ve gotta watch The Falcons” James called back.  “How else can I get ideas on how to thrash the Slytherins.  But I’ll be round your house on the eleventh.  Save me a chicken leg or two.”

“Oh, very funny Ja–”

But James had caught up with her and given her a kiss, and Severus could not catch the words of their parting exchange.  Then Lily turned in the direction of the Underground, and James set off with Sirius towards an address in North London that was about fifteen minutes walk away.  Severus watched them go and hardly noticed Regulus bump into him.

“Are you off to Diagon Alley?” Regulus asked.  “Are you going to Apparate?  It’s a bit of a walk from here.”

“Err, yes I’m going to Apparate” Severus replied.  What about you?”

“I only live twenty minutes away” Regulus explained.  “I always walk it.”  He looked wistfully after his brother, and Severus asked if Sirius was also going home, and why they didn’t journey home together.  “No, he’s not going home” Regulus said angrily.  “He and Dad are at daggers drawn these days. I expect he and James are off to a cousin of ours.  Oh well … Enjoy your shopping, Sev.  See you next year.  Or maybe at the Malfoys’ August do.”

Severus also watched him go, making sure he was heading home.  He certainly looked as if he was.  Severus was thinking furiously.  James was going to Lily’s house on the eleventh.  July the eleventh?  And ‘save me a chicken leg or two’ – was she having a party?  And why was James’s suggestion very funny?  Well, whatever that meant, he mustn’t turn up in the guise of James on the eleventh.  And he must find out which eleventh or take a gamble.

He changed his clothes in the gents’ toilets and stowed his school robes in his trunk.  At the Left Luggage Office a bored attendant took his trunk and his Muggle money, and gave him a ticket which he slipped into the ticket pocket in his moneybag.  Then he found a deserted corner and Apparated to Waterloo Station.  He judged that he was ahead of Lily now because she was travelling by tube.  He bought a single ticket and hurried to Platform Two just as the gates were closing.  Scrambling aboard the Portsmouth stopping-train he fell into a seat as it started with a lurch.  But he was elated – the arrangements had worked like magic.

The platform at New Malden was high and breezy, and flanked by an office block and the tops of houses.  A loudspeaker was announcing the next stops – ‘Berrylands, Surbiton, Hinchley Wood’ – Severus didn’t note all the names, he was watching the ticket collector and letting his fellow travellers draw ahead of him.  He slipped into the Waiting Room and peered out along the station, watching.  The man at the barrier had collected all the tickets and disappeared, probably to the staff rest room.  From the shadows Severus had watched him go, guessing that he little knew or cared that a passenger was left on the station.

There were no other station staff in sight so in the seclusion of the Waiting Room Severus made his final transformations, turning his hair fair and short, and donning a pair of sunglasses.  Only his pale skin could betray him and he was prepared to risk that.  He peeped out through the doorway.  A train was coming.  But it didn’t stop – it tore through on its way to Surbiton as the loudspeaker blared ‘stand clear of the platform edge – this train is not stopping!’.

A roar, a rattle, a flair of sparks, and then silence descended once more, and the Waiting Room grew stuffy and hot.
He loitered inside, listening to the clatter of another approaching train.  A screech of breaks brought it to a crawl and two young women jumped from it before it halted.  He peeped out at them.  They were arguing.

“It’s stupid getting out here.  We should have waited and got a train straight to the Manor–”

“I want to go to Safeways.”

“You coulda gone to the Worcester Park Co-Op.”

“That’s just as far.”

The Manor!  Was there more than one station serving New Malden?  Severus ducked his head inside to glare at the British Rail route map.  Yes, Malden Manor!  Perhaps that was Lily’s station.  He had never considered that possibility, and he had no idea how to get there.  But as he agonised, he heard more footsteps.  A red haired girl in a cotton top and wrap-over skirt was sauntering by, pulling a trunk to which wheels appeared to have been fitted.  She got to the barrier and handed her ticket to the man on duty who waved her through, glanced once again along the deserted platform and followed her out of sight.  Again Severus watched him go.  He had planned to Apparate out of the station but he didn’t need to – the ticket collector had failed to notice him.  “I haven’t become invisible, have I?” he wondered, as he followed Lily out into the street.

She walked quite a distance, turning right at a busy traffic roundabout, past a bus stop, and then took a left turning almost opposite a church.  She threaded her way through a network of suburban roads and finally emerged onto a road bordering an expanse of open ground.  Almost before he knew it she was walking up a front path.  He had no choice but to carry on past her house and try to see which one it was so that he could walk by it again later and note the number.  Once he had her address fixed in his mind and careful note of the surrounding cover he Apparated back to Kings Cross, changed his appearance in the privacy of the gents’ toilets, collected his trunk, and Apparated home.  Drizzle was falling in Snarebeck but none of it fell on him because he Apparated into the house.

“You’re later than I thought, Severus” his mother observed.

“Sorry.  Got talking to Regulus” Severus lied.  “Err, what time’s dinner?”

She gave him a lopsided smile.  “Well, now that you’ve deigned to arrive and stopped playing trains, I’ll make a start” she said.  “Nice day in London, is it?”

“Yes, quite nice.  Why?”

“I’ve never known you to bother with sunglasses before.”

Severus glanced down and blushed; through the breast pocket of his shirt the dark glasses were clearly visible.

Chapter 14:   Mixed Feelings 
10th July1976 

Pretending to be an anonymous fair haired youth had not prepared Severus for the experience of impersonating a wizard with a genuine and known identity.  When, in the guise of James Potter and wearing a Gryffindor robe, Severus Snape Apparated at the bushy edge of the open land on Saturday 10th July he looked at the houses in Balmoral Drive with apprehension.

Balmoral Drive – how pretentious – typical of a row of such small suburban dwellings.  But Severus had to admit that they were a cut above Spinner’s End.  More than a cut above.  The houses had manicured front gardens and well kept exteriors.  They were the homes of salaried office clerks and bank cashiers, not the homes of factory workers subject to short time and layoff.  The cars that lined the kerbside were washed every Sunday.  How dare Lily live in one of these neat, trim places?

He glanced down at his clothes and smoothed his hair.  Then he almost laughed; James was often seen messing with his hair – he was playing the part without even trying.  He looked back again at Lily’s house.  Its white front door mocked him.  But the house next door was larger; it had a garage, the door of which was raised.  A vacuum cleaner had been abandoned by the car, and at the back of the garage a small door to the garden stood ajar.  He Apparated into the garage and looked through to the garden which seemed deserted and had a pear tree at the bottom.  I can Apparate behind that, he said to himself, and risk a look over the fence.

Lily’s house might have a closed, off-putting look at the front, but it was inviting at the back; windows and French windows thrown open wide.  A radio was playing in an upstairs room.  The sound of Tammy Wynette floated out, reminding him of the previous summer when at home in Snarebeck his neighbour had played her Stand By Your Man hit constantly.  The back rooms of Lily’s house looked deserted but dusk was falling and it was hard to be sure.  There would be no privacy in the garden without the use of magic.  As he was considering his tactics a woman’s head and shoulder appeared around the French window.

“Lily, aren’t you coming in?” she called.  “Witchfinder General’s about to start.”

“No, I hate that film.  Gives me the creeps.”

“Are you going to stay out all night?”

“Probably.  Tell Pet to leave my tapes alone.”

“Tell her yourself, dear.”

Mrs Evans sounded annoyed.  She disappeared from the back room into the kitchen, picked up a steaming mug of something and went towards the room at the front.  Severus waited a few seconds longer in case she returned for biscuits to go with her evening drink.  He scanned the garden again.  It was as neat as the front garden but with extras – a white patio dining set, a small brick barbecue, even a bench-type garden swing with fringed edges to its upholstery, set under the shade of almond trees and surrounded by Lily-of-the-Valley.  It was a garden straight out of Woman’s World.  Lily lay in the garden swing, flicking through a copy of a magazine.  There was a glass of lemon barley water on the paving slab beside her.  Severus checked the bottles in his pockets, then Apparated behind her and spoke in her ear.

“Hello.”

He was pleased; her genuine shock was amusing, but she didn’t cry out.  Instead she hissed “James, you idiot!”

“Idiot am I?  That’s nice … I brought you a present.”
Lily made room for him to sit beside her and he handed over the chocolates with a flourish.

“Wow!  Connoisseur Collection!” she exclaimed “But why–?”

“Do I need an excuse to give you a gift?”

But instead of opening the box she gave him a kiss.  Then she sat sideways to study his face.  Severus began to wonder if something was wrong.  Did he not kiss like James?  He didn’t have any experience of kissing, whereas James obviously had some at least.  Had he messed it up?  Was he wearing the wrong aftershave?  Aftershave!  He never used it; he had no idea if James did.  Oh, what a nightmare this was!  Tammy Wynette’s voice had been replaced by Abba singing Dancing Queen.  But that was of little help.  He must find something else to say.

“Well, if you won’t have a chocolate, have something to drink.  What’s this here?  Lemon barley?  I think I can do better.”

He picked up her glass, emptied it magically, and then dug out a single-measure bottle of Corrigan’s Gold, tipping the contents into her glass.  Lily took the glass but didn’t drink, so he produced a wine glass and another tiny bottle, and poured a liqueur for himself.  Now at last she raised the glass to her lips but she was too intent, still, on watching his face.  Had he imagined it or had her head inclined a fraction, as if she had given a minute nod of understanding?
“You realise what will happen if my mother sees you” she said.
No, he had no idea what would happen.  A nervous smile, a totally Severus smile, flashed across his face in a split second, before he could shrug the matter off.  But Lily’s face was still full of questions.  He looked into her eyes.  They were deep green pools.  What could he read in them and in the mind behind them?  Only images of himself – well of ‘James’ – so she was seeing him as James; so why the questions?  Suddenly he tore his eyes away.  He had the distinct sensation that Lily was looking into his mind.

“I must say I’m surprised to see you tonight” she murmured.

“I’m glad I can still surprise you” he replied carefully.  “The liqueur not to your taste?  Shall I chill it?”

Before he could finish pulling his wand from his sleeve the glass fell from his hand and smashed, and thin cords were wrapping themselves around him, binding his arms and legs, and making his wand unreachable.  But Lily stopped the cords from binding his mouth.  Then she held her wand against her glass.  She was heating the liqueur, not cooling it, and it was starting to steam.  She gave the steam a little sniff.

“The liqueur not to my taste?” she asked serenely.  “I expect it will be perfect, as will be the chocolates.  Everything you do, Severus, is perfect.  By that I mean ‘flawless’.  I don’t mean kind, and I don’t mean pretty.  But it is all executed perfectly. … Did you know the chocolates were my favourites?  Or did you guess? …”  There was no trace of anger in her voice.  If anything she sounded amused.  “Well, well” she grinned.  “Severus Snape stuck for words.  That is a sight for sore eyes.  Let me unbind you; I didn’t intend to hurt you.”

Freed of the biting cords, Severus sat up and rubbed his wrists and ankles.  Finally he found his voice.
“If I’m so flawless” he sneered “What gave me away?”

“A trace of old leather.”

“Old leather?  Just that?”

“No, there were other things.”

“Such as, James is not welcome here.  Not welcomed by your parents.”

“You are shrewd, Severus, no doubt about that” Lily observed.  “But also it was the Falcons game tonight.  James won’t miss that to snatch half an hour or so with me.  Not when we can meet any other time–”

“They’re not playing tonight.  They play on Fridays.”

“Ah, I see … No.  Bad luck.  The match didn’t take place yesterday.  It was rescheduled because the Arrows’ manager had his house burgled.  You checked the fixtures list I suppose.”

“Yes” Severus snarled bitterly.  “Of course.”

“But James owled me and gave me the news” Lily explained.  “He’s not one for writing often.  Not normally.  But if he has any particular news he always lets me know.”  She continued to study the fake James beside her as if he was a specimen in one of Slughorn’s glass jars.  “It’s weird you know, hearing your voice come out of his mouth; realising it’s your brain forming your thoughts inside his head.  When are you due to take the next dose of Polyjuice?”

“Soon.”

“Is it in a liqueur bottle?”

“I put a few extra pockets in this robe” Severus admitted.  “It’s full of bottles, of various sorts.  I needed three sets of drinks, and of course one pocket for the chocolates.”
“Very thorough.  A drink for me, and two types for you, all in the same style of bottle.  And your wand?”

“I modified its colour in case you wanted the drinks chilled.  After all, I know what James’s wand looks like.  I’ve had it pointed at me enough times.”

“Yes, that’s true.  Well, you’ve been very clever.”

“Cleverer than you with your Love Potion trick.”

“What Love Potion trick?”

Haltingly Severus confronted her with some of the details of the disastrous picnic, and Lily denied any part in it.  At first she seemed tempted to laugh but then she grew annoyed.
“So that’s what they did” she breathed.  “I was never party to it.  Never.  There was an idea bandied about to give someone a four-person potion – Greta, Cindy and I don’t know who else – Gunny, I think – were joking about it.  But it was just a joke.  Supposed to be … So, did they try a three?  Did they mess it up?  Why did you think I was part of it?  I wasn’t even there, was I.”

“I thought they were supposed to be your friends” Severus replied icily.  “Your cruelty to me is hardly a surprise, but how could you deceive your friends?”

Lily’ jaw dropped, she was speechless.  Her cruelty?!  What was he talking about?  But the awful possibility of the truth began to dawn on Lily, just as the truth of her innocence began to dawn on Severus.
“Tell me honestly” she demanded, “At that picnic, when you ate or drank whatever you ate or drank,–”

“Ate!” he snapped.  “It was only food.”

“Ate then, you pedantic bastard!  When you ate the adulterated food, whose image came to mind?”

“Can’t you guess?”

“Mine?”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“So they used me” Lily murmured.  “They literally used me … I find that hard to believe.  Anyway it doesn’t make sense.  How would three times ‘me’ be a funny joke for them?  No, I don’t believe it.  I’ll have it out with them next term.  I’ll get to the bottom of it.  And you came here tonight to play the same trick on me.  Oh Severus, what a Wally you are.  Do you really want me to be love sick for you?”

“It would make a change from being the butt of everyone’s jokes” Severus said softly.  “I realise … I realise that you are in love with James, so there’s no real hope.”

“No real hope?” Lily repeated.  “What are you talking about?  I’m a Mudblood, Severus!  Remember?  You’ve said so, enough times.  You don’t want the adoration of a Mudblood.  Anyway yes, I do love James.  But, since it suddenly seems to matter to you, I will let you know this – I am far more fond of you – and of Remus – than I would ever normally admit to anyone.  I wouldn’t even tell that to James.  He wouldn’t understand.  He might one day, when we are all ninety nine years old and he has finally grown up, but he wouldn’t understand it now.  So, you see, Mister Flawless Potioneer, you don’t need to give me Amortentia.  A part of my heart will always be yours.”

“Even though I’m a Wally?”

“Yes.”

“Even though I’m a pedantic bastard?”

“Yes.”  Nodding gently, she smiled and added “That especially.”

Severus was not sure at that point whether to run away or to kiss her.  Then an even more perplexing sensation began to course through him.  “Oh, god” he whispered.  “I’m transforming back.”

Within less than a minute it was Severus Snape, not James Potter, who was sitting beside her.  He took off James’s spectacles and rubbed his eyes.  Lily’s smile broadened.  “I like you much more as your real self” she murmured.  “It’s too confusing to have your brain directing James’s body.  You had better go now.  But before your do…”

“What?”

“This.”
She kissed him; once, but fully.
“Now off you go” she ordered kindly.  “Leave the chocolates and hand over all the liqueur bottles.  I’ll make sure they are destroyed.”
“Can I first give you these?” Severus asked, handing her the spectacles.  “I’m not a thief, Lily.  Perhaps you can find a way to return them.”

“And the robe?”

“It’s Brocklehurst’s.  I’ll return it next term – sans extra pockets.  But I thought perhaps you could let James have his spectacles back.  You won’t give me away, though, will you.”

“No, of course I won’t” Lily assured him.  “I’ll find a way to let James ‘find’ them.”  She noticed him eyeing the adulterated food and drink warily as he emptied his pockets.  “You can rely on me to deal with that, too” she said firmly.  “In fact, I’ll sort that out now.”

She said the spell aloud to boost his confidence, and there on the paving slabs by the Evans’s garden swing Severus saw the incriminating items vanish forever.

Angry and yet relieved, disappointed and yet elated, Severus Apparated to the Leaky Cauldron.  He was not in a mood for returning home so he counted the loose change in his pocket and was about to order a Butterbeer when a massive hand clapped him on the shoulder.  It was Xavier.

“Just got back from the Falcon’s match” he said.  “It was over in a flash.  The Appleby Arrows are really off form.  Totally thrown.  Did you hear what happened to their manager?”  He slapped a tankard of mead on the counter beside Severus and launched into a description of the very brief and very dirty match.

Severus said little; he didn’t want company, he wanted to think.  He drank his mead quickly hoping that Xavier wouldn’t mind him not buying a return round, made his excuses and Apparated home because there was nowhere else to go.  He was able to say quite truthfully that he had been having a drink with a friend in London, and he went to bed refusing a night time drink of cocoa.  The night was hot so he opened the window wide, not caring that the girl next door was playing the same Abba tape that Lily’s sister had been playing.  At least it wasn’t Stand By Your Man – he had had enough of that sentiment to last him a lifetime.

So Lily really was in love with James.  But she did have feelings for him as well.

“I knew it” he exclaimed, ignoring now the doubts and qualms of the last two years.

And we will be working at St Mungo’s together, he realised.  And James won’t be there.  And she acknowledges that James is an immature idiot!  And yet she still loves him.  On Lily, Lily, why must it be him?  You describe me as flawless, but you love James!”

But as he thought over this conundrum he acknowledged that he had a fair measure of flaws, and that it would be equally irrational for Lily to love flawed Severus, as it was for her to love flawed James.

Old leather!  So that was the secret pheromonic aroma that distinguished his personal Amortentia from those of other people’s.  And Lily’s?  Convallaria, he realised; that’s what I detected at the picnic that day, and smelled it again as soon as I sat beside her.  Lilly-of-the-valley!  And the Evans even grow it in their garden.  Yes, Lily, I will always associate those little white bells with you.
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When Severus went to Diagon alley for his 7th Year books he was half afraid of running into Lily and yet half hoping he would see her; and all the while pretending that he didn’t care either way.

He needn’t have worried; it was Regulus that he met.  The young wizard was lunching at the Leaky Cauldron and chatting to a Slytherin girl who had left Hogwarts some years earlier.  He caught sight of Severus and called him over at once.

“Sev!  Come and join us.  You remember Honor, don’t you?”

Severus peered at her.  An unfashionable smock-topped dress disguised her skeletal thinness but Honor Wigworthy was unmistakable.

“Yes, of course” Severus said.  “Err, are you two alright for drinks?”

“Just got ours, thanks,” Honor replied, indicating her full Gillywater glass.  “And we’ve ordered our lunches.”

Severus got himself a Butterbeer and a long chunk of French stick, overflowing with roast beef and salad.  He carried them back to the table and slid into the bench opposite Regulus.  As he took a gulp of beer he eyed Regulus carefully.  Was Honor a girlfriend?

“Still enjoying St Mungo’s?” Severus asked her.

“Very much” Honor replied.  “Cheryl is, too!  I see you’re on the intake list for next summer.”

“If I get the grades.”

“You will get the grades” Regulus chided.  “Hell’ll freeze over rather than Severus not get top grades.”

Severus gave a tiny smile.  Then a question occurred to him.

“And Lily Evans – she’s on the list as well, I take it.”

“Lily?  Evans?  No; there’s no Evans on the list.”

Honor must be wrong, he decided.  Wrong, or it was an oversight at the hospital.  He would check it with Lily next term; it was less than a fortnight away.

A waitress appeared and placed bowls of chilli-con-carne before Honor and Regulus, and a platter of bread between them.  Severus looked aghast as they tucked in.

“Chilli in the summer?”

“Mph!  I can eat chilli any time.  Well, these days I can” Honor explained.  She mimed fanning her mouth, and grinned – the chilli was hot.

They ate in silence for a while, and then when conversation returned Severus learned that Regulus and Honor regarded themselves as neighbours.  They were both part of the small wizarding community that lived in North London.  Severus was keen to know as much about St Mungo’s as possible, and Honor told him many small background details such as about the laboratories, locker rooms, and laundry in the basement, and the back stairs to the staff canteen on the fifth floor.

“Yes, I recall the canteen being on the same floor as the visitors’ teashop” Severus observed.

“Oh, yes.  You lunched there on your work experience day.  Oh, well, you know it all.”

“No, I didn’t – for instance – know about the staff lockers for personal possessions.”

“They’re a good idea” Honor insisted.  “You’ll need one as a trainee Healer because you won’t have a desk.  It’s a bit different for me in the lab.  I only need it for my clothes, but you can store any little items in there.  But do keep it locked!  Some people use a password, but some use such obvious passwords it’s a joke – words like Password and Bonham.”

They joked together about lack of security, Regulus suggesting that if Evan had to think of a secret password it would be ‘Quidditch’ or ‘Beater’ or ‘dinner’.

“And Sev’s would be ‘dungeon’ ” he added, “Because that’s where he’s spent most of his life.”

“So have I” Honor pointed out.  “Still do.  Both hospital labs are in the basement, and the Dispensary.  That’s where you’ll come to collect remedies, Severus, and deposit samples.”

Regulus began to laugh again, and then so did Honor.  Severus felt annoyed – what could be so funny.

“Sorry” Regulus grinned.  “It’s just the word ‘deposit’ in the context of what you were doing yesterday.”

“I’ll wait until Severus has finished eating.”

“No, no.  Don’t worry – I’m not squeamish” Severus assured her.

“Okay” she said.  “I stank the lab out, boiling up turds.”  (Severus grinned).  “Yes, really” she continued.  “They’ve got some pretty glass cauldrons, ideal for that.  Very cute.  They were Ministry samples.”

“Ministry samples?”

“Yes.  We get work related to crimes.  If a person dies at the hospital in suspicious circumstances I sometimes get samples to analyse – especially if a poisoning is suspected.  But if it’s an outside case, the Law Enforcement Squads do a lot of their own forensic work.  But if they get overloaded or want parallel tests done then they send the evidence to St Mungo’s.”

“And did you find traces of poison?”

“Yes, but I can’t discuss the details.  But I do like those cases.  The only drawback is the twit we have as a Ministry liaison.  That bonehead bloke, Jugson.  For some reason he seems keen on me.  Keeps asking me out.  As if I’d go out with a bloke like that! … Right, who’s for another drink?”

Severus watched her get more drinks, marvelling that she could be even more of a beanpole than she had been at school.  At this rate she would fade away altogether in five years time.  She wore her mousy hair in the shortest of Muggle crops.  Only innate good humour saved her face from plainness – she was one of the least prepossessing girls that Severus had ever seen.  Ferdy Jugson might be a big lout with large ears, but in terms of looks Severus thought that neither of them was in a position to criticise the other.

“So why isn’t Cheryl with you today?” he asked.  “Don’t you lunch together?”

“She’s um…”  Honor looked embarrassed.  “Don’t get this wrong – we’re on good terms” she explained, “But Cheryl’s very much one for doing her own thing.  At school I felt sorry for her, thinking the others were horrible in snubbing her the way they did, and insulting her.  But even if they hadn’t cold-shouldered her, I realise now that she wouldn’t have been one of the crowd.  Wouldn’t have been, by choice.  She’s kind of very self-sufficient.  Like you, Sev!”

“Unsociable” Regulus said teasingly.

“No, I don’t even mean that” Honor said.  “Gosh, I’m not explaining myself very well … Let’s try again.  Well, if Cheryl had been a pure-blood she’d have been there at any Slytherin parties et cetera, et cetera.  There, on the edge – drink in hand – chatting, even.  But in a way she wouldn’t have been there.  She’s … got her own agenda.  That’s the impression I get.”

“Okay, I see what you’re driving at” Regulus said, nodding his head.  “Never really knew the girl, but yeah, I see what you mean.”

Severus said nothing but he also understood, and probably more than Regulus did.  That was why they had got on quite well together – they might or might not share identical ambitions, but Severus and Cheryl had always understood each other’s needs.  He regretted the fact that there had not been a Cheryl in his life during his primary school years; there had only been toffee-nosed Felicity.

Almost before he noticed, the chilly bowls were scraped clean and Honour had finished her drink.  She declined another and got up to leave.

“Nope.  Must go, boys.  Got to get back to work.  It’s nice seeing you, though.  See you next August then, Sev, unless we run into each other before.  Bye, boys.”

Another one who called him Sev!  Would there be no end to it?  But as Honor took a step in the direction of the door where there was sufficient space to Disapparate, Severus couldn’t help looking forward to the moment when her cheery nature would again invade his life.

* * *

Severus’s final year at Hogwarts began with mixed feelings.  Lily was made Head Girl.  She was now a gracious and mature witch, and although he would never have said so Severus felt that the appointment was merited and unsurprising.  But for James to be made Head Boy, although not surprising, was a matter of deep resentment.  Popular James had leapt from nowhere to become Head Boy; he hadn’t even been a prefect.

“It’s because he’s a Quidditch star” Severus sneered to anyone who would listen.  “It’s the same in all English schools, scholarly excellence runs second to sporting prowess.  ‘Runs second’ – a sporting metaphor.  That says it all – even I’m brainwashed by it!  Why was I born into a culture that makes heroes of its sports stars?”

James called a prefects’ meeting early in the year and although Severus did nothing but sit at the back scowling and clutching his schoolbag in an oddly defensive attitude, once the meeting was over James hurried off to Quidditch practice leaving Severus with a perfect opportunity to talk to Lily.

“Had a good summer?” he asked, adjusting his bag on his shoulder and trying to sound casual.

“Most unusual in places” Lily answered coolly.  “I even surprised myself at one point.  What about you?”

“Well … there was something I … wanted to discuss” Severus said quietly, “But perhaps another time.  It’s not exactly, ah – private – here.”  He glared across to where Lupin stood waiting to walk back with Lily to the common room.  Lily followed his gaze.

“No, don’t wait for me, Remus” she called.  “I’m due to see a student shortly.”

Lupin nodded in an unsuspecting way and ambled off in the direction of Gryffindor Tower.

“Come to my parlour, then” Lily muttered jokingly to Severus.  “Yes, I have a private parlour.  It’s an idea of Dumbledore’s.  Professor McGonagall wasn’t keen, but I think Dumbledore’s right.  Anyway … he’s installed some safety measures, so you’ll have to be a good boy.”

“Hardly necessary” Severus sneered.  “You proved very able to defend yourself.”

“Well, I’ll need to be able to, won’t I” Lily said mysteriously.

Chatting amiably, she led him to a room that Severus had never noticed before.  It was small and contained a desk and chair, a low bookcase, and armchairs either side of the fireplace.  Despite the hated Gryffindor colour scheme Severus could picture the room with a roaring fire and guessed it would be very cosy in winter.  So this was where the Head Girl could take students who needed to talk over problems.  A clever idea, he thought, typical of Dumbledore; and perhaps typical of Lily.  He settled himself in an armchair as Lily fiddled with the teapot on top of the bookcase.

“Tea?”

“No thank you.”

“Coffee, then.”

“No; I’m fine.  Honestly.  I only wanted to return this.”

He drew Bobby Brocklehurst’s robe from his schoolbag and left it neatly folded on the desk.

“Oh yes” Lily exclaimed.  “Okay, I’ll put it in the laundry and Bobby’ll get it back next week.  Was there nothing else?  I haven’t had a chance, yet, to talk to Greta, and of course the others aren’t here –”

“No, don’t trouble, really” Severus insisted.  “It’s water under the bridge, I do assure you.  But what I did want to say was, are you aware that you are not on the St Mungo’s list for next year?”
“The St Mungo’s list?”  Lily was surprised.

“New trainees.”

“New trainees?”

“Yes, Lily” Severus growled with a trace of impatience.  “You’re going to be a Healer.”

“Who says?”

He thought for a moment that she was joking but Lily looked perfectly serious.

“Well you were the one who ‘said’ ” Severus explained, trying to keep his temper.  “You said to Slughorn that that’s what you’re going to do.”

Lily frowned, looking confused.  “I might have said so once” she ventured.  “Yes, I did once play around with that idea.  That was ages ago – you’ve got a memory like an elephant.  But no, I’m not doing Healing.  I’m going to work for the Ministry.”

“The Ministry?”

“Yes.  James is going to work there, too.  We’re hoping to join Law Enforcement.”

James again!  It was like a bolt of cold water.

It was always James.  It would always be James.  So much for his hopes of seeing her at St Mungo’s.

“My mistake” he said abruptly, and he hauled himself out of his chair.

“Severus” Lily called, “Don’t worry.  This year will be a bit different.”

“Of course” he muttered, and he left the Head Girl’s parlour with barely another word.

In the previous year they had started studying the Patronus Charm and in their final year their Defence Against the Dark Arts Professor let them take the topic much further, but she did so in a series of private sessions that began with an interview in her office.
Severus was on his guard when he was called for an interview.  He was first to be summoned and wondered what it could be about.  When he entered the office Professor Payne was bent over, poking the fire.  She straightened up and turned, and he studied her face, trying to get some clue as to what might be coming.

Amalthea Payne was short of stature like Cheryl Stevens, and as mannish of feature as Caldecott the old librarian.  Her iron grey hair was cut very short.  There was nothing witch-like about her, and nothing very feminine either – she could have been a man dressed as a woman and she even had a gravely voice.  Severus could never make up his mind whether he really liked her, but he felt she was potentially far less treacherous than his own House Master.  Professor Payne was gruff and tough, but steadfast.
“Sit down, Snape” she said quietly as she eased herself into her own armchair.  “Don’t look so glum, boy; you’re not in any trouble.  Now … you remember we studied the theory of Patronuses last year.  Well, this year you will all get the chance to build on that, but I must warn you what that involves.  Warn all of you.  I’m seeing all my NEWT group; I’ve decided to start with you.”

Severus relaxed a little – it sounded as though he was not in any trouble.

“In order to have any hope of actually conjuring a Patronus” Professor Payne continued “You need to confront your worst fear.  Only that will enable you to summon the energy to form the Patronus.  Now some teachers always let students do that in open class.  If you remember late on in your first year I let you all confront a Boggart.  I do that usually with second years, but sometimes with firsts, if there’s time.  I take a different tack with seniors.  It’s all very well for a little kid to be found scared of cockroaches, but unfortunately I’ve come across some far more disturbing cases over the years – particularly amongst the older students.  Know what I mean?”
Although not sure, Severus nodded.  He began to realise that some students may not come from happy homes, or some may have been involved with evil wizards such as Grindelwald.  To reveal terror of a cruel father or of some well-known individual – that would surely be far more distressing than to be found to be scared of broom-flight or of creepy-crawlies!
“Yes, I think I see what you are getting at” he replied.  “But will we always have to put ourselves through an ordeal to produce a Patronus?  I’ve read of them being used as messages–”

“That’s only possible because you can get very used to firing them off” Payne replied.  “Not all wizards can do that.  Not all wizards can even make a Patronus, let alone produce them at the drop of a hat.  But having seen how you work, Snape, I think you could one day reach that stage.  But to begin with you need a powerful emotional trigger.  And, sorry to say, that trigger is fear.”

“So what do you want us to do, Professor?”

“I’m going to coach you on a one-to-one basis” Payne explained.  “Strict privacy.  It’ll be a Boggart again.  I must warn you that some people are surprised at what it turns into – some have no inkling of their worst fears, and things can change over time.  But even that knowledge can be useful.  As for the Patronus – few can produce a corporeal Patronus, but my aim is to give everyone a start.  Life doesn’t end when you walk out the door next June.  What you can’t quite manage here, you can take up later.  But if any student can produce a Patronus, you will Snape.  I tell you now, your name’s top of my list.”

“Thank you, Professor” Severus replied, wondering who else was on the list.  Potter for sure, he thought.
“Right.  Well, that’s all I wanted to say for the moment” Payne said briskly.  “Okay?  Got any worries?  You don’t have to take part in this – it’s entirely voluntary.”

“No, no, Professor.  I’m very pleased to have the opportunity” Severus said effusively.  “You’ll let us know the times in due course?”

“In due course, yes” Payne said softly.  “I want to dovetail it with Horace.  I know you do a bit of extra Potions work.  Okay, off you go.”
She eyed him carefully and followed him to the door.
“Snape” she grunted as he turned to go, “You won’t ever let your keenness run away with you, will you.”
He didn’t know what to say to that, so he just shook his head and mumbled a goodnight.
Naturally Severus spent the next few days wondering what the results of the Patronus lessons would be.  What did he most fear?
Not brooms, now surely.  He could fly enough to get by.  Once upon a time he had feared his father.  But that was in the past and it had all been mixed up with wanting to impress his father and hoping to be good at sport which meant Quidditch and flying.  No, he didn’t think the Boggart would become his father, anymore than it would be a broom.  His worst fear was that it would turn into Potter or Black, because if such a thing got out he would be a laughing stock.  But he didn’t think the truth of his Boggart would get out.  Strict privacy Payne had said, and she was a trustworthy old soul, and she was not weak.  Nor, so far as he could tell, was she given to gossip.  Anyway the private lessons were her idea so she would hardly undermine them by breaching confidences.

And the Patronus?  What would that be?  An animal?  A person?  An object?  It would be embarrassing if it was a person.  Supposing it was Dumbledore.  Or Lucius Malfoy.
No, it will be an animal, he said to himself.  They always are.  Hope it will be a nice animal.  And talking of animals, what about the Animagus transformation?  If I want privacy for this, don’t I also want privacy about my Animagus?  Assuming I can become one.  Oh, dear!  Lily hinted that this year would be different but I had no notion it would be such an emotional minefield.
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Lily’s hint that the year would be different turned out to be true because it soon became clear that James had outgrown the need to hex Severus at every opportunity.  And despite Sirius trying at times to lead him back into old bad ways, James appeared determined to fulfil the position of Head Boy with a measure of decorum.  Sirius also was subtly different; he seemed very independent, and he and Regulus were clearly not on speaking terms.

Meanwhile Severus was recovering from the shock of his new Boggart, and his classmates were finding the last year a terrible strain.  Xavier Yaxley gave up entirely; he left Hogwarts for good just after the Hallowe’en Feast to take a job as a bouncer for The Hobgoblins.  And by the end of term Amycus admitted that he was going to drop Transfiguration.  He looked in disgust at his latest attempt at an essay and swished his wand across it, sending the parchment up in flames.  Heads turned, and on the far side of the common room a girl screamed.  Even Severus jumped to see a piece of homework being destroyed.
“Well, it’s total crap!” Amycus snarled.  “I’m amazed I ever got an E in this subject!  Nah, I’m chucking it.  Can’t hack it.  Not now we’re onto human transformations.  It’s got me totally beat!”

“Don’t you want to be an Animagus?” Evan asked.  “I’d love to be – depending on what I become.”

“You know what he’s hoping for” Regulus said, “He’s hoping he’ll be a cuddly, fluffy tomcat.  He’ll take up residence with some rich family – Muggle probably – and live off chicken and salmon, and never do a stroke of work.”

There was a welcome burst of laughter at their end of the room but Evan looked annoyed as if a secret had been guessed.  As he cleared away the ashes of his work Amycus was now busy outlining how Evan would sleep in an armchair all day, wake up in time to stuff himself with delicacies, and then transform back when the Muggles had gone to bed and go out on the town.

“And then” Amycus continued, taking up Regulus’s hypothesis, “He’ll crawl in at dawn from some discotheque or something, and sleep it all off.  Only trouble’ll be if his Muggles want to take him to the vet!”

“What’s a discotheque?” Johnny asked.

And although he didn’t have much idea Amycus felt obliged to enlighten him.

It was clear to Severus that although his classmates were attracted by the notion of becoming Animagi they were no more likely to achieve it than to achieve a corporeal Patronus.  Professor McGonagall had warned them that the Animagus transformation was mentally and physically taxing.  And it certainly was – Evan was content to struggle through the theory and give up hopes of ever being able to master the practical.  There was also a well-grounded fear of the practicalities because Professor McGonagall has pointed out that every year St Mungo’s dealt with a number of botched transformations.

But Severus was not put off, not totally – he longed to try the transformation.  Three things held him back; fear of a ghastly blunder, fear of transforming into something ludicrous, and concern that even if it went well – especially if it went well – he could not keep the results secret.  He knew that Professor McGonagall would let him try the transformation in private, with only a Ministry official in attendance, but he did not feel confident that he could rely indefinitely on her discretion if things went counter to his liking.  There was too much animosity between his house and hers, and he could picture her gleefully letting slip in the staff room “That nasty Slytherin Snape is a vulture – I hope none of my girls meet him on a dark night!”.  So having advanced almost to the point of transformation he decided to hold back and speak to his House Master, and see if Slughorn could provide as much support and discretion as Payne was providing over Patronuses.

“I can guess what you’re here for” Slughorn said, when Severus called at his office.  “And don’t think you’re the first.  But the answer will still be no.  You don’t need it anyway.”

“I’m not sure what you have in mind, Professor” Severus said, gazing narrow-eyed at him, “But I can’t believe you’ve guessed my errand.  Unless Professor McGonagall has guessed as well.”

“Minerva?  What’s she got to do with this?” Slughorn asked, sounding surprised.  “No.  She’s said nothing.  Wouldn’t expect her to.  But, as I say, you’re wasting your time.  I’m not letting you brew Felix Felicis, not unless you buy your own ingredients.  And you’re not to take it before the exams – don’t overlook the legalities!  Not that there’s time, anyway.”

“Oh, that!” Severus sighed.  “No, I wasn’t planning to doctor the odds, Professor.  I just want to ask if you’ll assist me with a – ah – a transformation.”

“Transformation?  That’s Minerva’s department.”

“Yes, but this is – well it’s a bit embarrassing” Severus explained, wondering how to put it to Slughorn.  “I thought that perhaps, you – as my Head of House…?”

“Come on m’boy” Slughorn said more kindly.  “No need to be shy.  What do you want?”

The direct question was all the encouragement Severus needed.  “I’d rather try my Animagus transformation in front of you” he explained.  “Just a practice go in private.  Nothing more.”

“Good Lord” Slughorn exclaimed, taken aback.  “Well, yes, maybe” he added, sounding less than enthusiastic.  “But if you succeed I am bound to inform the Ministry.  You do realise that.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“And if you make a serious hash of it I’m not guaranteed to be able to get you back.”

“I realise that, too, Professor.  I have given it much thought.”

“Right.  Let’s think” Slughorn murmured, sounding even more as if he was trying to concoct excuses.  “I can’t do it now” he said briskly.  “Give me … until Easter.  By then I’ll have a Restorative Draught to hand.  We’ll give this a go during the holiday, Severus.  Not so many people around then, but Albus and Minerva will be here of course.  Yes, let’s leave it till then.  Alright m’boy?”

It sounded far from alright; it sounded as if it had been indefinitely postponed, but whether or not that was Slughorn’s intention, he turned out, weeks later, to be true to his word.  Only two days into the Easter break and on a day when Professors Dumbledore and McGonagall, and Madam Pomfrey were all within easy summoning distance, Slughorn told Severus to try the transformation, and he had ready a flask of Mandrake Restorative Draught and, inexplicably, a large cauldron full of water.

The transformation was not a success but the Restorative Draught was not needed and nor was the assistance of any other staff.  Severus managed a momentary transformation but could not sustain it, but it lasted long enough to show both wizards what he would become if he ever did manage a registerable transformation.

“Well, now you know” Slughorn said.  “You know what you’ll become if you plug away at it.  How do you feel?  Pleased?  Disappointed?”  He noticed Severus’s crestfallen face.  “It’s not so bad” he said.  “Much more useful than being – well – an ant for example.  And a dashed sight safer than transforming into a fish.  I was going to plunge you into the water if need be.”

Can’t win ’em all, Severus reasoned, as he headed back to the common room that night.  At least I can produce a strong Patronus.  And an owl is nothing to be embarrassed about – symbol of wisdom.  I’m surprised I didn’t guess it would be that.  Pity my Animagus form isn’t an owl as well!  It was good of Slughorn to think of the water.  I see now why he was afraid.  He’s not one of nature’s heroes.
Most of the Slytherins were already in the dormitories when he arrived back but Regulus was still in the common room, studying, and Johnny was reading Wizard World.

“Yes, that’s a sure way to pass your History of Magic” Severus sneered.  “Treat the examiners to a treatise about the evolution of the racing broom.”
“Oh, shut up” Johnny snapped.  “Anyway I’m not doing History.”

“Don’t rattle him, he’s reading the problem page” Regulus murmured derisively.  “The Agony Aunt.  What’s her name?  Annie Magus.”

Severus snatched the magazine and looked at the column headed ‘Ask Aunt Annie’.  A picture of a middle aged witch smiled back at him.

“Yuck!” he exclaimed.  “Annie Magus – have you ever heard anything so dire!  I wouldn’t trust her to know the time of day.  What’s she supposed to do for you?”

“Give you tips on how to get off with girls” Regulus smirked, before Johnny could answer.  “Tell you where you’re going wrong.  Johnny’s going to write to her.  ‘Dear Aunt Annie – why do all the girls turn me down?  Is it because I’ve got a chin like a ski slope?’ ”

Incensed, Johnny Wilkes threw a cushion at him, upsetting a bottle of ink over his Potions notes.

“Anyway, you can sneer” he snarled, as he grabbed his magazine back from Severus.  “Evan wrote to her, and now he’s taking a girl out this Easter.”
“Got to strike it lucky sometime I suppose” Regulus said with mock thoughtfulness as he siphoned up the ink.

“I don’t know why you’re so cocky – you haven’t got a girlfriend!” Johnny pointed out.

“Nah, that’s true” Regulus agreed.  “Well, it’s never worried me.  I’ve never found it hard to chat to girls.  Who’s Ev taking out, anyway?”
“He didn’t say.”

Severus left them to their goading and went off to bed.  So Evan had refused to tell them who he was going out with.  And Regulus was very laid back about the whole matter of girls.  Severus recalled how Regulus had behaved towards Honor when they met that summer.  Yes, Regulus had an easy charm, reminiscent of Lucius, and some of the same couldn’t-care-less attitude reminiscent of Sirius.  Did his relaxed attitude come from being wealthy?  Or being pure-blood?  Whichever it was – whatever it was – Severus realised that he envied it.
Most of the seventh years stayed at school right through the Easter holiday because NEWTs were only weeks away, and having come so far they did not want to spoil their chances.  But Regulus took two days off to attend a family party.  And Evan took even more time off, returning to school on Bank Holiday Monday.  In the evening he hurried down to the common room with a pile of revision notes and sat pretending to study them, but occasionally he looked up and scowled at a group of sixth-year girls chatting some distance away.  Amycus noticed the scowls and nudged Johnny.

“What’s up?” Johnny asked.

“See that?” Amycus whispered.  “One date, and already they’re not speaking.”

“Who’s not speaking?”

“Dorcas.  The girl Ev took to the pictures, Easter Saturday.”

“Dorcas Meadowes?”

“The very same.”

“But she’s a drip!”

“Pretty, though.  She’s improved no end this past year.”

Inwardly Severus sighed as the dating debate got underway again.  He was trying to read up on flesh eating trees and it was becoming difficult to concentrate.  Regulus glared, too, because he also was trying to work – this was the year of his OWLs.  Across the common room Dorcas began to realise that she was being spoken about because she glanced over to Evan and his friends.

“What’s he like in the back row?” Amycus called out in a rather unpleasant, leering fashion.

“I wouldn’t know” Dorcas shouted back.  “He wanted to watch the film.  It was one of those awful James Bond things; all gadgets and boys’ toys.  I wanted to see Watership Down.  It’s my favourite book.”

“A book, you divvy!  It’s a BOOK!” Evan protested.  “The film isn’t even released yet.”

“I know that book” Johnny muttered.  “Isn’t that where there’s a rabbit colony – run by some loony General?  And he ‘marks’ the rabbits.  He only lets them out to feed at certain times of day.”

“He marks them?” Regulus said, suddenly paying attention.  He looked worried.  “What do you mean he ‘marks’ them?”

“Like I say” Johnny insisted.  “He marks them.  Bites them.  Scratches them.  I dunno.  He scratches them across the throat, or the haunch.”

“Not the arm?”

“Rabbits don’t have arms, you nut!  They have forepaws” Johnny pointed out.  “What’s got into you, Regulus?  Were you hitting the Ogden’s at that party of yours?  Or were you on something stronger?  Wish I’d been invited.  I hear the Malfoys were there…”

But Regulus didn’t want to discus who might or might not have been at his family’s Easter party; he gathered up his things and set off for the library, muttering about peace and quiet.

Severus did likewise.
They certainly found peace and quiet – Severus got not a word out of Regulus until curfew time when he packed up his things, mumbled ‘goodnight’ and marched off to the dormitory.  Severus gave it little thought – he assumed Regulus’s sudden change of humour was due to exam nerves.
But it was not.  The comment about marking had stirred fears inside Regulus because on Easter Sunday not only had his cousin Bellatrix got engaged to Rhodolphus Lestrange, both she and the Lestrange brothers had been enrolled into a secret society.  And all three of them now bore painful marks on their arms.
Chapter 17:   Lily’s Dream 

7th Year continued (from May 1977) 

Taking an uncharacteristic amount of risk, Severus continued alone with his attempts at the Animagus transformation, and eventually he mastered it.  He was not ecstatically happy about the outcome but he was content.  He could make the transformation and no one knew anything about it, so he had a choice – to act illegally and keep the results entirely secret, or to present himself at the Ministry and have the outcome registered.  I’ll not rush in to registration, he decided.  Once registered, it cannot be unregistered.  No, I might want to keep this entirely unknown.  It’s not a wonderful result but it has its uses.  And it’s far more useful as a secret.

Lily won the St Mungo’s Potions Award that year, using the Felix Felicis that each NEWT finalist had been working on since before Hallowe’en.  There were cheers in the Potions Dungeon when Slughorn mentioned the result in mid-May.  Only Severus and his friends didn’t cheer.  And Severus didn’t remember Slughorn making any similar announcement about him, the previous year.  Nor would there have been many cheers – Severus continued to be as unpopular as ever.
He felt awkward about not adding his congratulations; he was pleased for Lily but how could he show it?  Severus Snape hated Gryffindors, hated Muggle-borns, and was grim and dark.  These were his hallmarks, crafted over many years; he could hardly undermine them.
The weather continued fine into June and on a particularly warm evening he walked around the grounds, ostensibly on prefect duties but really because he needed a break from weeks of revision.  It proved a lucky move because he heard voices from behind greenhouse three, and happened upon Lily confiscating a bottle of white chocolate schnapps from two third-year girls.  She vanished the milk-like liquid and sent the girls away with a warning that she would tell Professor McGonagall that the schnapps had been brought into school and if they did anything like that again they would risk expulsion.

“So harsh, Lily” Severus observed with a fake sneer, when the girls were out of earshot.  “What shall I do to earn a detention from you?  It might be an interesting experience.”

“You flirt, Severus” she sneered back.  “Am I the only one to know this playful side to your nature?  But let’s be serious for a minute; have you ever tasted that stuff those girls had?”

“Of course not” he replied, shocked that she should think he would be so foolish.
“I have!” she admitted.  “First bottle I confiscated, I took a swig.”

“Typical.  Utterly reckless.”  He was almost annoyed, but couldn’t help adding “Was it – good?”

“Very nice” Lily said sadly, “And seemingly innocuous.  But tempting.  And when you graduate to the dark chocolate, you’re hooked.  Doctor Hooke’s Chocolate Schnapps – yes, it’s got a few more ingredients than chocolate and alcohol.  Let’s hope we don’t see too much of it around the school.  James said the Trading Standards teams are trying to pinpoint the source.”
James!  If they were onto that topic it was definitely time to go.  Severus made to turn away and then remembered what else he wanted to say to her.

“I meant to say” he added, sounding suddenly ill at ease, “Congratulations on the St Mungo’s Prize.  So you used the Felicis?  Clever.”

Now it was Lily’s turn to look awkward.

“Oh, that, yes.  Thanks.”

“Anything wrong?” he asked, wondering why the sudden coyness.  “Didn’t cheat, did you?  Didn’t swipe my Felicis while I wasn’t looking?”
“Har-har!  No; certainly not!” she replied with gusto.  “No, it’s just – Felicis and you.  I had a funny dream a few nights back.  Can’t get it out of my head.  A funny dream about you.”

“Well, do continue” he prompted.  “Can’t wait.  Tell me all the sordid details–”

“No, it wasn’t like that” she said, casting her mind back.  “It was – weird.  I was with Honor Wigworthy – remember her?  And we were – well it was supposed to be the Potions Dungeon, but it looked like the Hog’s Head pub.  But I knew it was the Potions Dungeon – you know how you just know things in dreams.  Well, anyway, you were there; except, in a way, you weren’t – it was just your robes, standing up all by themselves.”

Severus looked suddenly horror struck.  And then suspicious.  He gazed deep into Lily’s eyes but it was clear that she was telling the simple truth.  A truth that puzzled her as much as it did him, although for a different reason.

“I told you it was weird” Lily explained.  “Anyway, Honor and I were standing by a cauldron full of Felicis, and we were ladling it into you, trying to – sorry, but this sounds horrible – trying to fill you up.  I assure you it didn’t seem horrible in the dream, it was just something we were determined to do.”

Severus gave a short bark of laughter.  “Didn’t it run out of my sleeves?” he asked acidly.

“No” Lily insisted.  “Nothing like that.  Nothing logical happened at all.  There we were, trying to fill you up with Felix Felicis.  And we knew it was you, even though it was just a set of empty robes, standing up all by themselves – tall and black.  And we were taller, too – we suddenly grew to be able to ladle the potion in.  None of it ran out, but you never got filled up … Well, I warned you it was weird” she said again, as he stood there, not knowing how to respond.
“Do you believe in dreams, Lily?” he asked at length.
“No” she said firmly.  “Not in prophetic dreams.  I’m only bothered by this one because it seems so stupid and yet I can’t get it out of my mind.  Oh, well, better go in.  It’s well after curfew now.  Watch out for any more Dr Hooke, will you?  Those girls got it from some bloke at the Leaky Cauldron at Easter time…”

In the first fortnight of June Severus breezed through his NEWT examination although he would not have described it as breezing.  His appointment as a trainee Healer was confirmed subject to satisfactory exam grades, and he noticed for the first time that he felt a certain detachment towards Hogwarts.  It was clear that 1976-77 would again be Gryffindor’s year.  They were ideally placed to win the Quidditch Cup and the House Championship, and Severus was almost past caring about such things when Dumbledore stood up to make his speech at the end-of-year feast.  But as the name of Potter began to be lionised Severus suddenly found that he could take it no more.  Without making a scene, but without slinking away like a thief in the night, he rose and left the Great Hall.

He walked around the school, realising that he would be seeing many things for the last time – the Potions dungeon where he had had such success, the Defence Against the Dark Arts classroom where Professor Payne had more than once warned him not to get carried away, the treasured library which he wished he could pack up and take home with him, and the trophy room where the name of Severus Snape appeared only once – on a silver shield on a wooden plaque for the 1970-1980 St Mungo Prize Winners.  Lily’s name will be there too, he realised; that is once place we will always be together.
Finally he found his way to the Owlery and leaned on the parapet, looking out into the cool summer evening.  No one will be here at this time of day, he mused.  No one will send letters home now.  They’ll all be home tomorrow themselves.

The scrape of a footstep proved him wrong.  A redheaded wizard was trudging up the steps.  It was Remus Lupin.

“Excuse me, Severus” Lupin murmured as he made to go into the Owlery.

“Be my guest” Severus said, stepping aside to let him pass.

He watched Lupin attach a letter to a school owl and send it into the yellowing sky.

“Note to a girlfriend, is it?” he asked sarcastically.  “See you tomorrow – I can’t wait – all my love, Loopy?”

“It’s just a letter” Lupin replied softly.  He didn’t want Severus to know that it was a job application; one of dozens of applications he had sent over the past few months.  Werewolves were not welcomed by most employers.

“You, err, didn’t wait for the feast” he added, hoping to change the subject.

“Not hungry” Severus replied.  “Dumbledore’s fed us such a rich diet of Black and Potter these past years; I can assure you I’m fed up to the back teeth with it.”

“They are very gifted, Severus–”

“Gifted are they?” Severus barked.  “Remember this?”  Silently he glued Lupin’s tongue to the roof of his mouth.  “That’s one of mine” he said grimly.  “And this?  Yes, that’s a good one isn’t it.  Really hurts after a while.  I can speed it up if you like.”

But he didn’t accelerate the jinx.  Instead he muttered the counter-spells that reversed Lupin’s fast-growing toenails and unglued his tongue.
Lupin gasped as the pain in his feet subsided; Severus had been so lightening-fast that Lupin hadn’t even seen him draw his wand.
“I invented those” Severus said softly, “But I’m not gifted.  Only Gryffindors are gifted.”

“We know you’re a very skilled Occlumens” Lupin whispered.  “We’ve seen it in class–”

“And much good it’s done me!” Severus hissed.  “If I’d been a Peter Pettigrew second-rater, Potter and Black would have wiped the floor with me!  But I can take care of myself, so they never ceased putting me to the test.”

“I’m sorry, Severus–”

“Too late now, Lupin” Severus said, interrupting him again.  “We go our separate ways.  But give your pals a word of advice.  Don’t fall sick.  If you come into St Mungo’s … I’ll be waiting.”
And on that grim note he pocketed his wand and left the Owlery.

He was packing his trunk when the others came up to bed.  Evan put a plate of food onto his bedside cabinet.

“I got you some stuff from the kitchens” he said.  “Are you okay.”

“Yes.  Just not hungry” Severus lied.  “Err … thanks.”

They undressed almost in silence and climbed into bed.  Severus closed his curtains, lit his wand and withdrew a book from under his pillow, while Evan and Amycus, who had kept their neighbouring curtains open, mouthed a soundless conversation about Severus’s latest bad mood.  Hardly half an hour had passed before one of Severus’s bed curtains lifted just enough to allow the plate of food to float inside and quietly he began to munch his way through the selection of pasties, sausages, and cold roast potatoes that Evan had foraged for him from the kitchen house-elves.  Evan peeped out and noticed that the plate had gone.  Turning to Amycus he gave a thumbs-up and both young men settled down for their last night at Hogwarts.

* * *
When Severus made his final return to Hoddleston he assumed life would plod along as usual until it was time for his St Mungo’s appointment, but that proved to be a sweeping assumption.  Life at home was different to how it had been in the past.  Was it just because he had left school and was growing up, or were there other reasons as well?
The weather continued fine throughout the first few weeks of July.  It was too hot to lay in bed and he could hear his mother laying the table at quite an early hour each day.  So he rose early but wanted only cereal and toast; without the chill of Scotland to sharpen his appetite he could not face a cooked breakfast so early in the day.
“New dress, Mother?” he asked as he poured milk onto his cornflakes on a sunny Tuesday morning.  “You like blue, don’t you.”

Eileen favoured the darker shades of blue as much as her son favoured black.

“I’m glad you approve” she replied.  “Anything good in the paper?”

“Haven’t we got a more up-to-date Herald?”

“The midweek will be out tomorrow.”

“I thought I’d see what films are on.”

“You?  Go to the cinema?  Good lord!”

“Well, perhaps I won’t bother.  There’s nothing listed here but the flea pit.”

“That’s because the A B C’s closed down.  It’s a B & Q now.”

“B & Q?”

“It’s a D-I-Y shop, dear.”

Severus began to laugh.

“Have we given up on words altogether, Mother?  The ‘A B C’ is now a ‘D I Y’ shop called ‘B & Q’.  Are we only to converse in acronyms and initials?”

Eileen began to laugh too.

“Well, don’t scoff too much at the flea pit” she added.  “They have some good films there at times.  Anyway; about tomorrow.  I’m going out; and I’ll be home fairly late.  You can take care of yourself, can’t you.”

“Err, of course” Severus replied.  “Where are you going?”

“Out with a friend” she said evasively.  “It’s his birthday?”

Did that explain the new dress and the new air of independence?  Severus eyed his mother carefully.  He had never known her to have any men friends.  But then it occurred to him that it had been several years since his father died so was there any reason why she shouldn’t have a man in her life again?  The big question was what he was like.

He continued with his cereal and decided not to ask questions.  If this was an important relationship his mother would have to say more, sooner or later.  And if it turned out to be merely platonic there was no reason to risk stirring up an argument.

The Plaza – the little back street cinema known as the flea pit – was showing the same Bond film that Evan had taken Dorcas Meadowes to see all those weeks earlier.  No, he decided he couldn’t face The Man with the Golden Gun.  Evan might like that kind of Muggle rubbish but Severus didn’t so he wondered whether to go further a-field on the following day.  There were lots of large towns within Apparating distance, not to mention the scenic countryside of the hills and moors.
Cornflakes, next morning, was a more hurried affair and he found the table being cleared soon after half past eight.  So, feeling a little in the way at home, he wandered out of the house and set off for the day, still wondering what to do.  Snarebeck’s back streets were almost empty.  The last late schoolchildren were hurrying to the primary school, most of the office clerks were already at their desks, and most of the manual workers had been at work for at least an hour.
At a corner shop he stopped and bought a newspaper – the midweek Hoddleston Herald.  Then by chance he took the road that bordered his old primary school.  Floating out through an open window was the sound of the slightly out-of-tune piano that was played in the main hall for each and every school assembly.  The voices of children could be heard as well, forcing him to stop and listen.

“It’s end of term” he whispered.  “How many times have I sung this?”

Lord, dismiss us with thy blessing,

thanks for mercies past received.
Pardon all, our faults, confessing;

time that’s lost may all retrieve.
May thy children, may thy children
ne’er again thy Spirit grieve.

… 
Let thy father-hand be shielding

all who here shall meet no more.
May their seed-time past be yielding

year by year a richer store.
Those returning, those returning,
make more faithful than before.

Those returning.

And those not returning?
He, too, was one of the ones not returning; he too had left school, but not to go on to secondary school.  He had left school for good.

“Sentimental rubbish” he murmured, and he marched on towards the town centre.

There was more traffic in the High Street and shoppers, mostly women, were scurrying to and fro.  He saw no one he recognised and didn’t expect to.  In the bright but breezy sunshine he browsed around W H Smiths bookshop, and Boots the chemist, and Woolworths.  He looked at the clothes in Burtons and British Home Stores, and the houses for sale in an estate agent’s window.  Partway through the morning he stopped at the Wimpy Bar and ordered coffee and a burger in a bap, suspecting that he recognised, from his hated primary school days, the spotty youth who now served him with the food.  While he ate he read the newspaper.  The top story was a debate about a ring road that the Highways Committee wanted to approve.  It would mean the demolition of three streets of houses on the far side of town.

How can they call it a ring road when it doesn’t fully encircle Hoddleston, Severus wondered?  They can’t continue it near to our house, the river makes that impossible.
On reflection he was glad about that.  He wondered whether his mother would stay living in Spinner’s End but he didn’t want her to be forced out by Muggle planners.  And what about me, he suddenly thought.  Shall I live here and Apparate every day, or could I afford to move to London?  It would be more interesting than this!  Perhaps I should spread my wings.

In the afternoon he walked past the Plaza and discovered that because of a technical hitch they were no longer showing The Man with the Golden Gun.  Instead they offered The Count of Monte Cristo and a nifty little black-and-white B-movie called Smokescreen.  Severus thoroughly enjoyed both of them.

On leaving the cinema he bought a bag of chips from the fish-and-chip shop and strolled to the swing park, still thinking about the films.

Smokescreen was clearly made on a shoestring budget, yet he suspected that is was as good if not better than the Bond films that Evan loved.  And he had enjoyed the glimpses of Brighton and the South Downs – the Sussex hills that ended in white chalk headlands.  The mild southerly parts of England were foreign territory to him.
And the Count of Monte Cristo?  The hero, Edmond Dantès, certainly had justifiable and understandable reasons to seek revenge.  And he wreaked that revenge.  With relish.  In that sense he was one hundred per cent successful.  But was Dantès a happy man?  A satisfied man?  Had he lost something along the way?
The chips were finished, and around him mothers were making their children give up the swings and roundabouts and go home.  Severus scrunched the chip paper into a ball and lobbed it into a nearby waste paper basket.  Then he turned back to take one last look at two boys on the big roundabout – the tall one that Muggles call the witch’s hat.  It was slowing down and starting to wobble about its central post.  Surreptitiously he pointed his wand and set it spinning faster so that it rotated smoothly, then he turned to start a slow amble home, while the boys threw puzzled looks to one another, unable to work out how the roundabout had gathered speed and not realising that it was anything to do with Severus.

Hoddleston – a high street, a few pubs and parks, one cinema, schools and factories, and row upon row of houses; mostly terraced – especially in Snarebeck.  And nothing much else.  No wizard shops.  No wizard taverns.  Did he want to spend the rest of his life here?  Occasionally seeing people he once knew at school?  Would he be content with Apparating every day and seeing very little of the London that lay beyond the walls of St Mungo’s?  Would he be in the way at home?  His mother seemed to have a life of her own that didn’t require him to be part of it.
When Severus arrived home and found a liver and onion casserole to warm up for his dinner, he made up his mind.  Yes, I shall live in London if I can find affordable lodgings, he said to himself.  I’ll manage it somehow.  It’s time to leave Hoddleston, time to be on my own in the way that I’ve always wanted – time to sever the apron strings, and join the world of the adult wizard.

End of Part 1
Author’s Notes on Villain of the Piece – Part 1

General

As explained in the introduction I have, for the purposes of this story, created names, people, places, etc.  Examples are:

Xavier Yaxley – there is a Death Eater called Yaxley but we do not know his forename

Felicity Gardiner – she is entirely my own creation and is intended to bear a certain superficial resemblance to Hermione Granger
Evan Rosier – he is a Death Eater but we do not know any of his personal details so I have manufactured them

Books such as The Niads of Lethe by ‘Hipworth’ – there is an author called Hipworth but the book title is manufactured
Places – Hoddleston and its district of Snarebeck, my setting for Spinner’s End, is an invented place in the north of England, on the borders of the counties of West Yorkshire and Lancashire

Also, as I explained in the Introduction, you will find this story littered with family names that crop up in Ms Rowling’s novels, and this is deliberate because the students of Harry’s day must have had ancestors and indirect family members.

I have been careful with the timeline and with real historical events, so as far as possible details such as the weather, the timing of Easter etc, films, and hit songs of the period, are all accurate or are plausible.
Chapter 1
… a hooked nosed man was shouting at a cowering woman while a small dark-haired boy cried in a corner…
From Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix

At the time I write this we do not know who these people are, but for the purposes of my story I have assumed they are young Severus and his parents.

Chapters 11 to 14
The summers of 1975 and 1976 were exceptionally hot and dry, particularly in England.  Fashions included cheesecloth, Madras-checked shirts and tops, and wrap-over seersucker skirts.  The winter between those two hot summers was so mild that in Sussex spring-flowering trees came into blossom at the end of December.
Chapters 11
The Clerk of Oxenford – from the Prologue to ‘The Canterbury Tales’ by Geoffrey Chaucer

The Clerk was underfed and had worn-out clothes because what little money he had went on books… 

For he would rather have at his bed’s head

Some twenty books, all bound in black or red,

Of Aristotle and his philosophy

Than rich robes, fiddle, or gay psaltery.

Chapter 13

Underground – The Underground, also known as The Tube, is London’s underground railway system, similar to the Subway in New York and the Metro in Paris.

Chapter 14
“Your mother was there for me at a time when nobody else was … She had a way of seeing the beauty in others, even and perhaps most especially when that person could not see it for themselves.”
Professor Remus Lupin’s words in the film of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban

I was so struck by these words of Lupin’s that I wanted to illustrate this point.  So in chapter 14, despite Severus’s plan to trick and possibly humiliate Lily, she displays a way of seeing the ‘beauty’ in Severus; she puts a stop to his attempt at revenge but she does not punish him, instead she absolves him.

Chapter 17
‘Lord Dismiss Us with Thy Blessing’ was a popular end-of-term hymn particularly in the 1950s and 1960s.  There was also a start-of-term equivalent entitled ‘Lord Behold Us with Thy Blessing’.  Written in the 1840s, the words to the hymns are by Henry James Buckole.
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