"He hates Sirius," Hermione said desperately. "All because of some stupid trick Sirius played on him —"
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Severus Snape cursed softly over his frothing cauldron. Dumbledore's meeting would start in a few minutes, and while he hated being late, there was simply too much to do. Only a week remained until September first, and he had to fill his sparse shelves with the rows of stoppered bottles that would doubtlessly be Neville Longbottom's weekly salvation. There was nothing else for it but to see the explosive Sleeping Draught antidote through its tricky stage, and leave it simmering while he attended the staff meeting. 

Interesting, he thought. Dumbledore rarely holds these meetings in his office. Yet that was where the owl had told him to go. It involved "an announcement that affects the entirety of the staff," if he remembered the wording correctly. Ten Galleons says this has to do with Potter, he thought as he brought a pinch of moonstone powder to the cauldron. It glimmered briefly on the surface of the liquid, throwing his tired features into speckled relief. It always does.
 

~*~

"Potter!" Snape looked up from his notes just in time to see the Potions master advancing on the Gryffindor in front of him.
"If you have finished ogling Miss Evans, perhaps you could be so kind as to answer my question." The rest of the sixth-years snickered; Lily Evans just blushed and ducked her head.
"Er..." James Potter was obviously at a loss.
Snape peered down suspiciously; Potter could always be counted on for a smug answer or two, and while he had indeed been staring at Evans, that didn't seem to be behind his sudden bout of stupidity. For a Monday morning, Potter and his pack – Remus Lupin, Sirius Black and Peter Pettigrew – looked surprisingly ill-rested. They were slumped in their seats and nearly asleep, their robes in various states of disarray, their quills hanging limply from their fingers. They looked as though they had been up all night. It happened every few weeks, he had just begun to notice – Lupin went missing at dinner one night, and the next day the four of them looked like the living dead. 
"Five points from Gryffindor. Snape, please pick up where Mr. Potter so eloquently left off."
He could feel his mouth twisting into a self-satisfied sneer as he began. "The moonstone, or its powder, is a helpful, while not always necessary, ingredient in most antidotes and advanced medicinal potions, and is essential to the recently invented Wolfsbane Potion. It can usually be replaced with quicksilver or lacewings that have been harvested at the full moon, but neither will yield as effective results and both are dangerous to the Wolfsbane. It is most commonly found in caves deep in wooded areas, the nearest of which is in Hogwarts' Forbidden Forest, where it is rumored to be protected by no less then twenty centaurs."
"Excellent. Ten points to Slytherin. Mr. Potter, I didn't see your quill move, perhaps I missed it?" 
The entire class rummaged for their quills and parchment as Professor Gambus continued. "You will be working in pairs today, preparing Sleeping Draught antidotes. I have managed to procure one dose of moonstone powder for each cauldron so that we might demonstrate the ingredient's enhanced effects. So be sure to avoid any..." and his eyes lingered on Pettigrew, who was shaking in his seat, "...accidents." Pettigrew made a move towards Potter, but was quickly intercepted. "No, I think it's time you were paired with someone more befitting your talents. Duffy! Perhaps you and Mr. Pettigrew could manage one decent potion between the two of you. Although I doubt it."
A restrained murmur broke out as the chair-scraping shuffle for partners began. Snape rarely bothered with the effort – he worked much better alone, anyway. Gambus had long ago made special arrangements to give his extraordinary talent elbow room. 
Potter started towards Evans without a second glance, leaving Black and Lupin snickering in his wake. Still slightly flushed, Evans smiled as she made room for him at her worktable, the other Gryffindor girls glowering in the background. Black and Lupin were directly in front of Snape, whispering to each other as they chopped their Snare roots. Lupin, whose patched and recycled appearance never failed to repulse Snape, was whispering excitedly into Black's ear. Soon, they were conversing with intensity Snape rarely saw them give their class work; he leaned forward, straining to hear.
"...next time, we'll look for it."
"...must be deep in the forest...never seen it before..."
"Can we get in?"
Black considered this, then scribbled a note and Banished it to Potter while Gambus wasn't looking. Potter read the note, nodded, wrote something, and sent it back. Snape could just make out the untidy scrawl on the parchment Black unfolded.
Firenze will let us in.

Black nodded in return, and Lupin gave a slight smile. 
"...good for the map. But, can we possibly make...it's dangerous..."
"Nonsense. Of course we can do it...rest is easy... all we need is — ssh!" Black whipped around. "Mind explaining what your oversized nose is doing in our business, Snape?"
He hadn't realized how far over his bench he had been leaning. He straightened up and narrowed his eyes at his interrogators.
"Don't flatter yourself, Black," he spat. "My nose wants nothing to do with a Muggle-lover," his steely eyes shifted to Lupin, "and much less a beggar." Black instinctively went for his wand; Lupin shook his head blandly and Black desisted. 
Unsatisfied with the response, Snape continued. "I was simply pondering when to go to Dumbledore."
"Oh, what are you on about?" 
His smirk widened; Black was chopping his roots with doubled ferocity. "Do you honestly think you're so clever that your excursions would go unnoticed? Tsk, tsk, outgrowing our britches, are we?" He paused, hoping Black's Irish temper would rise to his carefully worded bait.
"Remus, is it just me or has Snape gone a bit batty?" 
"It isn't just you," said Lupin calmly, though the knife he was using trembled a bit, and a vein was clearly protruding from Black's temple. He had them.
"Suit yourself. But I'm sure the Headmaster will enjoy hearing about your creative uses for Potter's Invisibility Cloak..."
"You filthy–" Black began, but to his and Snape's surprise, Lupin let out a thin, mellow laugh.
"Well, I do hope you have a nice chat," said Lupin. Black stared at him as if he'd suddenly gone mad, a look Lupin met with a purposeful one of his own. "Don't you think they'll have a most animated discussion, Sirius?" he finished with a wink. Black seemed to catch on.
"Yes, I do. Be sure to tell the old chap we say 'hi.'"
Before Snape could work out just what had happened, Black and Lupin had turned back to their cauldrons, calm, but having abandoned their suspicious conversation. A few minutes later, they were quietly snickering, and he could only make out a single phrase.
"Invisibility Cloak...ugly git doesn't have a clue."
Potter looked up and raised an eyebrow at his friends; Black and Lupin, still chuckling merrily, jerked their heads towards Snape in explanation. Potter laughed himself, then returned to his cauldron, where Lily Evans was holding out her arm, moonstone powder glittering in the palm of her delicate hand.
 

~*~

"I apologize for my tardiness, Headmaster." Snape slid into Albus Dumbledore's office. "A volatile potion required my attention."

"Not at all, Severus." The silver stars on Dumbledore's violet robes twinkled as he extended a hand over the small congregation of teachers seated around his office. "Please, find yourself a seat. We are just about to begin."

Dumbledore had customized his office for his visitors. The professors were clumped about, conversing lightly – Professor Sinistra lay back on a blue velvet recliner, which glittered with stars, while talking with Professor Sprout, who looked quite comfortable on her mossy settee. The fire in Dumbledore's hearth blazed heatlessly; in fact, the flames seemed to be circulating the thick August air and, by default, cooling it. Honeydukes sweets and jugs of pumpkin juice hovered on a small tray table in the near corner, just next to Fawkes' perch. 

The phoenix was sleeping, his plumed chest gently rising and falling, a fine golden mist shimmering around him. Snape never allowed himself to admire beauty in the company of others, a deceit in which he was well practiced. But it was still a wrench to treat the bird as if he were a common owl. He felt a pang as he walked past, and for a fleeting moment he wanted nothing more than to turn and stare.

He crossed the room, avoiding eye contact with Professor Flitwick as he went. The tiny Charms professor was sitting cross-legged on a royal blue pouf, motioning for Snape to take the empty, rose-colored one next to him. Trying to imagine something less desirable than spending the staff meeting sprawled on a pink pillow in the middle of the floor, Snape chose a high-backed wooden chair near the fire.

Dumbledore cleared his throat. The murmurs ceased.

"As you all know, term will start in one week's time. I trust that you are all prepared for another exciting year at Hogwarts." He smiled, and clasped his hands together. "You also know that I called you here to discuss–"

A soft click sounded across the room. All heads turned toward the door from which Snape had entered. A tall, thin, waspish woman was worming her way through it. From an armchair on Dumbledore's right, Minerva McGonagall gave the smallest of sighs.

"Professor Dumbledore," breathed Sybill Trelawney, whose beads and bracelets jangled ostentatiously as she entered. "The Fates have been active tonight. They told me I was to attend this meeting. They told me you had an announcement that would affect us all."

"Indeed, Sybill." The twinkle in Dumbledore's eyes rivalled the ones on his robes as he added, "Then I trust it was not my owl who did the informing? I must speak to him; he is getting lazy in his old age." McGonagall snorted. "Please, have a seat."

Trelawney, seemingly unfazed, chose the rose pouf. Snape smirked. Dumbledore continued.

"I called you here to discuss our new Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher. I have managed to convince an extremely resourceful man to take the position – but there are a few special circumstances you need know about. While I am confident the staff is up to the challenge, it could mean a good deal of danger should certain precautions not be taken."

"By Merlin, Headmaster, what is it?" Professor Vector looked slightly amused. "He doesn't have his own line of hair care products, does he?"

Gentle laughter bounced off the walls of Dumbledore's office. Even Snape's usually flatlined mouth curved.

Dumbledore chuckled. "No, Linnea, nothing as serious as that. His name is Remus Lupin. He is a werewolf."

Dumbledore leaned back against his desk and waited. The room was silent, as if everyone was counting on someone else to speak. Most, in fact, seemed to be waiting for Dumbledore to do so, but the Headmaster simply rolled up his left sleeve and checked his watch.

"Excuse me. I will not be long." He turned and went noiselessly through the door to his chambers. 

Chatter ricocheted around the office. Several of the teachers – invariably the younger ones – stared after Dumbledore, as if in disbelief that he would unload such a statement and then disappear. The others knew better, and simply waited for the shoe-drop of enlightenment Dumbledore always had prepared for such announcements. McGonagall pursed her lips and shifted in her chair; Flitwick wrung his miniscule hands and turned to Trelawney, who was looking stricken; Vector's eyebrows were inching closer together. Only Hagrid, who had been knitting what was undoubtedly a jumper for one of his many-legged pets, looked untroubled. He was positively beaming.

"What's wrong with all of yeh?" He spoke in his usual volume, making many jump a few feet into the air. "Yeh look like yer dogs died! Remus Lupin, yeh'd be nuts not ter love 'im, haven't seen 'im in more'n ten years, but a better man yeh couldn' fin'...L'il Remus, back to teach at Hogwarts, I can' believe it..." He said most of this under his breath, which was for Hagrid what screaming is for others, and went back to his work, now humming merrily.

Snape barely noticed. The second Dumbledore had said "Lupin," he'd gone cold, then unnaturally hot. He was gripping the sides of his chair as if willing his knuckles to break the skin, a hate he hadn't had occasion to feel in nearly twelve years igniting his senses. 

Dumbledore knew. He knew. They had gone over it, once there had actually been time to hash out such things. The when, the where, the why...the events of his adolescence that turned Snape into a man capable of the unthinkable, the unforgivable. How those choices had destroyed his life. Remus Lupin, Sirius Black, James and Lily Potter – he should be through with those names, they should have vanished like Voldemort, at an infant's bedside. But now they came crushing back, and it felt as if the war had never ended. 

Dumbledore had known about him, of course. It was common knowledge among Death Eaters that the Order of the Phoenix would rather monitor them than turn them in, which it never failed to do once its hand was forced. It was one of the few things the Death Eaters, in their boundless greed and arrogance, bothered to worry about. That terrible night that Snape had come to Hogwarts, he knew he wasn't telling the Headmaster anything he didn't know. Still, he had played his card, tried to force Dumbledore into turning him over to the Aurors. He felt it was the least he deserved. But Dumbledore wasn't to be played. He gave Snape a choice, a chance for penance and good deeds of which he hadn't thought himself possible. 

Thirteen years later, he was almost ready to start forgiving his old self. He tried to remind himself how many lives he had – eventually – saved, but found it rarely mattered. The memories still haunted him, but they had been getting thinner lately, less insistent. With Voldemort lurking in the void, he couldn't risk lowering his mask; there was no telling when the Dark Lord would resurface, when Snape would need to re-establish old, gruesome ties for the sake of his long ago promise to Dumbledore. But inwardly, he was beginning to accept himself as whole, as someone who was capable of righteous choices and deserving of mercy. The facade had become harder to keep up. Now, however, he felt himself slipping into a new, yet terribly familiar, disgust.

A click somewhere from his right wrenched Snape from his reverie, and he looked up to see Dumbledore re-enter, wiping the remains of a custard tart from his moustache. "Now that you have had a moment to entertain your reactions, perhaps you understand the risk of Mr. Lupin's appointment. The risk is not–," he looked directly at Snape, "–in what he is." Snape blinked, and looked away. Dumbledore continued. 

"The risk is in what people think he is. The students at this school, and more importantly, the parents of the students at this school will not have, as you do, the benefit of my assurances about Mr. Lupin's character." The tone was kindly, but the implication clear. That would be the most explanation the staff would get. "Therefore, our wisest course of action is to conceal Mr. Lupin's condition from the school. As long as we take certain measures, he will be harmless during the full moon."

Snape had only been half listening, but at Dumbledore's last words, a bell went off in the back of his mind. He raised his eyes again, and opened his mouth.

"What...measures...are we discussing, Headmaster?" He tried to control his voice, but even he recognized the snarl that clung to the sides of his words.

"A very good question. First, we will need a replacement teacher available approximately once a month, in the case that Remus is too ill to make an appearance in class. Second, Filius, I will need you to place some protective charms around his office to avert nighttime wanderers. And Severus–" Snape stiffened, sure he knew what was coming, "yours is the most vital task. I believe you are familiar with the Wolfsbane Potion?"

 

~*~

"C'mon, Snape. Quidditch." 
"I'm not going."
Hinton turned, his pudgy hand halfway to clipping a green rosette to his chest. 
"But...but it's Gryffindor...it's the cup, are you mad?"
"I have a project."
He was seated at a small desk, apparently working on a Potions essay. From the corner of his eye, he clocked Hinton's face as it morphed from astonishment to malignant curiosity. Three seconds, not bad. It was always a battle to shake Hinton off, especially when he sniffed secrecy. But then, privacy was always a tenuous thing in Slytherin, especially for sixth and seventh years, as they furtively weighed their prospects beyond Hogwarts. Lately, Snape found he couldn't cough without getting stared at – saying you had a project was asking for an interrogation.
"So take notes," he added. "Especially if Potter falls off his broom." 
Hinton opened his mouth, but whatever he said was drowned out by the sound of a horde of feet marching from the dorms. Without giving him a passing glance, Snape's classmates rolled out in a wave of green, chanting and hooking Hinton under the arm as they went.
It was just as well. He had very little tolerance for the arrogant blowhards in his year, who insisted on using dramatic stage whispers to talk about their outside connections and the new order. He quickly waved them off as useless. The true conversations – and he had only had two – were veiled, impossibly esoteric. Those who knew didn't speak. And those who spoke definitely didn't know.
He knew he had to be careful, but it wasn't that hard when his housemates insisted on melodrama. He wasn't interested in convincing his peers to fear him. Becoming someone to fear, well, that was an entirely different matter.
He worked studiously for half an hour, then, deciding it was time, rested his quill and headed for Professor Gambus's classroom.
His first thought as he walked was that he was glad to have an excuse not to be at Quidditch. The rain was coming down in torrents, turning all of Hogwarts' grounds to mud. He could barely hear the game through the howls of bitter weather.
"Let's get started," barked Gambus as Snape stepped inside the dungeon. "Veritaserum is a long and tedious brew."
The invitation had been no different than usual; Gambus held him after the last lesson, snapped that his Veritaserum stores had to be replaced and to be there at lunch on Saturday, then swept off before Snape could nod assent. Even after three years of being called on for help with increasingly challenging potions, Snape wasn't sure what he thought of his professor. Gambus rarely said more than three words while they worked, but his extremely tense posture said he was always watching him. Two years ago, Snape had almost reached for powdered dragon scales instead of ground snakeskin; Gambus, without even raising his head, stopped Snape's hand before it reached the wrong ingredient. He'd never made such a mistake again, though Gambus had become no less creepy.
Still, he was always anxious for a new project. Unlike casting flouncy charms or swapping his desk for a barn animal, Potions was something he could close his fist around. The harder the assignment, the more intent he was on accomplishing it; he liked to watch as his hands assembled magic, as it frothed and simmered, as he actually built power. 
"Jobberknoll feathers." Gambus pushed a carefully wrapped package across the workbench, and they began.
Snape worked quickly and deftly, ignoring the snatches of sound from the Quidditch pitch that occasionally worked themselves into the room. When he was truly focused, he heard nothing but the boiling of the cauldron in front of him. In no time at all they had depleted the ingredients, and watched as the pale blue, transparent liquid became still as glass.
"Perfect. Give it ten minutes, it will turn clear."
While he was cleaning up, Snape heard what he at first thought was a stampede above; great thumps and hoarse shouts, brutish chants and sloshing cloaks. Quidditch was over, and judging from the direction of the ecstatic feet, Gryffindor had won the cup. He hurried, knowing there would be a fair amount of moping in the Slytherin common room and celebrating everywhere else before the school bombarded the Great Hall for its daily trough, and he wanted a quiet dinner.
Gambus was leaning over the cauldron, looking troubled.
"What is it, Professor?"
"It appears we have miscalculated."
"But we used exactly–"
"There seems to be," he scooped a small amount of the crystalline liquid into a glass phial, "one extra dose." He held the phial between his thumb and forefinger, extending his arm toward Snape as a strange leer played on his features. "Good work deserves a reward, after all."
Snape had trouble concealing his shock. There was no way Gambus could do that, not legally.
"Professor, the Ministry has strict laws–"
"They do. So I suggest you use caution."
Snape nearly sputtered. Was Gambus actually saying ... Cursing himself for gawping like an idiot, he reached out and took the phial. He stuffed it in the front of his robes without looking at it and went for the door.
"Severus."
He turned. The Potions master looked him dead in the eyes, his face stoic.
"Laws," he said, leaning forward, "depend upon the master." He held the gaze an extra, eternal second, then blithely returned to his paperwork, leaving Snape not much else to do but leave.
He made his way toward the Entrance Hall, his thoughts churning. If Gambus had just said what he thought he'd said...
The Slytherins were filing back from the Quidditch match, and at once Snape realized he'd been underestimating the moping. Most walked by in a trance. Some looked wistful, but many others were cursing vehemently about the uncalled fouls they were sure had cost them the game. A raven-haired girl Snape recognized from class mumbled something about 'no serious injuries' as she slumped by, looking more than a little green.
He was just rounding the last column of the staircase to the Hall when he heard an all-too familiar voice.
"Bloody fantastic!"
He ducked behind the column, listening. 
"I mean, that last goal, I don't even think Dansen saw the Quaffle, he just spun around and he had to listen for Madam Hooch to know someone had scored, and then he sort of fell a few feet when he realized the Snitch was caught and it was all over, and I thought you were going to break your nose with that dive, or at least your broom, just bloody unbelievable!"
Finally they came into sight. Potter, looking like he'd taken a dive in the lake, his Nimbus One Thousand and One over his shoulder, and Black, gesticulating wildly, splattering the marble floor with icy water. Both were wearing idiotic grins that Snape thought fit their soppy state perfectly. 
After an excruciatingly long time replaying the game's final minutes, Potter changed the subject. 
"I just wish Remus had been there," he said softly.
Black's grin faded. He rubbed his chin. "He's...well, he's, you know, not up to it." 
"I know. Maybe next time. But this would have cheered him up. I think he's a bit down since our experiment failed."
Black looked around to make sure the hall was deserted. "We shouldn't have let him drink that, James." Black's tone was suddenly somber. "I know he only got sick, but we shouldn't have even tried it...how many times was I almost caught with that stuff? Should've listened to Wormtail, he said the color was off."
Potter shook his head. "Since when does he know about potions? I thought he was just being peevish that we wouldn't let him help."
"Like we should've!" Black said, a little too loud. His voice echoed, and he subsequently dropped the volume so low that Snape had to struggle to hear. "You know we couldn't let him, he'd just bungle it."
"Yeah, but he found the–," Potter began, but stopped to look around, as if he'd just remembered something. "Where is he? Wasn't he at the match?"
Black shrugged. "Probably forgot where the bloody pitch is. Bugger–," Black's eyebrows finally unhinged as he peeled back the arm of his robes, "I'm bleeding! Prongs, that girlfriend of yours's got nails like a Doxy, nearly took my arm off when Beckford went at you, ow, got my skin, remind me to do a shielding spell next time. Blast it, that'll scar..."
"Care to see my battle scars, Sirius?" Lily Evans appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, behind the duo. Unlike Potter and Black, her robes were dry and her hair perfectly fanned about her shoulders. She was smiling pleasantly, as if about to giggle.
"You don't have any!" Black poked her in the ribs.
"That's because I remember to shield myself. Pity I forgot to do the same for my robes." She moved her arm to show them a large tear at the shoulder seam. "I call this one James Missed the Snitch, by Sirius Black."
"Missed the Snitch?" said Potter, smiling. "I did no such thing." 
"Ah, right, so it's James Feints Crashing into the Goalposts, then?"
Potter went red. Snape gagged.
"Anyway, in case you haven't heard, there's a party upstairs. I believe they're about ready to bronze your gloves, James," said Evans, holding up Potter's hand as the group started up the stairs, laughing and re-enacting the game once more. Snape noticed with sickening clarity that Potter and Evans remained linked as they walked, Black dangling around them like a hangnail. The last thing he heard was Evans asking where Lupin was. 
"Hospital wing, 'course." said Black, as they turned around a bend of marble stairs.
They disappeared. Snape, relieved, was just starting to wonder why Lupin would be stuck in the hospital wing, when a sound from his right made him slump back. Making sure he was hidden, he inched as close as he could in the direction of the footsteps. 
"Come on dear, there you go. No one around, all at dinner." Madam Pomfrey shuffled into view, shunting a large grey blanket over something, no, someone. Snape could just make out two feet before a shimmery cloth swung over them, and the entire person dissolved from view. Potter's Invisibility Cloak. That's Lupin.

Keeping a hand on the invisible mass, Madam Pomfrey guided her charge over to the entrance doors and awkwardly exited the castle. 
It took Snape about three seconds to abandon his dinner plans. He counted to five, slipped over to the door, and, keeping flat against it, shifted through. Once outside, he crouched in an alcove next to the great steps and peered across the grounds. 
Pomfrey was halfway across the lawn now, edging toward what Snape thought was no real destination. The only thing in her path was the Whomping Willow, its twigs balling into wooded knots as the footsteps approached. Two great, fisted branches rested themselves on either side of the trunk, like the arms of a leering henchman. Wherever they're going, Snape thought, they'd better move, fast.
But they weren't backing away. In fact, Pomfrey seemed to be making a beeline for the tree, ignoring the first threatening swipes of its lower reaches. By the time she reached the base, Snape could only see her shadowy form ducking from the branches. A great punch from one of the largest boughs cut across his line of vision...and stopped. In fact, the entire tree stopped. The great Willow went still as a statue, nary a person in sight. Even the wind seemed to take pause.
Snape shook his head to prove he could still move – at first, he wildly thought someone had cast a time-freezing spell. Once he was convinced it was the tree, and not him, that was affected, the Willow lurched back into movement. The great branch that had shielded his view swung away, and he could see Madam Pomfrey, looking hassled but unharmed, walking away from the tree, carrying the Invisibility Cloak in her hand. And headed straight for him.
Breathing hard, he straightened up and slipped back inside. Madam Pomfrey was always suspicious of him. She'd know he'd been spying. He'd just have to hide until she returned to the hospital wing. Hearing footsteps from the opposite end of the hall, he hurried over to his previous nook at the top of the dungeon stairs.
A strange rustling accompanied the footsteps; it sounded like crumbling paper, joined with a mumbled sort of humming.
"...mmmmmmhm...gottuh tell Toddy 'bout 'er 'clairs...mmm..."
Snape groaned inwardly; it was Sirius Black again, this time dry. He was gripping a chocolate pastry in one hand, and using his other to float a large pile of boxes in front of him. They were nearly as tall as he was, but as he shifted sideways, Snape could see something else protruding from his palm. It looked like a useless bit of parchment, except for funny black lines zigzagging across it, some of them moving.
There was a loud creak as the entrance hall door opened wide; Madam Pomfrey had returned. She's caught Black stealing food, Snape thought. This is going to be fun.
"Mr. Black! What do you think you're doing?"
Black, who had just stuffed the last bit of eclair into his mouth, made a swift movement with his wand hand. The boxes hit the floor and the next time Snape looked, the parchment Black had been holding was gone.
"M'am Poffey," Black sputtered, and, finally conquering his food, swallowed hard. "I was just, we were just...."
"Nicking food from the house-elves who slave all day to feed this school?" She was walking slowly, bearing down on him. "Dare I ask how you found the entrance to the kitchens?"
"Aw, c'mon Madam Pomfrey. You know Gryffndor's just won the Cup. What kind of host would I be if I couldn't provide refreshments? C'mon, it's your own house..." He winked.
They both stood in silence.
"Tell you what–," Black fished around in the topmost box and pulled out a pastry. "Let me go and this custard tart is yours. Go on, Remus told us about the stash in your office." He wagged the tart at her, all the while grinning madly.
Pomfrey's face broke into a helpless smile. She put her hand to her brow and shook her head.
"On with you, Black, before I change my mind." She turned to go back to the hospital wing.
"Wait, Madam Pomfrey–," Black dropped both his grin and his voice. "Remus, is he...okay?" Snape was surprised at the amount of concern on Black's face.
"As well as can be expected, though perfectly safe. I've just seen him through."
"Thanks. We'll visit him."
Pomfrey raised an eyebrow. 
"Er, tomorrow of course. During the day. In the hospital wing."
"Very well. Enjoy your party. Oh, and please return this to Mr. Potter with my thanks." She gave Black the cloak she was holding, turned on her heel and disappeared.
Snape stood there, seething, while Black munched the previously proffered tart and tossed Potter's cloak over his arm. Pomfrey had threatened Snape with detention for less, and yet there stood Black, caught red-handed and still stuffing his face.
"Tsk tsk tsk."
Snape whirled around. That hiss had come from behind him, and what he saw when he turned was pretty much the only thing that could worsen his mood. 
Peeves casually leaned against the stone wall, mimicking Snape's posture. He was wearing a revoltingly smug grin, gears going full throttle in his fat head. If Snape moved an inch, made one wrong sound, Peeves would announce Snape's espionage to Black and all others within a forty-mile radius. If he could silently trick Peeves, perhaps engage him in a staring contest, he might tire and shove off. Snape stared. It didn't take long.
"Sneaky Severus Snape! Sneaking in shadows, slinky, slimy Severus! Slytherin student spying on Sirius! Sevvie, you slimy slinker!" Peeves yelled, his voice rebounding off the walls like rubber. Snape, seeing no other options, came forth. Black already had his wand trained on him, and was nearly levitating with glee. 
"Couldn't have said it better myself, really."
"No. You couldn't." 
Black's eyes flickered, and he redoubled his grip. Peeves, now utterly delighted, fashioned himself into a tornado and, with a great whooshing noise, barreled into the Great Hall, from where screams shortly followed. Seeing an opportunity for escape, Snape moved to walk past. 
"Funny, Snape, I don't remember lowering my wand." Black looked at his outstretched arm and pulled a surprised face. "Look at that! Still there!" he said merrily, and threw a wide smile.
"Up to your usual brilliant standards, I see."
"Yes, well, there is this one thing I'm having some trouble with. Perhaps you can help. Why can't a certain filthy snake keep to the dungeons, where he belongs? Any thoughts?"
Yeah, you're a smug bastard, he thought, but kept it to himself.
"Right then, let's see what to do about this. Hang on, Snape, this'll only take a minute." Black put his forefinger to his temple in mock thought. "Jelly Legs, perhaps? Blowfish Cheeks? I'm leaning toward a nice case of boils, myself. Anything you'd prefer?"
"Wave that useless bit of wood at me and I'll hex you into next week."
"Pity. Though, that might help my Divination grades, so I think I'll take the risk–"
"Afraid to make it a fair duel, Black?"
"Actually, I'd thought about it. But it's no fun winning against the likes of you. I like a surprise. For now, I'll settle for some entertainment. Let's call this long-due gratification, shall we?"
Snape's thoughts fell on the snatches of conversation he had overheard between Potter and Black. It was as good a place to start as any.
"You know," he said loudly and sarcastically, which was enough to stop the rapidly-forming word on Black's tongue, "you're awfully sure of yourself for a wizard who can't mix a potion to save his shabby little friend's life." 
Black's smugness dissolved, leaving anxiety and quiet anger trembling in his face. He's trying to figure out what I know.

They stared at each other. When Black at last spoke, his words were low and so controlled that each syllable sounded like its own sentence. 
"You don't speak about Remus." It was very nearly a growl. "You don't know what you're talking about."
Well, Snape thought, here goes....

"Don't I? You and your herd, prowling around this school as if you own it," Snape saw Black blanch, but barely paused to wonder why. "What's wrong, you and Perfect Potter couldn't figure out how to help your little mate? How disappointing. The Quidditch hero and his faithful cheerleader, underage students buying restricted ingredients," he hesitated, wondering if he was on target, but one look at Black told him he was bluffing quite well, "poisoning their friend." 
The color drained from Black's face as if someone had pulled a plug. Snape pressed on.
"I'm just on my way to Dumbledore, I'm sure he'll find this most interesting." 
Black looked sickly now, and his wand hand trembled a little as he spoke. "You say one word...one word..."
"You know," said Snape, realizing he was gaining ground, "it's just a shame you didn't finish the job. How I'd love to see you in Azkaban. That is, if the Ministry decides Lupin's life is actually worth something."
He had gone too far. Black's free hand swept up to Snape's throat and within seconds he was pinned against the wall. But Snape knew he had the advantage; Black thought he knew the whole story; one more played card and he'd have it.
Black's face twisted into an ugly snarl. "I'll kill you."
And I'll win the Witch's Weekly Most Charming Smile Award. "Then by all means, let's not do it here and muss up the floors. Perhaps a nice spot on the grounds, or out by the Whomping Willow, so wee little Lupin can fight his own battles."
The color sped back into Black's skin in splotches, until he looked like raw meat. His hand tightened around Snape's throat with the steely strength of a vise. "I'm tired of you, Snape. You get that?" He shook his grip and squeezed even harder, and for the first time Snape wondered if he was going to get out of this unscathed. He'd seen Black angry – was usually the cause of it himself – but there was a manic glint behind Black's eyes and Snape didn't dare flinch. "Know it all, do you? Know it bloody all? Fine, go see it for yourself. Go ahead, take a stick to the Willow's knot and find Remus. He'll be right pleased to see you." Snape could barely breathe now, and Black loomed closer. "You just remember – you asked for it." He dropped his hand, leaving Snape gasping as quietly as he could.
Black was beyond himself. He started to march off toward Gryffindor, but whirled around for his forgotten packages. With an exasperated sigh, he muttered a few words and the boxes flew in the air in front of him, crashing repeatedly into the wall as he stormed up the stairs. 
Snape pulled his wand, feeling much braver now that the raving lunatic that was Sirius Black had retreated to his padded room. 
But something Black had spat was gnawing at him. Take a stick to the Willow's knot... Of course, that ugly, twisted snarl of wood at the base of the tree was an entrance point. He couldn't believe he hadn't seen it before – of course you had to use a stick, if it was controlled by magic anyone could do it. You had to be in range.
The sun was rapidly setting; the trees Snape could see from the windows were threaded with golden light. He stared at the oak doors. Loath as he was to believe anything Black said, there was a certain ring of truth to the words. Something was up, he was sure of it, and if Madam Pomfrey didn't want to ask the questions that would get them expelled, he'd just do it himself. 
The noise from the Great Hall was growing. Dinner was letting out – soon he'd never get out unseen. Making a silent promise to wring Black's neck if he was having him on, he took a deep breath, grasped the nearest handle on one of the massive doors, and pulled.
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Snape stared at Dumbledore. Familiar with the Wolfsbane? 

"I am." And you want me to make it for that beast. Go on, ask me.
"And are your stores fully stocked for such a potion?" Dumbledore was casually propped against his desk, arms crossed, discussing the Wolfsbane as if it were nothing more than a Sleeping Draught. 

"There are a few...items...that would need timely reaping, but I do keep the rest on hand."

"Excellent. With your monthly brew and the other measures we have discussed, we should have no problem–"

"But Headmaster." Snape was surprised to hear his own voice; so, in fact, was everyone else. No one ever interrupted Dumbledore. But the headmaster didn't look surprised at all. He simply locked Snape's gaze; in an instant a foreign voice wriggled into Snape's thoughts.

We will discuss it later, it said, in a tone that brooked no refusal. Snape couldn't remember the last time Dumbledore had communicated with him in this way. It might have even been during the war. He suddenly felt childish and chastised.

Yes, sir, he thought back. Dumbledore nodded, slightly.

Snape cast his mind about for a suitable question. "I was wondering why Lupin is not already at the school."

"I'm afraid we have Sirius Black to thank for that." A slight shudder circled the room. "Actually, this brings up another item I wish to discuss this evening. The Ministry of Magic is beside itself trying to capture Black. The Azkaban guards have reason to believe that Black is trying to finish the work Voldemort could not."

Vector caught Dumbledore's eye. "But, surely, Professor, Harry Potter is protected?" 

"Very well. Still, I must admit there are ways unwanted citizens may get, and have got, into Hogwarts. The Ministry insists on guarding the castle, and, though I strongly disagree with their methods, my priority is seeing Black remanded to the authorities. From the start of term until the time Black is captured, Dementors will guard our perimeter."

Eyes bulged all over the room, which was eerily quiet once again. Several people looked as if a Dementor was standing in front of them already, the rest tutted quietly. It was obvious, however, who took the news worst. Hagrid looked at Dumbledore desperately, clearly pleading for it not to be true. Snape shivered internally, trying not to imagine Hagrid's recent imprisonment in Azkaban, but it was hard to ignore the way the usually vibrant gamekeeper drooped under the weight of the memory. 

Dumbledore had noticed. "I'm sorry, Hagrid," he almost whispered, "but I'm sure you understand. I must protect this school. And Harry."

Hagrid blinked, and straightened up. "I know, Professor." Dumbledore smiled warmly at him. 

Sure, apologize to him for the Dementors. Never mind what you're asking me to do.
"They will also be inspecting the Hogwarts Express, and some of our students may be more affected than others. I'm sure you realize, Professor Sinistra, that there is a full moon directly preceding September first. It would be most unwise for Mr. Lupin to travel by broom or Apparate into Hogsmeade in his weakened state. He will ride on the train, not only to have time to recover but to be of assistance to the students should a Dementor get too near."

Potter. Get too near Precious Potter, you mean, thought Snape, then physically shook himself to try and snap out of it. He didn't like these thoughts; they felt like treachery to Dumbledore, and as betrayed as he was feeling at the moment, he didn't want it to take over his reason. He'd need it for his and Dumbledore's chat.

"Poppy, your chocolate supply is fresh?"

"Of course."

"Very well. Now, does anyone have any more concerns or questions?"

No one had. Dumbledore clasped his hands together. 

"In that case, I'll let you get back to your preparations. Thank you for coming, and thank you for cooperating with these irregular circumstances. I assure you they are for the best.

"Severus, I believe we have some arrangements to discuss, so if you could please stay behind." It was not a request.

It took a few minutes for the professors to dislodge themselves from their seats and amble from the room. Snape didn't move; he just gripped the side of his chair and willed himself to stay seated and calm. Dumbledore was having a quiet word with Hagrid, seeing him out. When Hagrid had finally shuffled, sideways, out of the door, Dumbledore turned around and, with a sigh, faced Snape full on. 

 

~*~

 

The grounds were as quiet as he had ever heard them. Even the trees seemed to be resting in the disruptive rainstorm's wake; through the now-amber slivers of light that fell on the tops of the forest, nary a leaf could be seen moving. The winds had stopped blowing but had left an unseasonable chill in the air, and it was all Snape could do not to pull his robes around him and hurry back into the warmth of the castle. He could scarcely remember feeling so uneasy; as the Whomping Willow loomed closer and the light around him dimmed, he felt sure he was being watched. 
Acutally, he thought with sudden clarity, I am. The great tree could sense him coming; it was balling up its twigs, its wide trunk coiling like a spring. Snape kept to the sides of the castle, inching along in the ever-lengthening shadows, until he could no longer stay protected. He hovered at the base of the castle, watching the tree writhe and twist. A long, stray branch was nestled between two of the tree's outermost aboveground roots. He'd have to get to it.
Another deep breath, and he pushed himself off the castle wall and started the trek toward the Whomping Willow. It seemed very long. The sun was completely gone now, leaving the sky a pale yet rapidly darkening blue. The moon crept out from behind the tallest Hogwarts turrets; Snape had barely noticed it when a loud, snapping sound brought his senses into sharp focus. 
He was at the edge of the tree's range, and the lower boughs were resentful of the intrusion. The additional intrusion, he reminded himself. A few boughs flew out at him, and he stumbled backward, nearly tripping on his robes. He was an arm's length away from the branch, and only another foot away from the knot.
But the tree was already in attack mode; it once again looked like a properly hacked-off henchman. Seeing no other way around, and not wanting to have come all this way just to get knocked out, he flung himself to the ground and inched toward the branch. The tree was getting more violent, but Snape was so close to the earth that the swipes kept missing him. Reaching his right hand as far as it could go, he closed his fingers around the loose wood. He inched forward a bit more, trying to touch the tip of the branch to the large, protruding knot. He was half an inch out of reach when a stray bough swung up his back, at once tearing his robes and pushing him forward, thrusting the outheld branch onto the knot. He sighed with relief when the tree froze and the earth beneath him began to move. 
The earth directly beneath him.
He tried to wriggle out of the way but it was too late – two planks of earth opened under his stomach. He shut his eyes and braved himself for the fall, which never came. Instead he felt a tugging on his front; he opened his eyes and found that the branch hadn't just torn his robes, but caught them. He was suspended in mid air, over what looked like an earthy slide. 
He grasped the side of the opening and wrenched himself free of the tree. Taking his third deep breath of the evening, he sat on the edge of the opening and willed himself forward.
It wasn't so much a slide as a worn staircase, which led to a small tunnel. Snape knew he wasn't headed toward the lake, as the walls were clear of mildew and the air was clear of must, though it was hard to discern anything else.
"Lumos," he muttered, and his wand became his guide. He started along the path, almost bent double, tracing the floor with his wandlight. The first thing he noticed was that it wasn't only a human who traversed the passage. Hooves, paws or claws had made marks along the floor, though he couldn't conclusively say which. He was just leaning down for a closer look when a sound from the other end of the path stopped him cold.
It was a moan — a long, high-pitched, piteous moan — followed by a series of whines. He froze while the sounds continued. It went on for at least a minute, by the end of which he was sure he had heard a note of anger surface among the pain. Steeling himself, wand out, he went forward.
Another moan pierced the air, cut off by a longer whine. He was nearing the end of the passage now, and could see a small opening from which small amounts of moonlight drifted. But before he could inspect further, he was forced to turn around; someone was coming at him from behind. Charging footsteps pounded through the tunnel; whomever it was, was running at top speed. A small beam of light danced off the earthy walls as the footsteps drew nearer. 
"Snape, you utter idiot."
James Potter came to an abrupt stop in front of him, his Quidditch robes hanging off his shoulder. He was panting, flushed from the run, but his face held none of the rancor that the tone of his voice suggested. He looked put out, exasperated, but most of all horrified. With a surprisingly steady hand, he raised his wand and flicked it; the movement made Snape flinch, despite being readily armed himself. But Potter hadn't been aiming for him after all.
"Obfusco."

Snape had to give him points for aim; almost instantly a small, sparkling fog had situated itself in the opening that led from the tunnel. It looked like mist turned solid; he supposed it was a shield.
"Fine time you pick to start listening to Sirius," said Potter, his voice trembling a little. "Come on Snape, we have to leave." As the flush faded from Potter's cheeks, Snape saw he was pale as death. He's bloody terrified. Well, you're not getting your way this time. Not without a fight.

"I'm not going anywhere." 
"Look, Snape." Potter's face softened, if only slightly. "I don't know why Sirius...I mean, you really shouldn't...," he said, running a hand absentmindedly through his already moppy hair. "We can't be here."
"Oh, really? Afraid for me to find out what's on the other side, are you? Afraid I'll tattle?"
"You mean you don't–," Potter's eyebrows disappeared under his fringe; his hand worked his hair into tiny explosions. "You don't," he muttered, disbelief pounding through each word. "You really don't."

"Don't what? You're trying my patience, Potter, and I wouldn't if I were you. I know what you did – I heard you, you poisoned your little friend. And I'll have your wand for it."
Potter's face went red, though Snape couldn't tell if it was embarrassment or anger that was doing it. "You don't know anything," he intoned darkly. "But if we hang around long enough for that shield to wear off you'll wish you'd never found out."
"Is that a threat?"
"YES, Snape, you stubborn bastard, I'm telling you, we have to leave! And we are leaving. Now." He reached forward and tried to grab hold of the sleeve of Snape's robes, but Snape wrenched out of the way just in time, and Potter tripped forward so that the two were nearly a foot apart.
"I told you, Potter, I'm not going anywhere," he said recklessly, his wand aimed. "You'll have to curse me first."
An odd look passed over Potter's face. "I'm not going to curse you, Snape," he said softly.
"Afraid, are you?"
"No, I'm just...not. Now come on. Please." He was almost begging.
A long, wounded wail from above punctuated the silence. It was longer than the others, and as it should have been petering to a whine, it grew in intensity. The whine became a yip, a bark, a growl. Within seconds the air was full of ferocious tearing and threatening crashes. Snape glanced at the shield; small holes were breaking through it. He turned for it, but in a desperate attempt to stop him, Potter threw his leg out, and Snape fell forward. Full of one-note determination, he struggled to stand. A warm trickle of blood was starting from his temple, but he didn't care. Potter was dead set against him seeing through that shield; he'd get there if it killed him. 
Potter was standing over him, trying to help him up; Snape grabbed hold with one hand and used the other to land a hard blow to the side of Potter's jaw. Potter went stumbling backwards as Snape tried to extricate himself from the hem of his robes; he tried to stand, but tripped, and fell lengthways once more. He tried to steady himself, but the world spun. His head was about to split open with pain. Slowly, bracing himself, he stood, his hard-earned position affording him a view of the end of the tunnel. 
The shield had almost completely dissolved, and through it, he could see what looked like an old, wrecked room. But the thing that got his attention was thrashing about in the middle of the floor. It was Lupin. But it wasn't. His arms and legs had gone hairy, and were trying to scratch at his face, which was swerving from side to side in what looked like insurmountable pain. His nose lengthened, the hair on his forehead trickled down his nose to what was now a wide, wet snout; his jaws drooped into jowls, through which the sharpest white teeth gleamed. 
Snape couldn't turn away. The wolf gave an almighty snarl that turned into a vicious, roaring growl, then collapsed to the floor, silent and apparently docile. After a moment it stretched its legs luxuriously, moved about in its new joints and sniffed the air. Snape was still standing there, shocked, as it turned its head with frightening accuracy to lock its feral eyes with his paralyzed ones. Drool dripped from its tongue as it stalked forward, sizing up its meal. It didn't just look hungry. It looked as if it hadn't had fresh meat for years.
Snape wanted to move, he had to move, but his legs were cemented to the floor. There was a scraping from his right, and the wolf turned its head to follow the sound; Snape barely had time to remember that Potter was still in the tunnel when he felt himself thrown sideways. His left temple struck a rock protruding from the wall and he fell, aware that he was dead, that the wolf would have him. His senses fogged; all he could hear was the scratching of claws and the insistent growling. There were whines and whimpers, and the distant pounding of hooves, how odd...it was closing in...he tried to open his eyes but the air pressed on his lids...he held on until he could no longer remember what he was fighting against, and with one last, failed effort at movement, gave in to the encroaching darkness.
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"You honestly think it wise to allow a crazed murderer's last known friend inside the school you are trying to protect?" 

"Of course. Black's ways have been mysterious at best. Mr. Lupin has promised any and all assistance."

Snape let a derisive noise escape his throat.

"All the more reason, Severus," said Dumbledore, "for you to provide your own."

"You don't understand what you're asking of me." Snape was staring at the hearthrug once more; in his years at Hogwarts he found he had become quite familiar with the intricacies of the pattern. He had long ago recognized it as his way of avoiding Dumbledore's most righteous glares, or his own least righteous impulses, and at the moment couldn't sort out which was the motivating factor.

"On the contrary. I'm asking for a potion, monthly. Nothing more."

Not hoping I'll play nice-nice with the werewolf? he almost replied, but thought better of it, and looked up. "I seriously doubt that, Headmaster." 

The pause before Dumbledore spoke made Snape's stomach lurch. "I would not lie to you. I would have thought that much was obvious." 

Of course it was obvious. If Dumbledore had a deceitful bone in his body Snape would have been hacked over to the Aurors the second his usefulness as a spy had dried up. Now, stuck between hurting Dumbledore's feelings and brewing Wolfsbane Potion for Remus Lupin, Snape wasn't sure he wouldn't prefer Azkaban.

"You overestimate me, Severus. I assure you that it is not within my power to forge peace between yourself and Remus Lupin."

"You want me to help him."

"No. I want you to help me. Would you rather endanger the students?"

"You had no problem twenty years ago."

If Snape had ever felt like throwing himself from the window of Dumbledore's tower, now would be the moment. He had always struggled to conceal his feelings around the headmaster, but now that this much of his reserve had gone wild, he considered running from the room without an explanation or backward glance. 

"The difference between past and present is, as always, enormous," said Dumbledore evenly. "You of all people should appreciate that."

Snape had, however miraculously, been stoically meeting Dumbledore's eyes, but at these words his jaw went slack as if he'd been slapped. He looked away to hide the disbelief he was sure was stamped on his face. Dumbledore never did that, never used his past against him, save for the rare moments when he was beyond reason. The plain and equitable way in which he had spoken left Snape feeling cheated – he wanted cruelty, malevolence, something to help him grasp the indignation to which he felt entitled. Try as he might, he felt nothing except vague, unshakable agreement.  

Dumbledore was still staring at him, of that much he was sure. He sometimes wondered if the headmaster's eyes were magical substances themselves; their power to paralyze never failed to impress him. His own eyes were watering as the golden threads of his favorite hearthrug swerved in and out before them. If he tilted his head just so, they looked like worms, or perhaps snakes....

He jolted himself upright and drew a ragged breath. Dumbledore's glare had softened; his face was now calm, expectant and ever unreadable. He has no intention of breaking this ice. Fine.
"There seems to be...nothing else to say." Despite every misgiving he had about walking out, Snape started to get to his feet.

"I thought you valued reason."

Snape bristled. "I do."

"Then perhaps we can approach this logically. These are the facts, Severus: Remus Lupin is a werewolf. He is coming here in one week to teach Defense Against the Dark Arts. Your Wolfsbane Potion will save every person in this castle, including yourself, from grave danger. If you think someone else capable of this task, I am open to suggestions."

And we have a winner, he thought wryly. Dumbledore knew as well as he did that he would sooner adopt Potter than trust his own life to some hack with a cauldron and a handful of moonstone powder.

"There is no one else." He stood, purposefully bringing his gaze level with Dumbledore's. "I will make the potion."

 

~*~

"You've done quite a job on him, James."
"I had to stop it, sir."
"Yes, the enthusiasm is quite forgivable. It is very fortunate you came in time. Please tell Mr. Black I would like to see him first thing in the morning."
"Yes, sir."
"He's coming around, you may leave if you wish."
The voices sounded as if they were coming through water; there were muffled footsteps and a soft click. Snape kept his eyes closed, not wanting to know where he was or what was happening, but as the seconds lengthened the voices found recognition in his head. That was Potter...and Dumbledore? No, it couldn't be, he was far away, in the school...and suddenly it came flooding back to him. The tunnel, the wolf, he had to move, he had to get out...he opened his eyes and tried to run...
But someone was pushing him back down; Dumbledore's weathered hand was on his shoulder.
"Hello, Severus." said Dumbledore. "Please, remain as you are; you've received a bit of a shock, physically as well as mentally." Snape knew he was in Dumbledore's office immediately. Pink and gold firelight threw dancing shadows over the walls, illuminating the portraits of the former Headmasters and Headmistresses, most of whom were awake and gazing at him in concern. It was all serene and warm, and in no way comforting.
He distractedly ran his hand along his temple, but stopped when his fingers came in contact with a messy congealment of bruise and blood.
"Yes, you've had quite a fall. Mr. Potter just told me a very interesting story."
Dumbledore sat in an armchair nearby, his discerning eyes thankfully averted as he petted Fawkes, who was perched on his knee. For the first time since he'd met him, Snape wished the headmaster would just go away. He didn't think he could take the conversation he knew was coming. He took a few steadying breaths and slowly, glancing at Dumbledore to be sure it was all right, sat up straight.
Dumbledore regarded him thoughtfully. "I see you have discovered Mr. Lupin's secret."
Snape managed a low, reluctant, "Yes," the effort of which made his head pound. Dumbledore sighed and conjured a glass of water, which he took gratefully. 
They both sat in silence as Snape stared at Dumbledore's red-and-gold hearthrug, his mouth set so tightly that a muscle near his jaw pounded in protest. The concussion-induced fog that had clouded his senses was lifting, and images flowed through his brain with advancing clarity. The Whomping Willow's first dangerous swipes. The dim tunnel and its earthy gloom. Potter, barreling down the passageway, begging him to leave. The wolf, menacingly close, smelling of burnt hair, hackles arched and drooling. Potter knocking him sideways, saving him...no, saving himself. Saving his own precious, Quidditch-hero hide from the consequences. 
Snape was staring at the floor with such ferocity now that the gold threads in the rug seemed to be moving. The simple annoyance and convenient hatred of Potter and his followers was boiling, erupting from the base of his skull, dissipating into a venomous loathing that blanketed his senses. Their idea of fun, was it? Tell Snape about the tree, we'll be rid of that git forever? He had an urge to take himself up on his promise to snap Black's neck, but a rush of blurred red wings caught his attention before he could act. 
"Fawkes has been waiting for your permission," said Dumbledore as the phoenix settled himself on Snape's shoulder. "But I'm afraid where healing is concerned, patience is not one of his virtues."
There was something unsettling about the gentle weight of the phoenix. Snape knew of the bird's power, of its missive of hope to the true of heart and of the piercing fear it served the evil-minded. At the moment Snape felt none of it, only a distinct discomfort and a desire to shoo away the graceful neck, which was now sloping downwards. The bird's inquisitive, unblinking eyes met Snape's gaze. It was the strangest challenge he'd ever been offered, and he gave the briefest pause before nodding assent. Fawkes lowered his head and blinked, and at once his eyes shone with misty tears. He leaned onto Snape's temple, letting the drops mingle with the caked blood. It stung a bit; Snape supposed that was the skin remolding itself. When Fawkes had finished he let out a low, resonant note that made Snape shiver, then returned to his perch.
"A good start, thank you Fawkes," said Dumbledore, smiling wanly at his pet.
Glad to be out of the phoenix's scrutiny, Snape sat back, free of his desire to curse Black but still rife with anxiety. If six years at Hogwarts had taught him anything at all it was that hiding information from Dumbledore was a dangerous and often futile exercise. It was far easier doing it from the dungeons; but now the headmaster's shrewd gaze was most likely on him, and he didn't trust himself to speak, much less lie. He was hoping he wouldn't have to.
He finished his water and looked up to find he had surmised correctly, that Dumbledore was indeed looking at him with a mixture of thoughtfulness and curiosity written on his face. Snape knew he'd ask why he ventured into the passage, and from this side of things he couldn't answer it himself. He was usually so careful with his trust; why he'd bothered to spend any of it on Black was beyond his comprehension.
"How do you feel?"
The sheer kindness of the headmaster's voice was unnerving, the chances of an honest answer impossibly slim.
"I'm fine."
"Oh, I very much doubt that is the case." Dumbledore walked around to his desk and spread his fingertips on the surface. "At any rate, you have escaped lasting harm, and for that, I am glad." He flashed a knowing, warm smile that made Snape squirm, then turned his attention to his desk, which was mussed with its usual assortment of papers and odd objects. He shuffled a few things about at apparent random, then set his gaze on a newspaper. "Do you read The Daily Prophet, Severus?"
"Yes." Snape couldn't see what that had to do with his current situation, but knew well enough that nothing Dumbledore said was a non sequitur. He wished the headmaster would just bloody well get to the point.
"Then I trust you've seen this morning's news?" The headmaster held up the paper; the words ST. MUNGO'S MEDIC MISSING rang from the front page, above a photo of an abandoned laboratory, where wisps of steam were issuing from still-boiling beakers.
"Briefly." That was true enough; he'd glanced at the article, but had been too preoccupied to read it in its entirety. He got as far as the phrase "Muggle-born" and put it down, not needing or wanting to be told the rest. Not that the real story would be in the Prophet, anyway – those reports had long been fiction.

"Aelred Harper. Muggle-born. Quite advanced in Potions, not unlike yourself. His true talent, however, was invention. He chose to work in medicine, preparing and improving pain dullers, poison neutralizers, dementia quellers. He was invaluable."
"Was." The word came out unexpectedly, in a petulant release of breath, and Snape mentally smacked himself for speaking at all. Dumbledore's eyes flashed toward him so quickly he quailed under the piercing gaze. Whether it was surprise or suspicion transforming Dumbledore's expression, Snape knew he had to say something. "That's...a fair assessment."
"I don't think anyone would call it fair, Severus."
The answer took him off guard, and they were silent for a long time before Dumbledore cleared his throat and started walking back to his armchair.
"Well. It would seem that you and I are among the enlightened, if not the majority." 
"My part is educated guess," said Snape honestly, still struggling to cover up his mistake.
"Be that as it may, you have chosen to notice what many so-called wise people are trying desperately to ignore. The Ministry's official position may be that Voldemort is dormant–" he paused to lift his abundant robes out of the way before he sat, "but that does not mean he is not strengthening."
Snape knew this, and was sure Dumbledore's motives were not informational.
"The thing to wonder is, what does one do with such inside information?"
The question hung. Snape didn't even bother searching for an answer; he knew right away that he did not have one. At least, he did not have one he was sure of. Dumbledore could know or not know any number of things. He absentmindedly reached a hand inside his robes, just to check. The Veritaserum phial was intact, more likely the result of the customary Unbreakable Charm than luck. Snape laughed inwardly. The last thing he felt like doing now was playing childish truth-telling games with Black and his pumpkin juice. He could no longer use the potion anyway, not while Dumbledore was suspicious of him. Still, outside of having well-worded conversations with his housemates, Snape knew he hadn't done anything deserving of such suspicion. And he wasn't going to help Dumbledore figure any of it out. He set his jaw and stayed silent.
At long last, Dumbledore heaved a great, forlorn sigh. "Aelred Harper. Not many people know this, but we spoke often. In fact, I believe that before this incident I was the only living person aware of his final, unfinished project. You're familiar with the Wolfsbane Potion?"
Now they were at it. Confusion clouded Snape's relief that the headmaster had reached his point. "I thought the Wolfsbane was perfected months ago."
"A common misconception. A prototype was perfected, yes, but it is extremely weak and more trouble than it is worth. Still, that was not Harper's project. You understand how the potion works?"
"Yes."
"Harper was working on a time-release version. An afflicted person would only be obliged to take the potion once every year. It would gauge the lunar cycle and adjust the wolf accordingly. He was quite close to success. Of course, all of his work has disappeared with him."
So?

"Alone, that may not seem important. But combined with certain events of late... Magical animals everywhere have been acting strangely lately, Severus, perhaps you've noticed. Reports up and down the countryside of unusual behavior. And only last month a werewolf was spotted during the crescent moon."
"That's impossible," Snape began but Dumbledore held up a hand. "Yes, you are correct, it is quite impossible, normally. But there are beings in our world that seek to alter the laws of nature for their own purposes, regardless of the consequences. I think you and I both know of one such person."
Voldemort.

"Do you think it fair, Severus, that someone be trapped in the darkest recesses of his own mind? To be forced to act as something he neither is nor can escape?" 
Yes, he wanted to say. For Lupin and Black and bloody Potter, yes. But he couldn't form his mouth around the word. No control, no semblance of power, not even over oneself...he wondered, obscurely, how it would feel to be such a pawn.
"No, I do not."
"Then you understand what I must ask of you."
But he didn't understand. It sounded as if Dumbledore was asking him to keep Lupin's secret, to protect the man that had just tried to eat him. There was no way. It was too big. 
Dumbledore stared hard. "Severus, I need your word."
Somewhere outside himself he was flailing his arms in protest. Every instinct told him not to do it, not to trap himself this way, not to owe himself to anyone. He was the one owed, he was the victim here. Why didn't Dumbledore get that? Yet the headmaster's words echoed in his mind...as something he neither is nor can escape...and he found himself speaking before he could take it back.
"I promise."
Dumbledore's smile beamed through the room. "Yes, I thought you would."
And suddenly, Snape understood. Dumbledore could have hit him with a Memory Charm straight off. He could have saved a good lot of time by doing so, too. But he hadn't. Feeling quite relieved to know no amnesia was forthcoming, Snape put his elbows to his knees and the heels of his hands to his eyes, and wondered how on earth tonight had happened. All he wanted was to get to dinner, he had to go and run into Black and Potter, with their plans and their secret potions....
Their secret potions.
"Headmaster," said Snape, ignoring the blinding pain that shot through his head as he jerked upright, "I have reason to believe that Potter and his friends are trying to make the Wolfsbane Potion."
To Snape's immense surprise, Dumbledore chuckled. "Why yes, I imagine they would."
"But sir–"
"Please, listen a moment. Once Misters Potter, Black and Pettigrew discovered Mr. Lupin's condition, they all but attacked me for answers, for magic, for ways of helping their friend through his transformations. Sadly, I could not offer much more than the charms to which he is accustomed. And when they heard of the Wolfsbane Potion, and I refused to make it, they were quite incensed."
"You refused?"
"Yes. There may be those who would flirt with experimental science or the allegiances of colleagues. I have neither the penchant nor the luxury when a student's life is at stake." 
Snape thought of Gambus. "I see."
"If Mr. Lupin's friends are trying to assuage some of his monthly pain, we can hardly fault them for it. Nor should we be concerned; it is impossible to procure all the required ingredients. There is at least one necessary item no human on grounds can reach. I admire their effort, but expect they will soon tire of it."
Somehow, Snape doubted it. He was growing weary now, and the vague comfort he had been slipping into disappeared. The evening's events were just starting to sink on him, and he felt as if his bones were both yearning and dreading to be moved. He was tired of the talk, tired of Dumbledore's flippant dismissal of Potter and company's faults, tired of feeling that he was less a victim of a murder plot than an interloper in Dumbledore's private affairs. If Dumbledore wanted to delude himself, that was his business. 
"I understand how difficult this must be for you, Sev–"
"Headmaster, may I be excused?"
Dumbledore's eyes flickered. "By all means. Although, I expect it will be quite morose in your common room this evening, and you may stay a while longer if you wish." He smiled kindly, then gestured toward a small table near the fire. "Perhaps a game of chess?"
He had to be kidding. Never mind that the prospect was somewhat ridiculous and, to be sure, utterly futile – he couldn't understand why the headmaster would bother. It wasn't as if he had done anything to warrant friendship. All he wanted at the moment was to be alone.
"Thank you, but I'll be going straight to sleep. Goodnight, Headmaster."
"Severus."
He turned again, half expecting some strange pronouncement about laws and masters. 
"My door is always open." His beard quivered as he added, "Password notwithstanding, of course."
Snape nodded once and left.
 

~ *~

 

He got back to the dungeon just in time. A soft hissing billowed from the still-smoldering cauldron; two more minutes and it would explode. He quenched the fire as he entered, then swung his oak door shut with such force that his muscles kicked back.

Bloody Lupin and his condition.

A small phial glittered innocently on his worktable. It winked at him. Without thinking, he strode over and threw it against the nearest wall. It bounced and clattered against the stone floor.

Bloody Unbreakable Charm.
Feeling quite possessed, he pulled his wand, muttered "Finite Incantatem," and threw the phial again. It struck true, and he watched in wretched exultation as glass shards flew about the chamber. Moonstone powder exploded into the air, showering his robes and head with twinkling dust. Perfect.

One more door flung closed, and he was in his chambers, pacing and breathing through his nose. There was no Dumbledore here, no Sirius Black, no James Potter, no Remus Lupin. No wolf. No reason to be walking in circles.

He put his thumbs to his temples, coaxing his skin. You'll be as mad as Black if you go on like this.
He had been right about Black. It was a small yet incredibly satiating comfort. Dumbledore couldn't snap his fingers and take that away. He was right, and there were witnesses. The crazed moron had blown twelve Muggles to smithereens. Potter had been wrong. He was right. Not that anyone had bothered to say so.

They will if you catch the lunatic.
A touch calmer, he rubbed his face and ran a hand through his hair. Moonstone particles drifted toward the floor. He laughed dryly and bent for his bed, not even bothering with his nightly rituals. 

He would get him. The Death Eater in him was sure Black was coming to Hogwarts. Never leave a job unfinished, how many times had he heard that? He laughed again, callously, and rolled onto his side. Takes one to know one.
And oh, did he know one.

 

~*~

There wasn't anything to throw. That was the problem being in Slytherin; the common room's aristocratic demeanor wasn't well suited for rage.
Not that it was only rage that had Snape pacing the empty dungeon. Stronger than the anger – the red, blinding anger that was pounding blood through his ears – was an infuriating impotence. They'd attempted murder. Murder. Never mind the stolen food and the restricted potion. He was lucky to be alive, and Potter and his gaggle of Gryffindors were not even a point worse off than they had been at sundown. He had heard them. He'd given proof. He'd told Dumbledore. All he had to show for it was a promise he'd never intended to make. And soon they'd all be laughing about it.
He really needed something to throw.
He charged for his dorm, only slowing his footsteps with the fear he'd wake his nosy housemates. The last thing they needed to see were his filthy robes or violently purpling cheekbone.
It was late enough for everyone to be asleep, though his roommates' closed curtains didn't offer much proof. He stalked over to his bed, ready for a long, desperate rest. But no sooner had he wrenched the curtains open than a there was a pop! and a small, creamy roll of parchment appeared mid-air, carefully tied, bearing a purple, waxen "G". It looked quite formal.
Making sure no one was peeping, he took the scroll and slipped the ribbon off the side.
Severus,

Undoubtedly you have found my assignments thus far rather tedious. I have many upcoming projects which I am sure will arouse your interest. I need your assurances that you will make yourself available for such. 

It is time for you to choose masters. Do so well.

Martin Gambus

He stood quietly for a second, letting the concreteness of the words sink in. He should have been expecting this from the moment Gambus had offered him the Veritaserum. It hadn't been a gift. It had been a test. And he had passed.
His lingering doubts slipped quietly away. He could never feel this helpless again. There was strength and power to be had, and he could waste no more time.
Just as he made up his mind, the letter rose out of his hand, hovering above his bed. It combusted itself in soft green flame, then winked out of sight, leaving the surroundings unnaturally dark. Snape rubbed his eyes to diffuse the spots of remembered light. It was done.
~*~

September first had come far too quickly. He preferred the Hogwarts halls empty, echoing in grandeur. Now the mob was upon them, chattering and tripping over each other to get to the feast. It was highly annoying.

He rounded the last column of the staircase, hoping to get to the Hall quickly, without running into–

"Potter! Granger! I want to see you both!" McGonagall hollered over the heads of the incoming students.

He groaned, and stayed put as a carbon copy of James Potter struggled by, concern lining his face, his mousy friend muttering behind him. Having had enough nostalgia for the year, Snape moved to follow the last of the students into the Great Hall, but a mild voice stopped him in his tracks. 

"Severus." 

He turned. Remus Lupin stood before him, ever patched and frayed. It had been years, though Snape suddenly couldn't remember how many. Lupin looked small, oddly unprotected; without meaning to think about it, Snape realized he'd never seen him without his friends.

Lupin cleared his throat. "Professor Dumbledore said you would be...assisting me this year."

"Let's not get weepy, Lupin. I don't think much of having a murderous beast wandering around the grounds, or I assure you, I would not bother." He turned on his heel and entered the Great Hall, ignoring the affronted, if not surprised, look drooping on Lupin's weathered face.

He swore under his breath as he reached the staff table. He couldn't afford to go to pieces. They wouldn't get to him again. He wouldn't let them. He was working for Dumbledore now. He had control. 

He forced an enthusiastic clap as the Sorting Hat gave Slytherin its newest member. The entire Hall twittered with the advent of a new year. Potter and Granger happily rejoined their Weasley cohort at the Gryffindor table. Draco Malfoy was sniggering with Gregory Goyle and Vincent Crabbe; just what malicious intent was behind such joy he'd find out soon enough. Though he didn't really care. 

He watched as Lupin chattered idly with Hagrid. The professors seemed intrigued in Lupin, quite oblivious that their new colleague would eat them all without a second thought. But I'm not so easily fooled, Lupin. Not so easily fooled at all.
Dumbledore rose to give his customary speech. At Lupin's introduction, Potter and company clapped loudly. A fan club, already. But it was no matter. He'd make a mistake. If Snape was sure of anything, it was that Lupin would help Black. And he would be sure it was the last free thing the wolf did.

It was only a matter of time. 

THE END

 

~*~

A/N: If you've gotten this far (first, thank you dearly), you have to read Arabella's sequel, Down from the Tree: Consequences. Warning: It will make you love MWPP beyond any and all hope of recovery. 

~*~

A/N: And so ends my first full-length fiction. Thank goodness I got through it without murdering Sirius Black. Not that there weren't close shaves. 

Oh my gosh, so many people to thank. Here we go: 

R.J. Anderson (author of the absofreakinglutely stupdendous Darkness and Light series) is entirely to blame for this story. If she hadn't come along with her Good Severus machinations, I'd be happily munching on an H/G romance story right now. Damn you, and thank you. 

It's also Snape's fault — magnificent #*#&!@* that he is — for taking over a story that was only supposed to deal with him blithely. Just a word of warning — if you don't want him to take over, just don't write him at all. I don't know how JKR gets him to shut up, I really, really don't.

Teri Krenek is to be put up for sainthood for dealing with me while I was writing, as she spent much late-night time helping me keep the alliterative release that is Peeves in this story, and helping me to talk myself out of plot corners. I'd still be stuck at Dumbledore if it wasn't for her.

Alec Dossetor, the Moniker Guru, saved Aelred Harper from being dubbed SirMixALot. I appreciate it immensely, and so, I expect, does Aelred (that is, he would if he weren't dead, poor guy).

Arabella, for taking one look at Dumbledore's intent to speak with Sirius about his big fat mouth, and writing an absolutely marvelous sequel without ever infringing on my Big Plans. She also helped me sort through many, many, too many to count, itty bitty annoyances that could have ruined the whole thing. (And she found the perfect quote to start the story off with a bang!)

The WeekdayNightChatGang, for keeping me heathily sane and adequately crazy.

Everyone at HPC and on Melanie's HoS list - I'm really sorry for torturing you all with teasers; I sincerely hope you think it was worth it.

Wolfe550e, for being the master of all things italics. Dude…you're the dude.

"Down from the Tree" is a paraphrase of the title of a song that was cut from Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens's musical, Once On This Island. It's called "Come Down from the Tree," and is about many things, one of which is making your own choices and living on your own, which poor Snape decides to do at the wrong moment. Another part of it is about trusting friends, and for that, you'll have to read Arabella's sequel, Down from the Tree: Consequences.

The moonstone powder, which gave me far more mileage than I ever expected, was graciously leant to me by Arabella and Zsenya, wonderful authors of After the End. I love their fic so much I had accidentally taken the stuff as canon — only after scouring the HP books did I realize that moonstone powder does not yet exist in JKR's world.

Snape's feelings toward Fawkes at the meeting, and the way in which Snape turned himself in, are riffs on the atmosphere in Teri Krenek's (though she's also known as Lyda Clunas) Mirrors. 
Jobberknoll feathers are used very usefully in RJA's Darkness and Light series. And while we're talking Darkness and Light, Dumbledore's chess offer is related to their apparent pasttime of playing the game there. It's also because I think Snape will eventually take him up on it. Or at least I fervently hope.

The raven-haired girl Snape passes in the hallway is Persephone Green of Melanie's Harry Potter and the Heir of Slytherin. It's a wonderful 5th year fic, go read it. I couldn't resist the Green joke, I just couldn't do it. Could you?

The very useful use of the word "pawn" is a reference to the brilliant story of Dark Wizard Puberty, Imperius Quidditch, written by my friends Alec Dossetor and Teri Krenek. Really, just, read it, if by some odd chance you haven't. You may curse them for what it makes you do (I did), but it will be worth it.

Last — and I put them last because there is no possible way they could be "least" — this story is dedicated to the coolest team of beta readers around. By blind, dumb luck, they were bestowed to me: Rebecca Anderson, Teri Krenek, Erica Smith, Melanie, Arabella – all wonderful writers and friends, without whom I would have never had the nerve to finish. The story would also be full of embarrassing malapropisms and misnomers if not for their quick, incisive and belly-achingly funny comments. Thank you all, I can't say it enough.

And so Snape goes quietly away,
Where, Dear God, I hope he'll stay
Long enough for me to prepare
Some way of regrowing all my lost hair!
