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GHAPTER ONE

THE BOY WHO LIVED

r and Mrs Dursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were

proud to say that they were perfectly normal, thank
you very much. They were the last people you'd expect to be
involved in anything strange or mysterious, because they just
didn't hold with such nonsense.

Mr Dursley was the director of a firm called Grunnings,
which made drills. He was a big, beefy man with hardly
any neck, although he did have a very large moustache.
Mrs Dursley was thin and blonde and had nearly twice the
usual amount of neck, which came in very useful as she spent
so much of her time craning over garden fences, spying on the
neighbours. The Dursleys had a small son called Dudley and
in their opinion there was no finer boy anywhere.

The Dursleys had everything they wanted, but they also
had a secret, and their greatest fear was that somebody would
discover it. They didn't think they could bear it if anyone
found out about the Potters. Mrs Potter was Mrs Dursley's
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sister, but they hadn't met for several years; in fact, Mrs
Dursley pretended she didn't have a sister, because her sister
and her good-for-nothing husband were as unDursleyish as it
was possible to be. The Dursleys shuddered to think what the
neighbours would say if the Potters arrived in the street. The
Dursleys knew that the Potters had a small son, too, but they
had never even seen him. This boy was another good reason
for keeping the Potters away; they didn't want Dudley mixing
with a child like that.

When Mr and Mrs Dursley woke up on the dull, grey
Tuesday our story starts, there was nothing about the cloudy
sky outside to suggest that strange and mysterious things
would soon be happening all over the country. Mr Dursley
hummed as he picked out his most boring tie for work and
Mrs Dursley gossiped away happily as she wrestled a screaming
Dudley into his high chair.

None of them noticed a large tawny owl flutter past the
window.

At half past eight, Mr Dursley picked up his briefcase,
pecked Mrs Dursley on the cheek and tried to kiss Dudley
goodbye but missed, because Dudley was now having a
tantrum and throwing his cereal at the walls. ‘Little tyke,
chortled Mr Dursley as he left the house. He got into his car
and backed out of number four's drive.

[t was on the corner of the street that he noticed the first
sign of something peculiar —a cat reading a map. For a second,
Mr Dursley didn't realise what he had seen — then he jerked
his head around to look again. There was a tabby cat standing
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on the corner of Privet Drive, but there wasn't a map in sight.
What could he have been thinking of? It must have been a
trick of the light. Mr Dursley blinked and stared at the cat. It
stared back. As Mr Dursley drove around the corner and up
the road, he watched the cat in his mirror. It was now reading
the sign that said Privet Drive — no, looking at the sign; cats
couldn't read maps or signs. Mr Dursley gave himself a little
shake and put the cat out of his mind. As he drove towards
town he thought of nothing except a large order of drills he
was hoping to get that day.

But on the edge of town, drills were driven out of his mind
by something else. As he sat in the usual morning traffic jam, he
couldn't help noticing that there seemed to be a lot of strangely
dressed people about. People in cloaks. Mr Dursley couldn't
bear people who dressed in funny clothes — the get-ups you saw
on young peoplel He supposed this was some stupid new
fashion. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and his
eyes fell on a huddle of these weirdos standing quite close by.
They were whispering excitedly together. Mr Dursley was
enraged to see that a couple of them weren't young at all; why;,
that man had to be older than he was, and wearing an emerald-
green cloak! The nerve of him! But then it struck Mr Dursley
that this was probably some silly stunt — these people were
obviously collecting for something ... yes, that would be it.
The traffic moved on, and a few minutes later, Mr Dursley
arrived in the Grunnings car park, his mind back on drills.

Mr Dursley always sat with his back to the window in his
office on the ninth floor. If he hadn't, he might have found it
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GHAPTER ONE

THE WORST BIRTHDAY

ot for the first time, an argument had broken out

over breakfast at number four, Privet Drive.
Mr Vernon Dursley had been woken in the early hours of
the morning by a loud, hooting noise from his nephew
Harry's room,

'"Third time this week! he roared across the table. 'If you
can't control that owl, it'll have to go!

Harry tried, yet again, to explain.

'She’s bored," he said. ‘She's used to flying around outside. If
I could just let her out at night ...’

Do [ look stupid?’ snarled Uncle Vernon, a bit of fried egg
dangling from his bushy moustache. 'l know what'll happen if
that owl’s let out.’

He exchanged dark looks with his wife, Petunia.

Harry tried to argue back but his words were drowned by
a long, loud belch from the Dursleys’ son, Dudley.

'l want more bacon.’



HARRY-POTTER AND THE CHAMBER OF SECRETS

'"There's more in the frying pan, sweetums, said Aunt
Petunia, turning misty eyes on her massive son. "We must feed
you up while we've got the chance ... [ don't like the sound of
that school food ...

‘Nonsense, Petunia, I never went hungry when [ was at
Smeltings,’ said Uncle Vernon heartily. 'Dudley gets enough,
don't you, son?'

Dudley, who was so large his bottom drooped over either
side of the kitchen chair, grinned and turned to Harry.

'Pass the frying pan.’

You've forgotten the magic word,’ said Harry irritably.

The effect of this simple sentence on the rest of the family
was incredible: Dudley gasped and fell off his chair with a
crash that shook the whole kitchen; Mrs Dursley gave a small
scream and clapped her hands to her mouth; Mr Dursley
jumped to his feet, veins throbbing in his temples.

'l meant “please”l’ said Harry quickly. ' didn't mean —

"WHAT HAVE I TOLD YOU, thundered his uncle, spray-
ing spit over the table, '"ABOUT SAYING THE M WORD
IN OUR HOUSE>

But 1~

'HOW DARE YOU THREATEN DUDLEYY roared Uncle
Vernon, pounding the table with his fist.

T just =

TWARNED YOU! I WILL NOT TOLERATE MENTION
OF YOUR ABNORMALITY UNDER THIS ROOF!

Harry stared from his purple-faced uncle to his pale aunt,
who was trying to heave Dudley to his feet.

P
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'All right,’ said Harry, ‘all right ...’

Uncle Vernon sat back down, breathing like a winded
rhinoceros and watching Harry closely out of the corners of
his small, sharp eyes.

Ever since Harry had come home for the summer holidays,
Uncle Vernon had been treating him like a bomb that might
go off at any moment, because Harry wasnt a normal boy. As
a matter of fact, he was as not normal as it is possible to be.

Harry Potter was a wizard — a wizard fresh from his first
year at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. And if
the Dursleys were unhappy to have him back for the holidays,
it was nothing to how Harry felt.

He missed Hogwarts so much it was like having a constant
stomach ache. He missed the castle, with its secret passage-
ways and ghosts, his lessons (though perhaps not Snape, the
Potions master), the post arriving by owl, eating banquets in
the Great Hall

dormitory, visiting the gamekeeper, Hagrid, in his cabin in

, sleeping in his four-poster bed in the tower
the grounds next to the Forbidden Forest and, especially,
Quidditch, the most popular sport in the wizarding world
(six tall goalposts, four flying balls and fourteen players on
broomsticks).

All Harry's spellbooks, his wand, robes, cauldron and top-
of-the-range Nimbus Two Thousand broomstick had been
locked in a cupboard under the stairs by Uncle Vernon the
instant Harry had come home. What did the Dursleys care if
Harry lost his place in the house Quidditch team because he
hadn't practised all summer? What was it to the Dursleys if

3
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GHAPTER ONE

OWL POST

arry Potter was a highly unusual boy in many ways. For

one thing, he hated the summer holidays more than
any other time of year. For another, he really wanted to do his
homework, but was forced to do it in secret, in the dead of
night. And he also happened to be a wizard.

It was nearly midnight, and he was lying on his front
in bed, the blankets drawn right over his head like a tent,
a torch in one hand and a large leather-bound book
(A History of Magic, by Bathilda Bagshot) propped open
against the pillow. Harry moved the tip of his eagle-feather
quill down the page, frowning as he looked for something
that would help him write his essay, "Witch-Burning in
the Fourteenth Century Was Completely Pointless —
discuss'.

The quill paused at the top of a likely-looking paragraph.
Harry pushed his round glasses up his nose, moved his torch

closer to the book and read:
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Non-magic people (more commonly known as Muggles) were
particularly afraid of magic in medieval times, but not very
good at recognising it. On the rare occasion that they did
catch a real witch or wizard, burning bad no effect
whatsoever. The witch or wizard would perform a basic
Flame-Freezing Charm and then pretend to shriek with pain
while enjoying a gentle, tickling sensation. Indeed, Wendelin
the Weird enjoyed being burnt so much that she allowed
herself to be caught no fewer than forty-seven times in various

disqguises.

Harry put his quill between his teeth and reached underneath
his pillow for his ink bottle and a roll of parchment. Slowly
and very carefully he unscrewed the ink bottle, dipped his
quill into it and began to write, pausing every now and then
to listen, because if any of the Dursleys heard the scratching
of his quill on their way to the bathroom, he'd probably find
himself locked in the cupboard under the stairs for the rest of
the summer.

The Dursley family of number four, Privet Drive, was the
reason that Harry never enjoyed his summer holidays. Uncle
Vernon, Aunt Petunia and their son, Dudley, were Harry's
only living relatives. They were Muggles, and they had a
very medieval attitude towards magic. Harry's dead parents,
who had been a witch and wizard themselves, were never
mentioned under the Dursleys' roof. For years, Aunt Petunia
and Uncle Vernon had hoped that if they kept Harry as
downtrodden as possible, they would be able to squash the

OWL POST

magic out of him. To their fury, they had been unsuccessful,
and now lived in terror of anyone finding out that Harry
had spent most of the last two years at Hogwarts School of
Witchcraft and Wizardry. The most the Dursleys could do
these days was to lock away Harry's spellbooks, wand, caul-
dron and broomstick at the start of the summer holidays, and
forbid him to talk to the neighbours.

This separation from his spellbooks had been a real
problem for Harry, because his teachers at Hogwarts had
given him a lot of holiday work. One of the essays, a particu-
larly nasty one about Shrinking Potions, was for Harry’s least
favourite teacher, Professor Snape, who would be delighted to
have an excuse to give Harry detention for a month. Harry
had therefore seized his chance in the first week of the
holidays. While Uncle Vernon, Aunt Petunia and Dudley had
gone out into the front garden to admire Uncle Vernon's new
company car (in very loud voices, so that the rest of the street
would notice it too), Harry had crept downstairs, picked the
lock on the cupboard under the stairs, grabbed some of his
books and hidden them in his bedroom. As long as he didn't
leave spots of ink on the sheets, the Dursleys need never know
that he was studying magic by night.

Harry was keen to avoid trouble with his aunt and uncle at
the moment, as they were already in a bad mood with him, all
because he'd received a telephone call from a fellow wizard
one week into the school holidays.

Ron Weasley, who was one of Harry's best friends at

Hogwarts, came from a whole family of wizards. This meant
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GHAPTER ONE

THE RIDDLE HOUSE

he villagers of Little Hangleton still called it 'the Riddle House',

even though it had been many years since the Riddle family
had lived there. It stood on a hill overlooking the village, some of
its windows boarded, tiles missing from its roof, and ivy spreading
unchecked over its face. Once a fine-looking manor, and easily the
largest and grandest building for miles around, the Riddle House was
now damp, derelict and unoccupied.

The Little Hangletons all agreed that the old house was ‘creepy’.
Half a century ago, something strange and horrible had happened
there, something that the older inhabitants of the village still liked
to discuss when topics for gossip were scarce. The story had
been picked over so many times, and had been embroidered in
so many places, that nobody was quite sure what the truth was
any more. Every version of the tale, however, started in the same
place: fifty years before, at daybreak on a fine summer's morning,
when the Riddle House had still been well kept and impressive,
and a maid had entered the drawing room to find all three Riddles
dead.

The maid had run screaming down the hill into the village, and

roused as many people as she could.
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'Lying there with their eyes wide open! Cold as ice! Still in their
dinner things!’

The police were summoned, and the whole of Little Hangleton
had seethed with shocked curiosity and ill-disguised excitement.
Nobody wasted their breath pretending to feel very sad about the
Riddles, for they had been most unpopular. Elderly Mr and Mrs
Riddle had been rich, snobbish and rude, and their grown-up son,
Tom, had been even more so. All the villagers cared about was the
identity of their murderer — plainly, three apparently healthy people
did not all drop dead of natural causes on the same night.

The Hanged Man, the village pub, did a roaring trade that night;
the whole village had turned out to discuss the murders. They were
rewarded for leaving their firesides when the Riddles' cook arrived
dramatically in their midst, and announced to the suddenly silent pub
that a man called Frank Bryce had just been arrested.

'Frank!' cried several people. 'Never!'

Frank Bryce was the Riddles' gardener. He lived alone in a run-
down cottage in the Riddle House grounds. Frank had come back
from the war with a very stiff leg and a great dislike of crowds and
loud noises, and had been working for the Riddles ever since.

There was a rush to buy the cook drinks, and hear more details.

'Always thought he was odd,’ she told the eagerly listening villa-
gers, after her fourth sherry. ‘Unfriendly, like. I'm sure if I've offered
him a cuppa once, I've offered it a hundred times. Never wanted to
mix, he didn't.’

'‘Ah, now,' said a woman at the bar, 'he had a hard war, Frank, he
likes the quiet life. That's no reason to —

"Who else had a key to the back door, then?' barked the cook.
'"There's been a spare key hanging in the gardener's cottage far back as
I can remember! Nobody forced the door last nightt No broken
windows! All Frank had to do was creep up to the big house while we
was all sleeping ...

The villagers exchanged dark looks.

THE RIDDLE HOUSE

T always thought he had a nasty look about him, right enough,’
grunted a man at the bar.

"War turned him funny, if you ask me,' said the landlord.

Told you [ wouldn't like to get on the wrong side of Frank, didn't
1, Dot? said an excited woman in the corner.

Horrible temper, said Dot, nodding fervently, 'l remember, when
he wasakid ..

By the following morning, hardly anyone in Little Hangleton
doubted that Frank Bryce had killed the Riddles.

But over in the neighbouring town of Great Hangleton, in the dark
and dingy police station, Frank was stubbornly repeating, again and
again, that he was innocent, and that the only person he had seen near
the house on the day of the Riddles' deaths had been a teenage boy, a
stranger, dark-haired and pale. Nobody else in the village had seen any
such boy, and the police were quite sure that Frank had invented him.

Then, just when things were looking very serious for Frank, the
report on the Riddles’ bodies came back and changed everything.

The police had never read an odder report. A team of doctors had
examined the bodies, and had concluded that none of the Riddles had
been poisoned, stabbed, shot, strangled, suffocated or (as far as they
could tell) harmed at all. In fact, the report continued, in a tone of
unmistakeable bewilderment, the Riddles all appeared to be in perfect
health — apart from the fact that they were all dead. The doctors did
note {as though determined to find something wrong with the
bodies) that each of the Riddles had a look of terror upon his or her
face — but as the frustrated police said, whoever heard of three people
being frightened to death?

As there was no proof that the Riddles had been murdered at all,
the police were forced to let Frank go. The Riddles were buried in the
Little Hangleton churchyard, and their graves remained objects of
curiosity for a while. To everyone's surprise, and amidst a cloud of

suspicion, Frank Bryce returned to his cottage in the grounds of the

Riddle House.
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GHAPTER ONE

DUDLEY DEMENTED

he hottest day of the summer so far was drawing to a close and a

drowsy silence lay over the large, square houses of Privet Drive.
Cars that were usually gleaming stood dusty in their drives and lawns
that were once emerald green lay parched and yellowing — for the use
of hosepipes had been banned due to drought. Deprived of their usual
car-washing and lawn-mowing pursuits, the inhabitants of Privet Drive
had retreated into the shade of their cool houses, windows thrown wide
in the hope of tempting in a non-existent breeze. The only person left
outdoors was a teenage boy who was lying flat on his back in a flower-
bed outside number four.

He was a skinny, black-haired, bespectacled boy who had the
pinched, slightly unhealthy look of someone who has grown a lotin a
short space of time. His jeans were torn and dirty, his T-shirt baggy and
faded, and the soles of his trainers were peeling away from the uppers.
Harry Potter's appearance did not endear him to the neighbours, who
were the sort of people who thought scruffiness ought to be punishable
by law, but as he had hidden himself behind a large hydrangea bush
this evening he was quite invisible to passers-by. In fact, the only way
he would be spotted was if his Uncle Vernon or Aunt Petunia stuck
their heads out of the living-room window and looked straight down

into the flowerbed below.
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On, the whole, Harry thought he ,was to be congratulated on his
idea of hiding here. He was not, perhaps, very comfortable lying on the
hot, hard earth but, on the other hand, nobody was glaring at him,
grinding their teeth so loudly that he could not hear the news, or shoot-
ing nasty questions at him, as had happened every time he had tried
sitting down in the living room to watch television with his aunt and
uncle.

Almost as though this thought had fluttered through the open win-
dow, Vernon Dursley, Harry's uncle, suddenly spoke.

'Glad to see the boy's stopped trying to butt in. Where is he, any-
way?'

1 don't know,’ said Aunt Petunia, unconcerned. ‘Not in the house.’

Uncle Vernon grunted.

‘Watching the news ...' he said scathingly. I'd like to know what
he's really up to. As if a normal boy cares what's on the news — Dudley
hasn't got a clue what's going on; doubt he knows who the Prime
Minister is! Anyway, it's not as if there'd be anything about his lot on our
news —

‘Vernon, shh!' said Aunt Petunia. ‘'The window's open!’

‘Oh — yes —sorry, dear.’

The Dursleys fell silent. Harry listened to a jingle about Fruit 'n’
Bran breakfast cereal while he watched Mrs Figg, a batty cat-loving old
lady from nearby Wisteria Walk, amble slowly past. She was frowning
and muttering to herself. Harry was very pleased he was concealed
behind the bush, as Mrs Figg had recently taken to asking him round
for tea whenever she met him in the street. She had rounded the corner
and vanished from view before Uncle Vernon's voice floated out of the
window again.

'‘Dudders out for tea?’

‘At the Polkisses', said Aunt Petunia fondly. ‘He's got so many little
friends, he's so popular ...’

Harry suppressed a snort with difficulty. The Dursleys really were
astonishingly stupid about their son, Dudley. They had swallowed all
his dim-witted lies about having tea with a different member of his

DUDLEY DEMENTED

rang every night of the summer holidays. Harry knew perfectly well
that Dudley had not been to tea anywhere; he and his gang spent every
evening vandalising the play park, smoking on street corners and
throwing stones at passing cars and children. Harry had seen them at it
during his evening walks around Little Whinging; he had spent most of
the holidays wandering the streets, scavenging newspapers from bins
along the way.

The opening notes of the music that heralded the seven o'clock
news reached Harry's ears and his stomach turned over. Perhaps
tonight — after a month of waiting — would be the night.

‘Record numbers of stranded holidaymakers fill airports as the Spanish baggage-
handlers’ strike reaches its second week —

‘Give 'em a lifelong siesta, | would,' snarled Uncle Vernon over the
cnd of the newsreader’s sentence, but no matter: outside in the flower-
bed, Harry's stomach seemed to unclench. If anything had happened, it
would surely have been the first item on the news; death and destruc-
tion were more important than stranded holidaymakers.

He let out a long, slow breath and stared up at the brilliant blue sky.
Ivery day this summer had been the same: the tension, the expectation,
the temporary relief, and then mounting tension again ... and always,
growing more insistent all the time, the question of why nothing had
happened yet.

He kept listening, just in case there was some small clue, not recog-
nised for what it really was by the Muggles — an unexplained disappear-
ance, perhaps, or some strange accident ... but the baggage-handlers’
strike was followed by news about the drought in the Southeast ('l hope
he's listening next door!' bellowed Uncle Vernon. 'Him with his
sprinklers on at three in the morning!’), then a helicopter that had
almost crashed in a field in Surrey, then a famous actress's divorce from
her famous husband ('As if we're interested in their sordid affairs,
sniffed Aunt Petunia, who had followed the case obsessively in every
magazine she could lay her bony hands on).

Harry closed his eyes against the now blazing evening sky as the
newsreader said, '— and finally, Bungy the budgie bas found a novel way of
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GHAPTER ONE

THE OTHER MINISTER

t was nearing midnight and the Prime Minister was sitting alone in

his office, reading a long memo that was slipping through his brain
without leaving the slightest trace of meaning behind. He was wait-
ing for a call from the president of a far-distant country, and between
wondering when the wretched man would telephone, and trying to
suppress unpleasant memories of what had been a very long, tiring and
difficult week, there was not much space in his head for anything else.
['lhe more he attempted to focus on the print on the page before him,
the more clearly the Prime Minister could see the gloating face of one
of his political opponents. This particular opponent had appeared on
the news that very day, not only to enumerate all the terrible things
that had happened in the last week (as though anyone needed remind-
ing) but also to explain why each and every one of them was the gov-
ernment’s fault,

The Prime Minister’s pulse quickened at the very thought of these
accusations, for they were neither fair nor true. How on earth was his
rovernment supposed to have stopped that bridge collapsing? It was
outrageous for anybody to suggest that they were not spending enough
on bridges. The bridge was less than ten years old, and the best experts

were at a loss to explain why it had snapped cleanly in two, sending a
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dozen cars into the watery depths of the river below. And how dared
anyone suggest that it was lack of policemen that had resulted in those
two very nasty and well-publicised murders> Or that the government
should have somehow foreseen the freak hurricane in the West Country
that had caused so much damage to both people and property? And was
it bis fault that one of his Junior Ministers, Herbert Chorley, had chosen
this week to act so peculiarly that he was now going to be spending a
lot more time with his family?

'A grim mood has gripped the country,’ the opponent had concluded,
barely concealing his own broad grin.

And unfortunately, this was perfectly true. The Prime Minister felt
it himself; people really did seem more miserable than usual. Even the
weather was dismal; all this chilly mist in the middle of July ... it wasn't
right, it wasn't normal ...

He turned over the second page of the memo, saw how much longer
it went on, and gave it up as a bad job. Stretching his arms above his head
he Jooked around his office mournfully. It was a handsome room, with a
fine marble fireplace facing the long sash windows, firmly closed against
the unseasonable chill. With a slight shiver, the Prime Minister gotup and
moved over to the windows, looking out at the thin mist that was pressing
itself against the glass. It was then, as he stood with his back to the room,
that he heard a soft cough behind him.

He froze, nose-to-nose with his own scared-looking reflection in
the dark glass. He knew that cough. He had heard it before. He turned,
very slowly, to face the empty room.

‘Hello?' he said, trying to sound braver than he felt.

For a brief moment he allowed himself the impossible hope that
nobody would answer him. However, a voice responded at once, a
crisp, decisive voice that sounded as though it were reading a prepared
statement. It was coming — as the Prime Minister had known at the first
cough — from the froglike little man wearing a long silver wig who was
depicted in a small and dirty oil-painting in the far corner of the room.

"To the Prime Minister of Muggles. Urgent we meet. Kindly

THE OTHER MINISTER

respond immediately. Sincerely, Fudge. The man in the painting
looked enquiringly at the Prime Minister.

Er,’ said the Prime Minister, listen ... it's not a very good time for
me ... I'm waiting for a telephone call, you see ... from the president
of -

‘That can be rearranged, said the portrait at once. The Prime
Minister’s heart sank. He had been afraid of that.

‘But | really was rather hoping to speak —

‘We shall arrange for the president to forget to call. He will tele-
phone tomorrow night instead,’ said the little man. Kindly respond
immediately to Mr Fudge.'

T... oh ... very well, said the Prime Minister weakly. 'Yes, I'll see
Fudge.

He hurried back to his desk, straightening his tie as he went. He
had barely resumed his seat, and arranged his face into what he hoped
was a relaxed and unfazed expression, when bright green flames burst
into life in the empty grate beneath his marble mantelpiece. He
watched, trying not to betray a flicker of surprise or alarm, as a portly
man appeared within the flames, spinning as fast as a top. Seconds later,
he had climbed out on to a rather fine antique rug, brushing ash from
the sleeves of his long pinstriped cloak, a lime-green bowler hat in his
hand.

‘Ah ... Prime Minister,’ said Cornelius Fudge, striding forwards with
his hand outstretched. ‘Good to see you again.’

The Prime Minister could not honestly return this compliment, so
said nothing at all. He was not remotely pleased to see Fudge, whose
occasional appearances, apart from being downright alarming in them-
selves, generally meant that he was about to hear some very bad news.
Furthermore, Fudge was looking distinctly careworn. He was thinner,
balder and greyer, and his face had a crumpled look. The Prime Minister
had seen that kind of look in politicians before, and it never boded well.

'How can I help you?' he said, shaking Fudge's hand very briefly and
gesturing towards the hardest of the chairs in front of the desk.
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GHAPTER ONE

THE DARK LORD ASGENDING

he two men appeared out of nowhere, a few yards apart in the

narrow, moonlit lane. Fora second they stood quite still, wands dir-
ccted at each other's chests; then, recognising each other, they stowed
their wands beneath their cloaks and started walking briskly in the
same direction.

‘News?' asked the taller of the two.

‘The best, replied Severus Snape.

The lane was bordered on the left by wild, low-growing brambles,
on the right by a high, neatly manicured hedge. The men's long cloaks
flapped around their ankles as they marched.

‘Thought [ might be late,’ said Yaxley, his blunt features sliding
in and out of sight as the branches of overhanging trees broke the
moonlight. ‘It was a little trickier than I expected. But | hope he will be
satisfied. You sound confident that your reception will be good?'

Snape nodded, but did not elaborate. They turned right, into a wide
driveway that led off the lane. The high hedge curved with them, run-
ning off into the distance beyond the pair of impressive wrought-iron
gates barring the men's way. Neither of them broke step: in silence
both raised their left arms in a kind of salute and passed straight through

as though the dark metal were smoke.
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The yew hedges muffled the sound of the men's footsteps. There
was a rustle somewhere to their right: Yaxley drew his wand again,
pointing it over his companion’s head, but the source of the noise
proved to be nothing more than a pure white peacock, strutting majes-
tically along the top of the hedge.

'He always did himself well, Lucius. Peacocks ..." Yaxley thrust his
wand back under his cloak with a snort.

A handsome manor house grew out of the darkness at the end of the
straight drive, lights glinting in the diamond-paned downstairs win-
dows. Somewhere in the dark garden beyond the hedge, a fountain was
playing. Gravel crackled beneath their feet as Snape and Yaxley sped
towards the front door, which swung inwards at their approach, though
nobody had visibly opened it.

The hallway was large, dimly lit and sumptuously decorated, with a
magnificent carpet covering most of the stone floor. The eyes of the
pale-faced portraits on the walls followed Snape and Yaxley as they
strode past. The two men halted at a heavy wooden door leading into
the next room, hesitated for the space of a heartbeat, then Snape turned
the bronze handle.

The drawing room was full of silent people, sitting at a long and ornate
table. The room's usual furniture had been pushed carelessly up against
the walls. lllumination came from a roaring fire beneath a handsome
marble mantelpiece surmounted by a gilded mirror. Snape and Yaxley
lingered for a moment on the threshold. As their eyes grew accustomed
to the lack of light they were drawn upwards to the strangest feature of
the scene: an apparently unconscious human figure hanging upside-down
over the table, revolving slowly as if suspended by an invisible rope, and
reflected in the mirror and in the bare, polished surface of the table below.
None of the people seated underneath this singular sight was looking at it
except for a pale young man sitting almost directly below it. He seemed
unable to prevent himself from glancing upwards every minute or so.

Yaxley. Snape,' said a high, clear voice from the head of the table,

You are very nearly late.

THE DARK LORD ASCENDING

The speaker was seated directly in front of the fireplace, so that it was
difficult, at first, for the new arrivals to make out more than his silhouette.
As they drew nearer, however, his face shone through the gloom, hair-
[ess, snake-like, with slits for nostrils and gleaming red eyes whose pupils
were vertical. He was so pale that he seemed to emit a pearly glow.

‘Severus, here,’ said Voldemort, indicating the seat on his immedi-
ate right. 'Yaxley — beside Dolohov’

The two men took their allotted places. Most of the eyes around the
table followed Snape and it was to him that Voldemort spoke first.

'So

‘My Lord, the Order of the Phoenix intends to move Harry Potter
from his current place of safety on Saturday next, at nightfall.’

The interest around the table sharpened palpably: some stiffened,
others fidgeted, all gazing at Snape and Voldemort.

‘Saturday ... at nightfall' repeated Voldemort, His red eyes fastened
upon Snape’s black ones with such intensity that some of the watchers
looked away, apparently fearful that they themselves would be scorched
by the ferocity of the gaze. Snape, however, looked calmly back into
Voldemort's face and, after a moment or two, Voldemort's lipless mouth
curved into something like a smile.

'‘Good. Very good. And this information comes —

From the source we discussed,’ said Snape.

‘My Lord.'

Yaxley had leaned forward to look down the long table at Voldemort
and Snape. All faces turned to him.

‘My Lord, I have heard differently.’

Yaxley waited, but Voldemort did not speak, so he went on,
'Dawlish, the Auror, let slip that Potter will not be moved until the
thirtieth, the night before the boy turns seventeen.’

Snape was smiling.

‘My source told me that there are plans to lay a false trail; this must
be it. No doubt a Confundus Charm has been placed upon Dawlish. It

would not be the first time, he is known to be susceptible.’



