


O. PREFACE
Voldemort is defeated, his followers scattered.

Yet, in the aftermath of the Battle of Hogwarts, Harry Potter finds himself
besieged by doubs. Though hailed as a hero by some, he remains a young
man in search of a future. And nothing—not even a strangely cool

summer at The Burrow with bis friends—can truly comfort him.

As if to deliver the final blow, a glacial cold and a mysterious epidemic

seem to descend upon a world in reconstruction.

Could a dormant power, far more ancient than the Dark Lord and his
faithful Death Eaters, have awakened to threaten wizards and Muggles
alike? A power whose roots lie in a secret that once involved the greatest
sorcerers of their time: Tom Riddle, Gellert Grindelwald, and Albus
Dumbledore?

The answer lies before your eyes, in this direct and unofficial sequel to the
adventures of Harry Potter.



Harry Potter and the Compass of Chaos

To my parents, my friends, to J.K. Rowling and her fans, I dedicate
this new unofficial episode of the adventures of Harry Potter.

The plot strives to remain faithful to the events of the seven books
(while borrowing certain elements from the films inspired by them),
serving as a direct sequel taking place shortly after the Battle of
Hogwarts and well before the epilogue of the seventh book.

The play Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, which describes the
evolution of the Wizarding World many years later, has also been
taken into account to a certain extent...

May this story transport you as it did me during these five years of
writing.

PS: Rest assured, Harry will manage to get the watch given to him by Mrs
Weasley repaired during a certain mission in Helvetic territory.

PPS: As for the scar... did someone try to make us believe it had fallen

silent?



Legal Disclaimer:
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This work is an unofficial fanfiction written for entertainment
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by the copyright holders.

This story is entirely free to read and must not be sold, resold,
or used for any commercial purpose. No copyright
infringement is intended.




1. THE DEVIL’S PEAK

Far, very far away... in a remote land all but forgotten, two dark
silhouettes stood out against the pristine whiteness of a high mountain
landscape. Above them, the sun had already begun its descent behind the
dizzying peak that loomed as their next milestone. The slope was
frightfully steep, and judging by the climbers' hesitant steps and the state
of their patched travelling cloaks, the exhaustion of a long-haul journey
had set in far too long ago.

Built for the task, the leader of the group—a large, solid fellow—strove
to maintain a steady pace. Even though the snow came up to his thighs and
the icy wind pierced through the rest of his body, a fire burned within him
that gave him the strength to carry on. A little earlier, his brother, the man
accompanying him, had uttered a few words that had not ceased to echo in

his head since: "All hope is not lost of finding him; I have a plan.”

A few dozen yards downhill, however, the brother in question was
finding it increasingly difficult to keep up. For some time now, he had
been stumbling, slipping more often, and only catching himself at the last
moment to avoid a fall that could well be his last. Of a frail, almost slight
stature, he was far from possessing the musculature of his climbing partner.
His assets were of a more cerebral nature and proved of limited interest in
the context of this endless flight that had brought them this far: to the
confines of a white hell that chilled you to the bone while burning your
retinas.

Out of breath, the second climber had no choice but to pause. Doubled
over, leaning as best he could on a shaky leg, his throat felt like a piece of
molten metal. Yet he had to straighten up; he had to warn his fellow
traveler. There was no point in letting the rope connecting them grow taut,
to the point where one of them might end up headfirst in the snow, or
worse still, topple off one side or the other of the jagged ridge they were
scaling.

"Rodo... Rodolphus! W-wait! Wait for me!" he finally shouted, his
trembling hands cupped around his mouth.



But the only answer he received was a fresh gust of wind laced with
powdery, icy flakes.

A little higher up, seemingly in a world of his own, Rodolphus, the
leader, continued his progress, mulling over the encouraging words heard
earlier. He had always found his brother brilliant; cruel too, but not to the
point of giving him false hope, not at a time like this. Rabastan had
something in mind; he had led them to these distant lands for a good
reason, he had read it deep in his pale blue eyes.

A powerful gust swept across the ridge, and for once Rodolphus
congratulated himself on being so deeply sunk into the snow. Had he been
even a little lighter, it is a safe bet that he would have tipped over for good.
A bad feeling did not take long to assail him, however, even as the rope
wrapped around his waist jerked him backward sharply.

Instinctively, Rodolphus threw himself flat on his stomach.

"No! Not like this, not now!" he gasped, panting, before getting up with
infinite caution.

It was impossible to see anything below, but the line remained taut, a
sign that someone was still at the other end. Despite the wounds and
fatigue that had plagued him for days, Rodolphus turned back. As
cautiously as his common sense dictated, he hastened back down the slope
in search of his brother.

If only... if only they could have resorted to magic, none of this would
have happened. The journey would have been child's play. It was so
insulting that people of their rank should be reduced to behaving like
vulgar Muggles...

"Rabastan! By Salazar, get up!”

His complexion extremely pale, his lips purplish, Rabastan was kneeling
in the snow, almost motionless. Upon discovering this so diminished
reflection of his own flesh, Rodolphus was struck with horror.

"You're wondering... if you should just finish me off..." Rabastan
murmured painfully, raising an accusing gaze to him. "Do it... and you will
never know."

"Do you think I would have bothered to come back down? I could have
just cut the rope... and gone on my way, big brother."

"You would have abandoned the ring? His last gift?" retorted Rabastan,
waving a hand, flashing a golden ring that was missing a large stone.



"There is no trace of magic left in that object, assuming there ever was
any... I don't even know why he entrusted it to you. So that we remember
him? Yet he must have been aware of our loyalty."

With that, Rodolphus rolled up his sleeve and rubbed with annoyance
the indelible mark their master had branded on his forearm.

"He was well aware of it. And that is why we are here today. I will
explain... once we are safe."

"Then stand up. I don't have the strength to carry you anymore and the
sun will be down within four or five hours, at most," retorted Rodolphus,
pulling his sleeve down sharply.

He didn't know how right he was. After several hours of walking that
felt like entire days, of falls, of getting back on their feet, of tears frozen as
soon as they appeared, the irresistibly enchanting scent of a wood fire

finally filled the air.

Comfort intoxicated them for good as a plume of smoke took shape on
the horizon, just behind a ledge imbued with the glowing light of the
setting sun. Tonight, after so many others, Rodolphus and Rabastan would
sleep with a roof over their heads; stomachs full perhaps, if one took into
account the fumes of onion soup now mingling with the smell of burning
wood.

"What if the Aurors are waiting for us?" worried Rodolphus as the refuge
was only a few steps away, a sort of small hut lost in the middle of the
meringued snow.

"Let me handle this, will you?" replied Rabastan in a low voice. "You are
too impulsive, and blowing everything up is out of the question this time."

These last words spoken, he withdrew a piece of wood about twelve
inches long from one of his pockets. He then positioned himself slightly
offset from the door of the refuge, so as not to expose himself too much in
case of an ambush, and knocked three times. A scraping noise, like a stool
being moved, was heard on the other side of the wall and a shadow passed
furtively in front of the building's only window.

"That's a surprise... Good evening," said a graying man through the
crack in the door.

He must have been in his sixties, although it was difficult to say for sure
as his face bore the marks of a lifetime spent roaming.



"For a moment I thought it was good old Sergei returning from one of
his fanciful expeditions," the man added, "he always had a knack for
arriving when least expected, as if appearing out of nowhere... But I'm
forgetting my manners, I'm Gary. Come in, then, you must be hungry and
that works out well, there is plenty to eat.”

The mere prospect of a bowl of hot broth was enough to make
Rodolphus's stomach rumble; they hadn't eaten anything for so long...

The man named Gary invited them to follow him with a wave of his
hand and they soon found themselves all three inside. Like an old friend
rejoicing at an unexpected visit, the fire dancing in the fireplace at the back
of the refuge's single room welcomed them with a crackle. Just above it
hung a cauldron gently steaming, regularly letting out the characteristic
bubbling sound that any potion enthusiast holds dear. Not to mention the
deliciously salty scent emanating from it...

"Sit down, then, I'll serve us a bowl," said Gary, pointing to a rough
wooden table surrounded by a few stools.

Impatient but cautious, Rodolphus and Rabastan sat down.

"You have no gear? Not even a bag?" noted Gary while stirring the
contents of the cauldron, his back turned.

Rodolphus wanted to answer but Rabastan silenced him with a discreet
kick. Their host might be behaving like a perfect Muggle, but nothing so
far had proven that he wasn't an Auror undercover, patiently waiting for
the return of his comrades to deal with them. So, it was better to say as
little as possible.

"Forgive my asking," Gary resumed after a few seconds of awkward
silence. "I can't quite say why but you remind me of Sergei. He almost
always barges in unannounced without any survival gear; a cloak, at most...
a bit like you!"

"And is it him you were expecting this evening?" tried Rabastan, anxious
to know where he and his brother had landed. "This cauldron would be

enough to feed a whole team..."
Gary paused for a moment facing the vessel, looking bewildered.

"To be honest, I can't quite say what pushed me to prepare so much
soup... A happy premonition, no doubt!" Gary laughed.

Facing Rabastan, Rodolphus's features hardened.



"Yes...? Perhaps you are a bit of a wizard, after all..." Rabastan resumed
with feigned lightness. "Perhaps... perhaps your friend will join us later
too?"

"Wizard, me? And why not!" replied Gary, looking amused. "As for the
chances of Sergei joining us, I couldn't say. Except that meeting him is all I
wish for you. He is brimming with imagination, his tales are stunning...
enough to write a book, believe me!"

Delighted to have managed to engage conversation, Gary hastened to
serve three large bowls which he distributed on the table. Rodolphus was
trembling with his whole being. Rabastan, for his part, had to concentrate
with all his might not to let the onion fumes go to his head. Two days. Two
days they had braved the mountain and its infernal climate on an empty
stomach.

"You're going to find me really curious but... You wouldn't be from the
capital, by any chance?" questioned Gary before blowing delicately on his
soup.

A metallic noise rang out like a chime. Rodolphus bent down to pick up
his spoon. How could this man know? Was it possible that he was a
Legilimens, one of those wizards capable of probing surrounding minds?

"You say?" temporized Rabastan, suddenly blinded by the burn his first
sip imposed on him.

"I am sorry, truly," resumed Gary, a radiant smile printed on his face.
"In her lifetime, my wife taught diction. And as you can see, I myself paid
the price! Would you be from Mayfair? Or would it be South Kensington?"

On the other side of the table, Rodolphus was now staring at Rabastan
so intensely that his eyes could have shot lightning bolts. At the slightest
sign, it was certain he would grab his wand...

"Wh... what talent! I confess I am unmasked!" replied Rabastan, forcing
a laugh, which led him irremediably to choke on his meal.

Yes... bravo!" chimed in Rodolphus while getting up to give his brother
a hearty pat on the back.

"Fantastic!" cried Gary, in turn giving a thump between Rabastan's
shoulder blades. "Incredible, imagine that I am a Londoner too! Three

fellow Englishmen in the middle of the Carpathians, now where did I put
that drink..."



By the time Rabastan regained his wits, Gary had left the table and was
busy with his travel bag. His blood ran cold at the thought that their host
had slipped away in search of something far more terrible than a simple
bottle of wine. He thrust his hand into his pocket.

"Here, a little Chablis! I hope you like Chardonnay..."
Gary turned around to discover two wands pointed directly at his chest.

"Is everything alright gentlemen? For a moment I thought you had
pistols... Fortunately the wine is still corked, ha!"

The two brothers hastened to lower their weapons.

"They are very refined. Would you also be sculptors?” asked Gary
naively, pointing to the wands. "I heard one could find springs with this

kind of tool."

He joined them and undertook to open the bottle. At the very moment
the cork came out, a loud CRACK! resounded outside. As one man,
Rodolphus and Rabastan jumped. Silence fell then, until panting breathing
was heard on the other side of the door.

"Garrry? Garry, are you zere my friend?"

Gary hurried to open up under the distraught gaze of Rodolphus and
Rabastan.

"Sergei! I was sure the white would bring you! Come in, come in then!
So many visitors, what a beautiful evening!"

A slightly stooped but solid-looking man entered the refuge. As their
host had described earlier, the newcomer wore nothing but a travel cloak
covered in snow. Not to mention a shaggy beard that hid almost half his
face.

"Gud evening," Sergei greeted them with a thick Eastern European
accent before rubbing his nose, reddened by the cold.

Rodolphus and Rabastan merely nodded with annoyance. Unless on the
run, no man would have been mad enough to brave such an environment
so scantily clad. No one, except a wizard...

"You come back from far away, Sergei?" asked Gary conversationally
before preparing another bowl. "I've just opened a good bottle."

"Oh... As usual... I vas lookink for zis castle."



Gary began to pour. Rodolphus watched his glass fill with covetousness.
For his part, Rabastan was torn between desire and apprehension. They
had suffered so much that they had well deserved a drink. But alcohol
could have devastating effects on a weakened body, and no mistake was
allowed, especially not in the presence of this kind of surprise visitor.

"Fantastic, I am certain your story will interest our guests greatly. Let me
introduce..."

Rodolphus stiffened, scrutinising his brother for the slightest indication.
Exhausted, Rabastan preferred to risk it all by means of a final test:

"l am Rabastan... Rabastan Lestrange," he enunciated clearly, "and this
is my brother, Rodolphus."

On the other side of the table, Sergei took a deep breath. After a few
seconds during which the Lestrange brothers had time to ask themselves a
million questions, he leaned on the table and bent forward to offer them a
still-cool hand.

"Sergei Sudz, pliz to meet you."

[t was hard to say how relieved Rabastan felt. For the first time in weeks
and weeks of being chased by the Aurors, the famous British services, fate
seemed to be working in their favour. Neither of the two strangers,
whether the Muggle or the potential wizard, had heard of them. Without
letting their guard down completely, they would finally be able to breathe
and regain their strength. Perhaps they could even gather some precious
information in the process...

"You said you were looking for a castle?”" said Rabastan as if nothing
were amiss after they had toasted warmly.

"Yes, since monz I valk peaks to find. It become... obsession. Sergei is
guide,” added the latter, pointing to himself, "must know Carpathians like
pocket.”

With that, he drained half his glass in one go.
"Very goot, your vine, Gary."

"It's a sure bet," replied Gary, "to be shared among friends! But without
wanting to twist the knife in the wound, you know the region by heart,
you've criss-crossed it dozens of times. How come you haven't already got
your hands on it? Is it buried under the ice, your castle?"

Outside, the wind had started blowing again and an armful of flakes
crashed forcefully against the windowpane. Rodolphus and Rabastan said



nothing but listened, ears wide open, while filling their stomachs with

broth.

Sergei emitted what sounded like a growl.

"Niet, not buried in ice. Perched! On top of cliff, on invisible
mountain!"

Gary burst out laughing, Rodolphus kept his nose in his bowl,
impassive, and Rabastan sketched a smile. He knew what Sergei wanted to
talk about.

"It not joke!" Sergei fumed, grabbing the wine to refill their glasses. "I
already been zere... vunce!"

"How did you do it?" asked Rabastan, trying to conceal his interest. "If
the mountain is hidden from the eyes of the world, how did you get
there?"

"Ha! I knew his stories would please you!" intervened Gary, whose
enthusiasm was starting to overflow because of the drink. "To Sergei!"

Again, they clinked glasses. The soup and the wine had warmed them up
and everyone made themselves comfortable. Gary undid a few buttons of
his shirt, Sergei removed his travel cloak, Rabastan let his slide down his
shoulders, and Rodolphus rolled up his sleeves.

"Behind Peak, zere vas footbridge," Sergei asserted, nodding his head.
"Very long, in middle of clouds. Zen, cliff, zen castle... Zen forget, vake up
here. But it not dream, niet!"

"Interesting..." slipped in Rabastan, rubbing his chin, his eyes sparkling.

"Isn't it? But tell me," Gary chimed in, straightening up, "a question has
been burning on my lips since you introduced yourselves. If it is
indisputable that you are from London, your names are nonetheless
uncommon, would you know their origin? Etymology is another of my

hobbies."
"No idea," cut in Rabastan, frustrated by this abrupt change of subject.

Everyone turned to Rodolphus who suddenly felt that the temperature
in the room had risen even further.

Er... it's German..." he replied, embarrassed. "It means 'Glorious Wolf",
or something like that."

A bead of sweat slid down his nose and he mopped his brow with the
back of his hand. His brother had clearly told him to be quiet, but what



harm could there be in answering this kind of harmless question?
In that case, why all this sudden agitation around the table?

"Zat... zat very bad! Bad Vizard!" Sergei agitatedly wobbled on his stool
before pointing a finger at Rodolphus's bared forearm. The very one that
bore a certain mark.

"What's got into you all of a sudden! The white wine is going to your
head!" said Gary, trying to restrain his friend.

In vain, Sergei had already plunged his hand into his jumper to extract
his wand. But suffice to say that a simple mountain guide, wizard though
he might be, stood no chance against the hardened killer that was
Rodolphus Lestrange.

"Rodolphus, DON'T DO IT!"
"Avada Kedavral AVADA KEDAVRA!"

Before anyone could blink, two green flashes had shot out. The lifeless
bodies of Gary and Sergei collapsed onto the table, overturning what
remained of their drinks in a sound of breaking glass and porcelain.

"Why? WHY?!" screamed Rabastan, leaping up, mad with rage.

"Why what? I've never stopped you from killing anyone," retorted
Rodolphus vehemently.

"Why was my imbecile of a brother obliged to use magic, when the
Aurors have put the Trace on us?"

"Ah... that..." said Rodolphus, a tone lower.

"Why do you think we've been going to all this trouble for weeks? For
the pleasure of imitating these pathetic Muggles?"

"Why did you have to kill this unexpected chance? This Sergei was an
asset!”

"There... I don't understand..." replied Rodolphus, frowning.
"You never understand anything, little brother..."

Stung to the quick, Rodolphus grabbed Rabastan by the collar with one
of his powerful hands, while threatening him with his wand with the other.

"I've had it up to here with your schemes," he spluttered. "I want to
know what the Master told you before disappearing. Now!"



With a gesture, he shoved Rabastan against the nearest wall. The impact
winded him and he slid down to the floor.

"It's too risky, the Aurors will be on us any minute now," replied
Rabastan bitterly once he had got his breath back.

"l prefer fighting a whole army to continuing this damn run without
knowing where or why for days and days..." retorted Rodolphus.

"In that case... help me up," said Rabastan. "And watch the
surroundings closely, the risks have just increased, dangerously."

Rodolphus complied and both considered each other for a moment. The
younger of the Lestrange brothers had always had a difficult temperament,
but never before had he laid a hand on his own blood. Times were hard.

"Do you remember, when the Master took me aside? When all our forces
were gathered in the Forbidden Forest, during the Battle of Hogwarts?"
asked Rabastan with a sigh.

Rodolphus simply nodded. How could he have forgotten that moment?
Victory was at hand. The school was supposed to fall along with the rest of
the opposition, among whom that young man: Harry Potter, "the Chosen

One"...

"What he whispered in my ear, I didn't want to believe at first," resumed
Rabastan. "I thought he was testing me."

"What was it?"

"He said... that he had taken one more step on the path to immortality.
Right next to us, Bellatrix already seemed aware. She looked so proud, so
satisfied!"

"She always was his favourite... along with Snape," grunted Rodolphus.
"And then?"

In the hearth, not far away, the fire began to crackle more fiercely. The
Lestranges paused, time enough to realize that a veritable blizzard was
raging outside.

"He told me to leave... At first, I only saw it as a way to make me pay for
my past failures, to deprive me of this hour of glory we had all been
waiting for so long," said Rabastan, his throat suddenly tight. "But he
finally gave me the ring... and presented me the plan he had for us, his
most faithful..."



A blinding flash flooded the refuge and the Lestranges clutched their
wands. The sharp crack of thunder followed immediately.

"So...2 There is still hope, really?" asked Rodolphus greedily, while
lightning struck again.

"Our Master, the Dark Lord, has always been a visionary," replied
Rabastan, plunging his gaze into his brother's. "Yes... there is still a chance.
I won't lie to you, it is tiny. We will have to be discreet, astute, patient,
persevering, and united... above all!" he added with a hint of defiance in
his voice; "but the ultimate honour will return to us if..."

Rabastan could not finish his sentence. Suddenly, the fire in the hearth
had turned green. Soon, it was swirling, throwing sparks everywhere.
Without wasting a second, the Lestranges threw themselves out of the
refuge to find themselves plunged into the midst of the storm.

"I TOLD YOU NOT TO USE MAGIC! THEY WILL NEVER LEAVE US
ALONE!" shouted Rabastan, so deafening were the snow-laden gusts
shaking them. "RUN NOW! RUN AND DON'T LOOK BACK!"

"ANYTHING YOU WANT, BUT NOT BEFORE SETTLING A FEW
SCORES!" retorted Rodolphus. "CURSED AURORS, COME ON THEN IF
YOU WANT IT SO MUCH! BOMBARDA MAXIMA!"

Rabastan was trying as best he could to protect himself from the flakes
lacerating his face when the scene occurred. An orange flash shot from his
brother's wand and was lost in the distance, in the darkness. Moments
later, a terrible rumble resounded. This time, it was not thunder, but a
colossal mass of snow hurtling down a nearby slope at full speed... until it
buried the refuge: the only chance they'd had to recover in weeks.

There remained only the mountain and their journey. Thus the
silhouettes of the Lestranges disappeared, into the night, beyond thick
curtains of turbulent snow.



2. AFTER THE BATTLE

Miles away, a beautiful day was dawning at The Burrow. Deserted for
nearly a year while Lord Voldemort and his servants scoured the world for
their opponents, the home of the wizarding Weasley family had found a
second wind.

Encouraged by new prospects, Arthur and Molly Weasley had put their
heads together as soon as they moved back in. The structure of the
building was showing its age, and the few living areas became stifling
whenever their large family gathered. So, even though the Weasleys were
hardly rolling in Galleons, the question didn't even arise. The time had
come to call upon the services of a Master Builder.

A few days and several deft combinations of charms and spells later, the
crooked edifice towered over the surrounding marshland, standing no
fewer than seven storeys high. That was not all. At the foot of the dwelling,
facing the front door, the vegetable patch had been freshly restored and the
first shoots were already venturing out of the soil—a real godsend for the
gnomes who used it as an obstacle course.

On the other side of the house, amidst the fields, Ginny (the youngest
Weasley) had even managed to get a portion of the perimeter set up for her
personal training in the wizards' favourite sport: Quidditch.

Looking sleepy, his hair a mess, a young man with a forehead marked by
a prominent scar was walking onto the new pitch. His Firebolt in one
hand, a leather case in the other, Harry Potter shivered. The summer sun
was beginning to climb, but the air remained cool. It had been a few weeks
since it had been truly warm. In fact, it felt more like autumn than the
height of the season.

"You'll be careful, won't you? I'm fond of that broom; it was a gift from
Sirius," said Harry.

Ginny, coming out of the house to join him, wore a broad smile.

"Are you worried about your broom, or your pride? Just imagine if it
works better for me than for you!"



"Ginny the Red Tornado on her Firebolt... I'd like to see that," retorted
Harry with amusement.

"You can just take my Nimbus 3000. It’s the one Gwenog Jones, the
Captain of the Holyhead Harpies herself, lent me," said Ginny in a falsely
superior tone, raising an eyebrow.

She held out her arm to make the exchange and Harry hastened to
examine the Nimbus from every angle with passion.

"Mahogany handle for flexibility and rigidity; stirrups with anti-
dismounting charms; bundle of Pernambuco twigs for reduced drag and
better manoeuvrability. On parchment, it looks tempting. "The poor man's
Firebolt', as they call it in the Prophet... I look forward to trying it out.”

"Hang on, that’s not the last gift Gwenog gave me!" exclaimed Ginny.
"Yes... she insists we use first names now," she added, full of pride.

Carefully, she opened the case they had brought, revealing the
equipment of the perfect Quidditch player.

"Everything has been enchanted by the I.M.S., the Institute of Magical
Sports. You can ask the balls and bats to follow very specific scenarios to
improve your reactions to certain situations. The gear is capable of playing
by itself, without anyone to handle it. Plus, you see the ghosts of the
players as if they were really setting up the plays! No need to bother anyone
to help me train anymore! Except you, of course..."

"Blimey, with this we won't need real players soon..." replied Harry,
unsure how to welcome this new magical prowess.

With a flick of her wand, Ginny commanded the contents of the case to
conform to a representation of the 1994 Quidditch World Cup final. This
event was dear to her, as well as to Harry. They had indeed benefited from
a rare chance on that occasion by witnessing with their own eyes the
ultimate match between Ireland and Bulgaria.

Soon, Ginny was shooting into the air like a rocket. Harry mounted the
Nimbus 3000 and followed her example with a slight push off the ground.
The first few minutes proved surprising. If the acceleration was a little less
sharp than with his Firebolt, the changes in trajectory seemed even keener.
Concentrating on the sensation of the wind against his skin, the rush in his
hair, the thrust of his new broom, Harry paid little attention to the
progress of the game.



When, drunk on sensations, he finally stopped, Ginny was struggling
below to open the scoring. Her style had become unrecognizable. As if the
gifts she was already cultivating when they wore the Gryffindor colours
had fully revealed themselves since. Needless to say, flying on a mount that
was not her own did not seem to bother her for a single moment. On the
contrary, a broad smile stretched across her face when she passed Harry,
brushing him by a few inches.

Demonstrating disconcerting grace and ease, Ginny continued her run
and dodged a first then a second Bludger sent by the ghostly Beaters of the
Bulgarian team. A few minutes later, she intercepted the Quaffle with her
fingertips. She then swooped down on the Keeper whom she hypnotised
with a sequence of ultra-fast swerves. Arriving at the end of the pitch, she
shot and scored Ireland's first goal through the middle hoop, exactly as
history dictated.

Harry raised a fist to show his joy, expecting the delirious crowd to
follow suit. But the ground was empty, and only the cries of the gnomes
partying in the vegetable patch reached him in a distant echo. The Quaffle
was put back into play and the match did not take long to resume with
renewed vigour.

"Chaser!" announced Harry aloud to indicate the position he now
wished to take.

The ghostly Irish player whose role he had just taken immediately
climbed vertically to replace Harry in the spot he had occupied until then.

If he was used to playing as a Seeker at a competitive level, on the
lookout for the slightest sign of the Golden Snitch, Harry was far from
being a neophyte as a Chaser. He had already tried his hand at this
position many times over past summers, staying with the Weasleys. So he
got into formation alongside Ginny and both spent several hours playing
in this manner.

Soaked in sweat, his body aching from the effort, Harry landed on the
grass with a radiant face.

"Fantastic feint Harry! At first you seemed a bit lost but... what a finale!
You should embark on a professional career too," cried Ginny, stopping at

his side.

"Flattery now?" replied Harry, cheeks flushed, before bursting into joyful
laughter. "As for you, nothing special; I thought you would have improved
but I guess the Firebolt is far too subtle for a lump like you..."



Ginny grimaced and poked her index finger between his ribs before
replying:

plying

"Even Grandma Cedrella could fly on this broom; I've never seen

anything so intuitive. And what punch! The time to think about
accelerating and I was already at the other end of the field!"

Pleased with themselves, they quietly packed up their gear before
heading back towards The Burrow.

It was a very special summer. While Harry had known moments of joy
in the past, they had never lasted very long. Since the fall of the formidable
Dark Wizard that was Voldemort (so formidable that only his staunchest
adversaries had been brave enough to continue calling him by his name),
his Death Eaters, and other followers, happiness had manifested itself on
multiple occasions and in an almost uninterrupted manner. Harry had
rekindled his romance with Ginny, he had received some exciting news
from his friends, and the wizarding community seemed to be recovering
from the turmoil in good spirits and mutual aid.

Everything was going well. He hadn't even had to ask to spend the
holidays with the Weasleys, one of the places he loved most in the world.
Molly, a true matriarch, had invited him to The Burrow as soon as the
Battle of Hogwarts had ended. Of course, Harry's heart was heavy
whenever he thought back to the fighting and those who had fallen, but he
could not allow himself to sink into gloom because of it. Those who were
gone would not have wanted it. They had fought so that the survivors
could know better days—truly happy days.

Although the season was unusually cool, Harry enjoyed going out in the
evening to watch the sun go down. Lying on a grassy slope, he would
follow the slow descent of the golden disc behind the distant hills, letting
his mind wander, careful not to think about what might happen the next
day. Ginny understood what these moments meant to him. She therefore
preferred not to impose her company on him and took the opportunity to
spend time with her family in the newly refurbished living room.

Harry often returned only once the stars had begun to twinkle in the
night sky. He would then bid the Weasleys goodnight and go up to sleep in
his designated room on the fourth floor. Sometimes Ginny would join him
a little later, or vice versa, so that they could fall asleep side by side. Such
tranquility Harry had not known for a very long time. In fact, he had
never felt as good as he did these days.



Early the next morning, however, something came to disturb the quiet
habits that The Burrow had settled into. A resounding crash, similar to the
sound of a flatulence expelled on a bad day, shook Harry's bedroom door.

"Very funny, George... You can come in, you know; it's not like I'm
capable of sleeping after a stunt like that," grumbled Harry, still in shock.

To his great astonishment, the shock of orange hair that appeared in the
doorway was not that of the most prankish of the Weasley twins.

"Surprise! We're back!" announced Ron, his best friend, before throwing
himself onto the bed to sprawl out at full length.

"Ron, you overweight, flatulent troll, get off me this instant, you're
crushing me!" screamed Ginny, her annoyed face bursting out from under
the duvet.

Ron's surprise was such that he fell backwards. Painfully getting back on
his feet, he addressed his little sister with an incredulous look.

"Ginny? But... what are you doing here!"

"Right now, I'm choosing which hex I'm going to cast on you, you big
lump!”

With a dark look, Ginny turned towards a silhouette that had remained
silent until now:

"Hi Hermione, how are you?"

"I did tell him he might be interrupting,” replied Hermione,
embarrassed. "But I didn't count on his brain ceasing to function as soon
as his stomach grumbled."

"Interrupting? Honestly, the world's gone mad! I pay a visit to my best
friend, in my own home, and now I'm interrupting!" exploded Ron,

scandalized. "And besides..."

But Ginny had seized her wand and was fixing him with a disturbing
look. Ron closed his mouth and swallowed. No sane person would have
risked suffering Ginny Weasley's dreaded Bat-Bogey Hex. Especially not on

an empty stomach.

"We'll wait for you downstairs, it's safer. Breakfast is about to be served,
are you coming Ron?"

Head hunched into his shoulders, Ron followed Hermione, muttering,
then disappeared through the doorframe. When the sound of his footsteps
became distant enough, Ginny giggled, quickly kissed Harry, and set about



going to the dining room first. It was better that they didn't both arrive
downstairs at the same time; the risk of arousing her parents' suspicions
was too great. Although the mistress of the house had not been fooled for
quite some time Now...

Harry therefore did not rush to pull on his jeans and a clean t-shirt
smelling of the Bergamot wash elixir so dear to the Weasleys. He
nevertheless ended up bounding down the stairs four at a time, too
impatient was he to hear news of his friends.

While the clock indicating the activity of each family member had not
moved (although its hands no longer pointed to "Mortal Peril”, but now to
"Olympic Form"), the dining room of The Burrow had undergone some
modifications since the first time Harry had set foot in it, many years ago.
Molly Weasley had taken advantage of the Master Builder's visit to have
the chimney repositioned, and the hearth was now located right between
the eating area and the kitchen, at the very back. In addition to bringing a
practical advantage for serving dishes, the mistress of the house
congratulated herself on this arrangement. She liked to project herself into
the coming winter, imagining herself already warming up by the fire while
the snow and cold wind outside licked the room's windows. She could
sometimes be a bit soft.

"Oh hello Harry dear! Come and sit down, today we have fresh
croissants!" she cried before hugging him tightly.

His ribs still sore, Harry took a seat on one of the fragile-looking old
wooden chairs that framed the table. He had barely poured himself some
pumpkin juice when Mrs Weasley resumed:

"So, how was the trip to Australia? And your parents, Hermione, how
are they?"

Ron wanted to answer but the half-croissant he had just swallowed
prevented him. No doubt used to this kind of situation, Hermione rolled
her eyes and spoke up.

"I'm really relieved. It took a while before they fully regained their
memory, but I think things are finally back to normal."

She paused briefly, looking suddenly dejected.

" still haven't dared to explain to them what I put them through..." she
added in a hushed voice.



"It was for their own good, for your good!" intervened Ginny with
assurance. "It was very noble of you to modify their memory so they could
escape the Dark Lord; you have nothing to be ashamed of. In your place, I
would have done the same thing, you know. Even if I certainly wouldn't
have needed to, seeing the speed at which Dad and Mum would pop off..."

"Thank you for that clarification, my darling daughter," retorted Mrs
Weasley, who seemed as much amused as prey to a sudden doubt.

She handed the pitcher of pumpkin juice to Ron who was on his second
croissant.

"Hermione's folks are brilliant!" he exclaimed before draining his glass in
one go. "Even if her dad scared me a bit, at first, when he showed me the
tools he uses for his trade. They looked like instruments of torture..."

As if to recover from his emotions, he served himself again and
continued:

"Still, I think it's a waste. I mean, not showing them a bit more of what
magic looks like. We could have saved them from bothering with a few
household chores, for example."

"We've already discussed this; they are too old now. Past a certain age,
discovering—or rather rediscovering—the existence of magic is too
dangerous for Muggles," replied Hermione. "Their minds have been so
formatted that they would refuse to accept what is presented to them.
Professor Dumbledore was categorical; it can drive them mad!"

"In that case, you could very well have let me do the washing up with a
wand while you went for a family walk on the beach," replied Ron.

Hermione sighed.

"What you have trouble understanding is that they were very happy to
do all that for us. Besides, they would never have allowed you to take care
of it... especially not after seeing how much fun you were having surfing!"

"Surfing?" noted Ginny, intrigued.

"It's a sport that Muggles practice,” explained Harry, miming the
gestures of someone seeking their balance. "You have to glide on waves
while standing on a sort of large wooden board!"

"It's bril-liant," added Ron. "You love Quidditch, you'd adore it! By the
way, how are your interviews with the Holyhead Harpies going?"



"Not too bad..." replied Ginny, struggling to suppress a smile. "Harry
was actually able to judge the latest progress for himself yesterday; we
replayed the final of the '94 cup. Gwenog told me that if I passed the

interview, I could join the team directly as a Junior... without having to sit

my N.E.W.T.s!"

Ron was about to applaud to welcome the news when his teacup

suddenly exploded.

"THAT IS ABSOLUTELY OUT OF THE QUESTION!" roared Mrs Weasley.
"First your brothers, Fred and George, and now you? You will see your
studies through to the end, my girl, I'm telling you!"

If Mrs Weasley's face had just taken on the hue of a ripe tomato,
Ginny's had paled and was now verging on greenish-white. Even the
freckles across her nose seemed to disappear, as if to take shelter from
maternal anger.

It took a few moments for Ginny to regain her composure and take a

deep breath.

"Mum, [ intend to do what I want with my life," she said in a
surprisingly calm and resolute tone.

"You will do as you please... when you have obtained your N.E.W.T.s!
Don't count on me to let you jeopardize your future simply because this
Miss Jones dangles dreams of grandeur on a broomstick in front of you!"

"Just because you don't care about Quidditch doesn't mean I have to!"

snapped Ginny.

In the dining room, no one spoke anymore. Everyone had followed the
scene, turning their heads from left to right at each exchange, as one would
follow a tennis match. Even Ron, who had just filled his mouth with bread
and jam, had stopped chewing so as not to miss anything.

The kettle hanging over the fire finally whistled and the argument
resumed immediately. Mrs Weasley proved as implacable as every time her
children's well-being was at stake. She even went so far as to evoke a
possible future in which Ginny's career would end like that of Ludo
Bagman, a scoundrel and former sportsman who had played on his
connections to obtain a post at the Ministry, before disappearing without
warning to escape the mass of debts his dubious bets had led him to
accumulate.



This last argument overcame Ginny's defenses, and she surrendered,
looking devastated.

"I don't think I could ever fall as low as Bagman..."

"Of course not, my darling. Even with a thousand like him we wouldn't
make one like you. So get your N.E.W.T.s, then choose... why not a career
as a player, if that's really what you wish. At least, you'll always be able to
fall back on something else if the situation no longer suits you... thanks to
your diplomas!"

"I know, Mum, I know..." said Ginny, eyes glistening with tears, before
biting sadly into her slice of bread and chocolate spread.

The argument over, Ron resumed chewing with the falsely haggard look
of someone who has something to hide. As if to ensure that the storm had
indeed passed, he risked a discreet glance at the end of the table, where his
mother stood. Unfortunately for him, he seemed to be next on the mistress
of the house's list. Heated by her dispute with Ginny, she was staring at
him, motionless, a ferocious look printed on her face.

Without leaving her time to utter a word, Ron rushed:

"Yeah-Mum! We'll discuss it when Dad gets back tonight, alrighe?"

"As you wish, my boy, but don't count on your father's presence to
soften me up. And by the time he's back, I'd like you to take care of
installing the furniture in your new bedroom. Hermione, you can just
sleep on the floor below," said Mrs Weasley, waving her magic wand so that
the breakfast crockery arranged itself into a neat file.

Impatient to be alone together, Harry, Ron, Ginny, and Hermione
hurried towards the staircase while several plates were already diving into a
bath of foam and multicoloured bubbles.

A few steps later and they arrived on the fifth floor, where Ron's new
room now faced Ginny's. Ron was trembling with impatience at the idea of
discovering his new quarters and entered first. He had barely crossed the
threshold when a deafening explosion rang out.

"Sorry Ron-Ron! George heavily insisted that we let him install one of
his brand-new gadgets. I think he called it a Weasley Fart Amplifier,"
laughed Ginny.

"Very powerful magic; even the smell seems amplified..." remarked
Hermione. "Oh, and that's not all, it seems!"



Facing them, on the back wall of the room, a message written in gold
letters had just appeared:

"Welcome home, Big Nose"? Since when does George call me that? And
what's wrong with my nose anyway? asked Ron, dumbfounded.

"Don't worry my darling, with all his freckles it looks quite small," said
Hermione, pinching his nostrils.

"Small, my node?" replied Ron in a falsely offended tone, arms crossed,
eyebrows furrowed, nose blocked.

While Hermione and Ron agreed on the size of his appendage, Harry
and Ginny undertook to arrange the furniture with great sweeps of their
magic wands. In no time, the boxes were unpacked and the room set up.
Making the message left by George disappear proved trickier than
expected, however. With each unsuccessful attempt, the words changed
appearance and the Fart Amplifier resounded more loudly.

"If only we could have had that back when we were still at Hogwarts.
That old cow Umbridge would have been ruffled more than once," said
Harry with a dreamy smile as his ineffective Reparo spell triggered a new
thunderous flatulence.

"Good old Hogwarts. With all the fighting, it hasn't exactly been
spared..." replied Ron, suddenly looking lost in thought. "Dad says the
best Master Builders on the continent have been called in to renovate it,
but apparently it might take a while. They don't even know if the school
will be able to welcome all its students this year. They're having a lot of
difficulties if I understand correctly. Apparently, they're discovering
residual curses even today, weeks after the battle. They ended up cordoning
off the whole area, for safety. No Apparating possible, even in
Hogsmeade..."

"The Death Eaters didn't do things by halves..." mused Harry aloud.
"By the way, what exactly does the job of a Builder consist of?" he asked,
intrigued by this new career prospect.

"It involves defining all the enchantments that constitute the magical
foundations of the place. If the foundations are poorly prepared, the
building can just as easily implode as explode... or the place simply
becomes dangerous to frequent,” explained Hermione learnedly.

"I remember, that happened to one of those blokes in Ireland," agreed
Ron. "The guy had removed all gravity from his house. Since that wasn't



enough for him, he then applied a variant of the Undetectable Extension
Charm of his own creation, then put stars and bits of rock everywhere."

"What was the resule?” asked Harry curiously.

"Predictable... Specialists from the Improper Use of Magic Office had to
be dispatched by his wife to try and find him. As soon as he set foot in his
new house he was sucked into the sort of void he had created. The squad
members still took a day round trip on Firebolts to get him back. The guy
had got himself stuck in orbit around one of his own artificial moons!"

"That will never happen to our school, rest assured Harry," Hermione
hastened to intervene. "I read in the latest version of Hogwarts: A History
that Jack Majickson himself is supervising the works. He was already
entrusted with the renovation of the Ministry of Magic's Atrium, after
Voldemort and Dumbledore destroyed everything."

"Hey! We asked you to erase George's message, not add to it!" shouted
Ron as Hermione began tracing the words of a new sentence on the wall,
twirling her wand gracefully.

"Big — nose — yourself"? read Ron distinctly as the words materialized
above their heads.

As soon as he finished reading, the two inscriptions superimposed and
disappeared. The lifting of George's curse was welcomed by a final,
particularly foul-smelling amplified fart.

"Classic George... It's him alright, no doubt about it..." concluded
Ginny, holding her nose.



3. NEW START, NEW CHALLENGES

The day continued without any other prank left by George manifesting
itself. Once the room was ready, the four friends went down to the garden
after taking care to open every window on the fifth floor wide. The smell
of rotten eggs remained unbearable there, and even Hermione's best
dissipating spells hadn't been able to get rid of it.

Harry, Ron, and Hermione spent most of the sunny afternoon in the
garden, lounging on deckchairs. They chatted quietly while sipping
pumpkin juice as Ginny practised Quidditch, right above their heads.

The discussion revolved mainly around Ron and Hermione's recent trip
to Australia. Having barely returned, Ron already seemed ready to leave
again, so much had he enjoyed the excursion. To hear him tell it, he was
even considering taking a gap year to discover other foreign countries—an
announcement Hermione greeted with a mocking giggle.

When Mrs Weasley called them for dinner a few hours later, Ginny was
scoring the final point of her virtual match between Sweden and Italy for
the famous 1987 cup. Harry took the opportunity to scoop up the winner
and carry her in his arms to the entrance in triumph.

All four had just entered the dining room when Arthur Weasley
appeared full-length in the fireplace, surrounded by green flames shooting
sparks in all directions.

"Hello Hermione, what a joy to see you again! Oh, and here is my big
boy!" he exclaimed before rushing to hug Ron tightly in turn.

Their embrace lasted, and when Mr Weasley finally released his son, it
was with undisguised admiration that he considered him for a good minute
longer. A blossoming young man had replaced the little boy of yesteryear.
Well aware of what her husband might be feeling at such a sight, Mrs

Weasley, who had just entered the room, shed a few tears of emotion.

"Honestly Mum! You're not going to cry every time you see me!" cried
Ron, whose cheeks were starting to turn red.



"For once, I agree with him. But wait until we've talked about his future
career..." slipped in Ginny surreptitiously, weaving between them, arms

laden with dishes.

Mrs Weasley pretended not to have heard anything. However, the sharp
way she slammed the oven door as soon as she returned to the kitchen
fooled no one.

"Come on, to the table now! Percy sent me an owl to warn me he
wouldn't be eating with us tonight," she announced.

No one needed telling twice. The two "Cream and Morel Turkeys a la
Weasley" that had suddenly appeared on the table looked delicious, and
everyone congratulated the chef in turn as they tasted the dish. Ron was
the last to speak up because of the large piece of wing he had swallowed
hastily.

"Ith amathing Mum!" he finally managed to say after a few moments.

"I'm delighted you like it, my darling,” she replied absently. "And now
that your father is home, let's get to the point: you should have had
enough time to think about it by now... What wizarding career do you
intend to pursue?”

Harry had dreaded this moment for his friend, particularly the part
where he would hear him give a plethora of falsely good excuses before the
situation degenerated irremediably.

"Well... I think I'm going to become an Auror," replied Ron flatly, to
everyone's surprise.

Harry tried to probe Ron's gaze for further clues. But the latter was
staring at his plate with such insistence one would have thought the turkey
legs on it had suddenly started dancing the polka.

"Now there's an excellent idea! I am convinced that after everything
you've overcome, you will quickly become an asset to that department at
the Ministry!" enthused Mr Weasley, raising his glass to toast the news.
"You and Harry should apply quickly while Kingsley is still interim
Minister for Magic."

"Do you really think he'll let them become apprentice Aurors without
having taken any N.E.-W.T.s?" asked Hermione.

A little earlier, she had confided to them that she preferred to finish her
studies at Hogwarts rather than start training next term. Although her level



far exceeded that of the best seventh-year students, Hermione had always
found it hard not to do things in the proper order.

"Oh yes, quite possibly,” said Mr Weasley. "You three have more than
proven yourselves last year... One would have to be in bad faith to deny it!
N.E.-W.T.s and other medals are an asset, of course, but you have to pass
tests to be admitted to this program anyway."

"Te—tests?" choked Harry as if suddenly pulled from a dream.

"Absolutely. They are of a different nature each year, but generally, they
are theoretical tests complemented by practical assessments."

The quiet world Harry had been living in for a few weeks was suddenly
turned upside down. Since defeating the Dark Lord in a duel during the
Battle of Hogwarts, Harry hadn't had to use his Defence Against the Dark
Arts knowledge once. And for good reason: a part of him had liked to
believe that the considerable efforts made over the past year would earn
him an eternity of good grace and deserved rest. That was clearly without
counting on that "providence” which had striven to thwart his plans since
his earliest age...

Yes, he would have to prove himself once again if he wanted to become
an Auror. But what would happen if he, "the Chosen One of the
prophecy"”, failed a simple exam, after having saved a good part of the
wizarding world? He had never paid attention to what others might think
of him, even less when his life was endangered by Voldemort. In that case,
why this sudden apprehension?

His gaze met Ron's and confirmed his suspicions. His friend suddenly
seemed less sure of himself. He threw out this Auror story just like that, to
shut his mother up, thought Harry. On reflection, perhaps it would be
better for both of them to commit to a final seventh year of studies at
Hogwarts rather than launching into professional life immediately. It
would be an opportunity to reunite with many friends who, like them,
hadn't been able to take their exams because of the harmful influence
Voldemort had had on the castle last year. They could even count on
Hermione's support to get their N.E.W.T.s, and, above all, Harry could be
with Ginny every day.

Mrs Weasley's voice rang out, pulling him from his reflection. She
looked worried.



"Arthur, don't you think our family has given enough to the wizarding
cause already? I mean... becoming an Auror... it's exposing yourself to
danger every day."

"I have always done my best to prevent misfortune befalling our
children, Molly. But they want to do this job, and they will certainly be
very gifted at it," replied Mr Weasley calmly. "Let's encourage them instead
of imposing our own fears on them."

As if Ron and Harry were going to disappear forever before even tasting
dessert, Mrs Weasley stood up, gave them each a big kiss on the cheek,
then disappeared into the kitchen.

"I think the application deadline is set for the end of this week. You
should prepare your files without delay," remarked Hermione, a vengeful
smile on her lips. "Shame about the gap year, Ron. It was such a good
idea," she added in a whisper, so that only Ron, Harry, and Ginny could
hear her.

A tempting Black Forest gateau was floating in front of Mrs Weasley
when she rejoined them. She finished levitating the cake over the table, a
miniature firework exploded, then the slices cut themselves before landing
delicately on the guests' plates.

"And you Dad, any news from the Ministry?" asked Ron before
throwing himself hungrily on his dessert.

"There's an awful lot going on at the moment," agreed Mr Weasley.
"Between the last Death Eaters on the run to catch, the trial of those who
have been arrested, the appointment of the future Minister for Magic... not
counting 'business as usual'. No surprise Percy is absent tonight, once
again."

Conversations continued at a good pace for a while, fuelled by Ginny's
suspicions. She was convinced it wasn't work hogging Percy, but rather a
new romantic encounter. Harry felt his eyelids growing heavy and was
more than relieved when Mrs Weasley exclaimed:

"Galloping gargoyles, look at the time! To bed now, everyone! Arthur
arrived late tonight and you need to rest to prepare your applications
tomorrow! I'll tidy all this up another time, off you go, shoo!"

Without needing to be asked twice, everyone stood up and began
climbing the stairs in single file. Mind foggy, Harry almost blundered by

climbing the extra floor separating his room from Ginny's. It was



Hermione who saved him perceptively by asking him just in time if he had
a bedside book or two to lend her.

Once in his quarters, Harry brushed his teeth with his favourite "Choc-
Hazelnut Flavour" toothpaste and put on his pyjamas. His preparatory
ritual accomplished, he held his breath and strained his ears... No noise, no
sign of a Weasley parent undertaking to come back down the stairs for any
reason. It was time to go and find Ginny.

Like a feline with a supple gait and stealthy step, Harry quietly left his
room. Moments later and he found himself nose to nose with Ron who
seemed to have undertaken the same kind of top-secret mission. One going
up, the other down, they crossed with amusement. They exchanged a few
teases in passing which narrowly missed revealing them. Finally, a few steps
further, Harry slipped into Ginny's bed. He soon sank into a deep sleep
while she tenderly stroked his scalp.

Harry dreamed. He had just been appointed Head of the Auror Office.
Abusing his position as boss, he had hired Ron who had come to work at
the Ministry in his pyjamas. Everything seemed confused. In a sort of
room filled with strange utensils, Ron had started talking to him while
waving his arms. Unfortunately, it was impossible for Harry to understand
anything. And when he had asked Ron to repeat, the latter had suddenly
got angry and dealt him a violent blow to the head with a cream-covered
turkey leg.

The office in the dream then morphed into a sort of dungeon cell. Semi-
darkness and a diffuse fog reigned there, making reading the room
hazardous. Although Ron had disappeared, Harry didn't feel alone for all
that. In a corner of the cell, wrapped in a patchwork of patched cloaks, a
silhouette seemed to be waiting for him, shivering.

Harry had barely laid eyes on this pile of filthy fabric when a disturbing
snigger echoed in the room. Cautiously, he approached with the
foreboding that something sinister was about to happen. Fists clenched, he
had only taken a few steps when a voice broke the silence... a voice that
seemed to come from the hooded figure:

"So you have come. I thought you would... one day."

The scene blurred for the space of a fraction of a second. When it finally
became clear again, the silhouette had straightened up and the veil masking
its face until then was gone, revealing emaciated features, like a death's

head.



"But your journey was pointless. I never had it," resumed the man
dressed in rags before laughing out loud.

"You lie!" Harry surprised himself by answering spontaneously.

Barely had he finished his sentence when a flash of green light shot out
of him, crossed the room, and struck the man still laughing heartily.

There was no cry, no death rattle, only a brief burst of indigo light as his
lifeless body slumped to the dungeon floor.

Harry's legs had become so heavy he wouldn't have been surprised to
find them turned to lead. He could have remained motionless, waiting for
the nightmare to stop... But he felt without being able to explain it that
something even more frightening would happen if he didn't decide to act
quickly. Gathering his courage, he approached the pile of cloaks covering

the remains.

The few steps he managed to take seemed to last an entire eternity.
Harry knelt cautiously. Although he had expected to find something
particularly repulsive, what he discovered horrified him even more. The
creature lying under the cloak had taken on the appearance of Ginny.
Except that her complexion was sickly pale, and her red hair was bathed in
a scarlet pool.

Harry had barely brushed her with his fingertips when her eyes opened,
oversized. With pupils so large it looked as if the white of her eyes had
disappeared, she stared at him. Then, as if the flow of time had been
disturbed, she rushed at his throat to bite him hungrily...

"Harry? HARRY!"

Ginny was shaking him firmly. Harry sat up, pyjamas soaked in sweat.

"Ginny! Wha...? I thought I was finally rid of these damn nightmares!"
he exploded.

"What happened? Don't tell me... Did you see him? Was it him...
Voldemort?"

"What? I don't know. Yes and no... It was only a dream but it seemed so
real... It looked like one of those visions I had when I was still connected
to Voldemort. Especially when he was looking for the Elder Wand, and he
murdered Grindelwald in his cell at Nurmengard.”

"That was a traumatic time, especially for you. No wonder it still haunts
you today; after all, Voldemort's fall was almost yesterday. That said, I'd



feel better if you talked to Mum and Dad about it, just in case."

"Ginny... it was just a damn dream. Voldemort is the past, we destroyed
him! No more Horcruxes, no more Elder Wand, nothing!"

Faced with Ginny's imploring look, Harry abdicated.

"Alright... If it reassures you I'll do it. But give me five minutes, I'll join
you downstairs."

Nauseous, Harry got up, doing his best not to show his state of
weakness. Rather than waiting sitting on the bed, he undertook to go and
wash. He needed a simple occupation to take his mind off things, to
distance himself from the moment of dread he had just lived.

Reaching the bathroom, he filled the sink with cold water and plunged
his head entirely into it. It was an old habit he had picked up back when
he and Voldemort were still connected by a spiritual link. Focusing on the
sensation of water on his skin helped him repress the fears tugging at his
mind.

"All that is over. Turning the page now," he told himself while drying
off, eyes locked with the gaze of that man considering him with
apprehension through the mirror. "Ginny is fine, everything is fine..."

Everyone was already seated when Harry arrived on the ground floor for
breakfast. To his great relief Mrs and Mr Weasley were absent, and neither
Hermione nor Ron asked him anything about the past night when he took
his place among them.

"Mum went out to do some shopping,” explained Ginny, welcoming
him with an affectionate caress.

Harry thanked Ginny internally for keeping her fears to herself until
then and grabbed a packet of cereal. Barely had he started pouring the
contents into his bowl when a ball of feathers flew low over his head,
ruffling his hair. It was a tiny owl zig-zagging towards Hermione, a package
almost as big as itself clutched in its talons. The bird was having all the
trouble in the world maintaining altitude and nearly landed in a cup twice
before reaching its target. It finally dropped its package on Hermione's
head and landed on the table, hooting as if demanding a reward.

"Ron, how can your owl still be so clumsy?" grumbled Hermione,
unwrapping her package.



"I don't think Pigwidgeon is clumsy; I think he just likes annoying you,"
replied Ron, presenting a few cereal flakes to the little owl in the palm of
his hand. "I like it when he annoys you too, by the way."

"First Case of Lethargum Tlenebris in the Country hmm, looks like your
father hasn't finished having work," said Hermione without taking her eyes
off the newspaper she had just received.

"Lethar-what?" asked Ron.

"The mysterious epidemic that spread in Eastern Europe a few weeks ago
has claimed its first victim in the United Kingdom. Octogenarian
Londoner Eltoras Munter died last night in circumstances that specialists
at St Mungo's Hospital are still struggling to explain..." read Hermione
aloud.

"Another one of those old fools who wanted to mix his Youth Potion
with Firewhisky to improve the taste," sniggered Ron. "Anyway I hope the
specialists at St Mungo's don't have the same aptitude for potions as us.
Otherwise they're not close to finding an effective antidote!"

"No risk," replied Hermione without even looking up from the paper.
"Oh and speaking of skills! Weren't you supposed to be preparing your
Magical Interdisciplinary Mastery Units. applications?"

Harry and Ron hunched their shoulders as if a giant had just dealt them
a blow with a club.

"Come on," encouraged Ginny, "you've already done the hardest part!"

Harry threw a last crumb of cereal to Pigwidgeon and stood up,
determined.

Ginny was right, he and Ron had a real chance of being selected. And
even if that weren't the case, life wasn't going to stop. After all, their days
had never been happier since they had defeated the Death Eaters, so it
wasn't an application file or a few stupid nightmares that were going to
spoil everything.

Thus, Harry and Ron spent their entire day inside, preparing their
M.LLM.U. files. The sun had begun to set behind the hills on the horizon

when Harry lifted his head from the desk where he and Ron had been
working for hours. A good dozen crossed-out parchments lay at their feet.

"Do you think I should mention how I knocked out a Troll in first
year?" asked Ron. "It was more luck than magical prowess, but hey..."



"I'd put it in," replied Harry without hesitation. "A good reaction in an
emergency situation must be worth points in the eyes of the recruitment

office."

"Right, very well. This time I think I'm done. A little Butterbeer to
recover from all this?"

A weight off their minds, Ron and Harry found the girls in the middle
of a game of Wizard's Chess. The game quickly turned into two against
two and Ron and Hermione's team ended up winning.

"Ron, that's something you should add to your M.I.LM.U.s," exclaimed
Ginny. "You're a fine strategist!"

Before the idea left his head, Ron was rushing upstairs to update his file.

The evening was dedicated to hunting down any mistakes, a task in
which Hermione proved to be an essential help. It was nearly two in the
morning when the owl specially dispatched for the occasion finally flew
from The Burrow towards the Ministry, the precious applications attached
to each of its legs.

That night, it was with a certain apprehension that Harry lay down in
his bed and closed his eyes. The prospect of a new nightmare with
Voldemort, or in which one of his friends would attack him, still worried
him. Exhausted by a whole day of intense reflection, however, he soon sank
into a deep sleep...

"Harry? HARRY!"

Harry sat up on his bed, heart pounding. Prey to panic, he tried to
regain his wits as quickly as possible. What could he have done while
unconscious to deserve such a wake-up call? Was it a bad dream, again?

"What? WHAT?!"
"Harry, you've already received a reply from the Ministry, look!"

Leaning slightly over his bed, Hermione was handing him a yellowed
envelope. The letter did indeed bear an official-looking seal. Behind her, a
half-asleep Ron entered the room with a staggering gait like a zombie.

"Whaaat's haappening?” he asked with a long yawn.

His eyes widened and his torpor suddenly left him when he discovered
the ministerial message in Harry's hands.

"You... already got your answer? And me, is there any mail for me?"



"Yours will arrive very soon too, I'm certain," affirmed Hermione in a
tone meant to be reassuring. "Go on Harry, open it!"

Harry didn't need asking twice. He removed the wax seal closing the
envelope and unfolded the letter inside with a trembling hand.

"Blimey!" he exclaimed, a few long seconds later.

"What... What is it? Did they select you? Ha! I was sure of it! Darn i,
well done mate!" said Ron before applauding.

"No-no! It has nothing to do with that. I am summoned to the Ministry

for a hearing... to 'testify regarding the actions of Mr Draco Lucius
Malfoy"."

"You're joking!"

"Not at all. Apparently the Wizengamot is asking for me. It looks
serious; Draco is 'accused of having actively participated in the activities of

the terrorist group known as Death Eaters'.

"That'll teach him to be clever. I hope you won't hesitate to sink that
scoundrel once and for all!" cried Ron. "It's because of him we suffered so
much these last few years..."

"...and also thanks to him that I'm still alive," cut in Harry.

"What? You're joking! If Draco had just behaved like the average
Slytherin, we would never have come to this!"

"Be that as it may. But I still find it very hard not to put myself in his
shoes. He took real risks to right his wrongs. I know it's hard to admit, but
the situation couldn't have been easy for him either. With his father in
prison... and especially Voldemort's breathing down his neck..."

"To hear you talk, one would think he was forced to act like a piece of
scum," sneered Ron sarcastically. "Poor Malfoy: misunderstood, alone
against the world... I think I'm going to cry; or vomit, depending.”

"Ron..." intervened Hermione.

"Don't forget that before the situation degenerated, Malfoy still had a
choice! But he's always been a nasty-vicious-unhealthy little git, since the
first day of his first year at Hogwarts!"

"That's true,”" replied Hermione calmly. "But what do you think we
would have become if we had received the Malfoys' upbringing?”

"Hermione, honestly... you're not going to start too?" indignated Ron.



"Try to look at the situation from another angle for a moment. Imagine
growing up while being constantly made to believe that others are inferior
in every way. If you had been spoiled by being showered with overpriced
toys from your earliest age, who would you be today?" retorted Hermione,
staring at him gravely.

"First of all, spoiled with overpriced toys, I've never had any idea what

that might feel like, so..."

"Ron..."

"Alright, alright... It is possible that, in those conditions, I might have
become an unbearable-pretentious-little-git-who-deserves-a-good-
thrashing..."

But Ron still seemed prey to a real internal struggle and hastened to add:
"Still... 'Ronald Lucius Malfoy', that doesn't sound right at all!"

His conclusion imposed a momentary silence. Lost in thought, Harry
surprised himself imagining his best friend dressed in Draco Malfoy's
platinum blonde hair. As for Hermione and Ginny, their absent look
suggested the same kind of internal calculation.

"Well... it wasn't a summons to become an Auror, but when I think of
what Draco must be going through right now, I'm still relieved not to be
in his shoes," resumed Harry, ruffling Ron affectionately. "And above all, I
am very glad you are the way you are, if that's any comfort, Ronald
Weasley."

"Me too you know... It's crazy how hungry all this has made me," replied
Ron philosophically while flattening his hair. "Shall we go down?"

The controversy started by the Ministry's summons letter lasted well
after breakfast had been swallowed. If opinions might diverge, everyone
acknowledged that giving testimony in this kind of situation would be no
small matter.

Harry couldn't help rejoicing a little later, when Mr Weasley announced
he had to leave urgently. Not that the presence of Ron and Ginny's father
bothered him; he had always got on very well with him. In reality, the fact
was that the situation had subtly turned in his favour... The unexpected
arrival of this mail had spared Harry the painful account of his last
nightmare. Everyone seemed to have forgotten about that absurd dream
story, and so much the better.



The days that passed then were all alike. Every morning Harry and Ron
jumped out of bed to rush downstairs. Alas, each time, their hope of
finding the long-awaited summons on the dining room table was
disappointed. Frustrated by this silence, they spent their days pacing the
floors of The Burrow as if deprived of all energy. Depending on the
weather, they might make the effort to go out and sprawl in the deckchairs
set up near the Quidditch pitch, but that was about it. The only thing that
mattered to them now was knowing if their talents would be recognised by
the prestigious Auror Office. The rest didn't really matter anymore.

After a while, Hermione, whom this situation seemed to annoy, had the
good idea of putting their free time to good use. She proposed duel
workshops and Defence Against the Dark Arts training which managed to
gradually wake up the two candidates. In addition to preventing them
from brooding, Harry and Ron were led to note that they had lost none of
their reflexes or magical aptitudes. These exercises finally proved their
effectiveness when Ron managed to gain the upper hand over Hermione
during a duel that lasted a good half-hour.

It was at the dawn of a day that promised to be just as sadly banal as the
previous ones that the unthinkable happened. It must have been seven in
the morning when Harry went down to the kitchen. Mouth pasty, he
hoped to find some pumpkin juice to hydrate before going back to bed. It
was only when returning from the kitchen, glass in hand, that he noticed
two parchments neatly aligned on the dining room table.

A note accompanied them:
Dear Ron and Harry,

Kingsley passed these scrolls on to me for your attention. I hope it is good
news! Whatever the verdict, try to enjoy this beautiful day,

Arthur

Throat drier than ever despite the pumpkin juice, Harry approached
with apprehension. The moment of truth had finally arrived.

"Ah..." simply said Ron gravely, entering the room in turn, eyes glassy.

In a final moment of apprehension, they exchanged an imploring look
then pounced on the parchments. For nearly a minute, only the distant
groans of the gnomes established in the vegetable patch punctuated the
atmosphere. Finally, Harry's face emerged above his letter:



"They... They are summoning me this Friday, July 31st... for an

. . m . .
interview," he announced in a small voice.

For his part, Ron seemed paralysed. Only his eyes went back and forth
incessantly from one edge of the yellowed sheet to the other.

"[... Me too..." he finally replied, short of breath.
An irrepressible smile rose to their ears.

"YEAH!" exploded Ron, fist raised, before waddling as if he had just
performed the most incredible Quidditch move of his career.

"HAHA, GREAT!" followed Harry before hugging him. "Wow! It's going
to be a hell of a day! Draco's hearing in the morning, and interview in the
afternoon.”

"What time have you got? Two o'clock?" asked Ron.
"Two o'clock, same!"

That morning, it wasn't a breakfast Harry and Ron treated themselves
to, but a veritable feast.

Relieved by this good news, they quickly regained their good humour
and all their joy of living, to the great delight of the inhabitants of The
Burrow. Come evening, Mrs Weasley greeted this small victory in her own
way by preparing one of Ron's favourite dishes: her famous pork chops
with dragon garlic potatoes. A real delight, for anyone not put off by the
idea of breathing fire of all colours through their nose.



4. THE STAR OF STARS

The few days separating Harry and Ron from their interview passed
like hours. And as the deadline approached, Harry gradually began to

doubt his chances of success.

Admittedly, he had been selected. Yes, he had managed to defeat the
most formidable wizard in the country in a duel. But a small voice in his
head strove to remind him that luck had played a part in this past
success. After all, it was Voldemort who had made mistakes. On the one
hand by overestimating his mastery of the Elder Wand, and on the other
by underestimating the power of the protective magic Harry benefited
from. In fact, it wasn't really Harry who had won but rather Voldemort
who had lost. The latter had ultimately just rushed headlong into his
interpretation of the prophecy binding them. It had cost him the victory,
and at the same time, his life.

More and more often, Harry saw himself depositing and then sealing
the Elder Wand in Dumbledore's tomb. "Poor fool!" he told himself
internally. If only he could have turned back time and kept the all-
powerful wand for himself... Harry remembered having thought long
and hard before parting with the famous Hallow, but the good reasons
he had found then for acting in such a way now seemed hasty and
childish. Let that be a lesson to him; it would be the last time he played
the noble hero with a big heart.

These annoyances were still trotting in Harry's head when he opened
his eyes in his bed, on the morning of July 31st.

"Happy birthday, you utter moron,” he said to himself before

extracting himself from his bed with a groan.

He spent a moment looking at his bare feet resting on the bedroom
floorboards. He was alone. The day before, Harry had explained to
Ginny that he preferred they sleep separately. She hadn't insisted too



much. Doubtless to avoid being an additional constraint in this tense
period. Alas, to Harry's great regret, the solitary night had ultimately
helped nothing.

That morning, he felt like he had rested two or three hours at most.
His eyes hurt and his stomach felt unsettled.

"Come on, buck up!" sighed Harry, getting up painfully.

What he needed to keep going was a good hot shower and some
breakfast. Things could only get better after that.

When Harry arrived in the dining room a little later, he already felt
more disposed to face the day awaiting him. The Panettone Percy had
sent them from his mission in Italy was more than welcome and helped
to invigorate him.

Opposite him, Ron was having all the trouble in the world swallowing
his breakfast. Slumped over his bowl of cereal, face pale and eyes red
from lack of sleep, he looked like he was heading for the slaughterhouse.
The last time Harry had seen his best friend like this must have been
back in their sixth year at school. Both were then wearing the colours of
the Gryffindor Quidditch team and were about to play a decisive match.

"I don't feel good about this," mumbled Ron before placing his spoon
next to his bowl, like a soldier surrendering his weapons.

"It'll be fine, my kitten," replied Mrs Weasley tenderly. "Give it
everything you've got and you'll have nothing to regret."

"Don't say that Mum, or the examiners might soon find themselves
with the contents of my stomach on their knees."

"Have faith!" said Harry, smiling at the idea of a fierce seven-foot-tall
Auror suddenly covered in vomit. "If they selected you, it's for a good
reason."

"Well spoken!" bounced back Mrs Weasley. "And now, finish getting

ready. Departure for London in ten minutes!"

The day's schedule had been modified the day before. Hermione and
Ginny had first proposed taking advantage of the trip to buy their

seventh-year books, then, everyone having found something to do there,



it had finally been decided that they would all spend the day in the
capital.

When everyone was ready, they lined up in single file facing the
Weasleys' brick fireplace. One after another, they disappeared in a swirl
of emerald green flames after announcing aloud: "Diagon Alley!". The
Floo network took them straight to the Leaky Cauldron, the pub serving
as a junction. A few sleight of hands later and they were already
emerging onto the famous street.

Packed with wizarding shops of all kinds ranging from ready-to-wear
to wand making, the place was experiencing an agitation incomparable
to the last time Harry had set foot there, back when the Death Eaters
still ruled over London and the whole country. The wide alley, once dark
and deserted, was now saturated by the crowd and never emptied.

Without wasting a second, Harry rushed after Ginny into the
uninterrupted flow of wizards. His presence didn't go unnoticed for long
and the "Harry Potter!", "Harry Potter? Did he say Harry Potter?" soon
began to flow from all sides, a few people even going so far as to hold
out their hand or take off their hat as he passed. Intimidated, Harry
tried in vain to smooth down a few locks of hair on his forehead and

quickened his pace.

"Wait! We should take a look inside, don't you think?" shouted Ron
in the middle of the crush as they passed the most breathtaking shop

window Harry had ever seen.
It was the Weasley brothers' shop: Weasleys’ Wizard Wheezes.

"I'm afraid there are even more people inside," replied Hermione,
hands cupped around her mouth, while striving to resist the flow.

"I haven't seen George in a while, let's go!" insisted Ron. "Harry still
has an hour... and when I think of what awaits us, it won't hurt to take

our minds off things, by Merlin's beard!"

At the cost of much effort, the group managed to gather on the
doorstep of the shop. They were immediately welcomed by a nasal voice
repeating the slogan endlessly:



"You too, become Poo-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named and brandish his
new arsenal of Smelly Hallows! Only available at Weasleys' Wizard

Wheezes in the Gross section!"

"How horrible," sighed Hermione with consternation. "The Fart
Amplifiers were quite enough on their own..."

Mrs Weasley made no comment. But when she turned around to
count them before entering, Harry told himself from the annoyed look

she displayed that she doubtless thought no less.

"Hello," said a familiar voice as soon as they entered. "Well then...?
Come to restock on Nosebleed Nougat and Puking Pastilles before
school starts?"

Wearing a radiant smile, George Weasley, the owner of the place,
moved to meet them. He was dressed in a sumptuous orange robe with
bright reflections as well as a purple earmuff, right where Severus
Snape's spell had struck him, nearly a year earlier.

"School's over," retorted Ron, straightening up with pride. "Harry and
I are taking our Auror interviews this afternoon."

George greeted the news by gratifying them with an exaggeratedly stiff

bow.

"In that case... some of our new products might interest you..." he
added in a low voice, as if he were suddenly addressing secret agents.
"Come this way instead..."

As Hermione had feared, the shop was packed to the rafters. George's
flamboyant presence could have been an asset to part the crowd, but he
had to stop constantly, each time hailed by a different assistant seeking
information. Business seemed to be booming.

"Finally, here we are!" announced the master of the place a few
moments later. "The new Madam Malkin-Weasley collection!"

Overflowing with imagination, the Weasley brothers had clearly not
been idle during the Death Eaters' reign. A large part of their items had
become much more than simple jokes. The strange prototypes of gloves
and anti-hex hats that Harry, Ron, Hermione, and Ginny had found in



Fred and George's room a few days earlier were now before them,
available in a multitude of cuts and colours.

"Madam Malkin closed her ready-to-wear shop when the Ministry fell
under Voldemort's influence," explained George, smiling more than
ever. "One evening, she visited us. We talked a lot. All she wanted was to
continue helping in her own way! We owe the style of this collection to

her."
"Magnificent!" cried Harry. "And do they work well?"

"No one has ever complained yet... They can reflect an offensive spell
of low to medium power back towards its caster about every hour."

"Do you think..."

"I don't think that kind of assistance is tolerated when taking an exam
at the Auror Office," cut in Hermione abruptly.

"Shame," said Harry, whom Hermione's perceptiveness still managed
to surprise.

"Do you like this one?" asked George, grabbing an elegant satin black
hat adorned with a purple ribbon from a shelf set a bit apart. "It could
save you a lot of trouble, or attract heaps, who knows..."

Without warning, he shoved the hat into his hands.

"Useless to resist, it's a gift. From where he is, Fred would curse me if
I let you leave empty-handed."

"But..."

"Funds for the shop... saving Ginny, then Dad, then the whole
world," added George, putting on a theatrical air. "Take it and don't
make a fuss, please."

A little embarrassed, Harry put on his new hat.

"It suits you really well!" enthused Ginny, rising on tiptoe to adjust it
for him.

"I almost forgot a very useful gadget!" cried George before leaning
towards his ear to whisper very quietly. "This hat is a bit special... It
possesses the power to create a vacuum around its wearer. The kind of



thing that can prove useful for a victim of his own success such as
yourself. To trigger the spell, you just have to say the magic word:

'Umbridge'."

Barely had the formula been pronounced when the hat emitted a loud
gurgling sound, halfway between croaking and belching. Half the shop
jumped and Harry had to apologize profusely. He was still justifying
himself to Ginny when the group resumed its visit. George seemed very
amused...

"Never accept a gift from a Weasley twin again..." Harry promised

himself moments later as they passed a basin filled with Pygmy Puffs.

The tiny creatures looking like balls of multi-coloured fur hopped in
all directions and cheeped happily in a touching buzzing sound.
Hypnotised by this spectacle, Harry put aside his impatience to browse
the aisles, separated from the group, and moved closer. He contemplated
the heap of small beasts constantly bouncing against each other for a
moment, then, unable to resist the temptation any longer, surprised

himself by plunging his hands into the tank.

Dozens of small fluffy paws tickled him as he sank deeper. Soon,
Harry was seized with a fit of giggles and nearly tipped headfirst. Eyes
flooded with tears, he caught himself as best he could and undertook to
extract himself carefully from the quivering mass.

It was at this precise moment that the tickling gave way to a
completely different sensation. A sort of irresistibly gentle warmth. The
heat invaded Harry's fingers, then travelled up his arm before stopping
at his chest. Curious to know if an overdose of Pygmy Puff tickling
could cause such symptoms, Harry finished extracting himself from the
basin. He then stepped back a good yard to mark a certain distance from
the presumed source of the phenomenon, but his test did not have the
expected effect. The impression of heat was still there, on him, in him. It
was a sensation so pleasant it would have been welcome even during the
hottest of summers.

The heat finished moving from his shoulder to his sternum. When
Harry plunged his hand into the collar of his robes to ensure he wasn't
going mad, he was stupified to find something that couldn't be him. The



thing in question pulsated peacefully and was even softer than all the
Pygmy Puffs he had been able to stroke. Harry grabbed it as delicately as
possible and brought it in front of him.

What he discovered upon opening his hand left him speechless. A tiny
ball of reddish down rested in the center of his palm. Provided with a
pair of tiny dark beads surmounting a very small beak, the thing seemed
to stare at him with reciprocal curiosity.

"Hello you," tried Harry.

The strange creature flapped two miniature wings and let out a small

shrill cry.
"Harry? Are you there?" came a relatively close voice.
"Ginny? You're not going to believe me, look what I found."

"I looked for you everywhere, I didn't even notice you weren't with
u..." continued Ginny on her momentum, "oh... but what is that? It

looks like a chick, but cuter. Did it undergo a Shrinking Charm?"

"No idea, I found it in the basin right next to us, or rather... it found
me. Hey, what are you doing!"

"Cheep!" seemed to reply the chick just before jumping onto Ginny's
red mop.

"Wow, that's really weird! He's all warm... a real hot water bottle!"
exclaimed Ginny, eyes to the ceiling, as if to see what was plotting on

her head.
"I think he likes you," remarked Harry as the tiny bird arranged

Ginny's hair to make a sort of nest.

Time having passed more quickly than expected, Harry and Ginny
hastened to join the others. Back at the shop entrance, they shared their
discovery with the rest of the group. George proved unable to explain
what this intruder could be doing amidst his Pygmy Puffs.

"I don't know... Between soft critters they must have affinities," he
replied, intrigued. "What I can assure you, however, is that he doesn't
come from us."



"Are you sure?" insisted Harry, anxious not to wrong anyone.

"Certain. And besides, it looks like he's found a quiet spot,” added
George pointing to Ginny's head. "Take him then. If he's not happy,
he'll surely find a way to let you know."

After a moving hugging session, the group resumed its route by
grafting itself to the flow of wizards. They detached themselves a
moment later to join the small square where Flourish and Blotts, the
largest bookstore in Diagon Alley, was located.

Here too reigned unusual agitation. On a small platform near the sign,
four intriguing characters were giving a "Rock" performance. Harry
might have gradually got used to the quirks of the wizarding world, he
couldn't suppress a "Wow..." at the atypical look of the musicians.
Adorned with a red wizard hat with a wide brim giving him a slightly
goofy look, the singer did not go unnoticed. However, the prize for
eccentricity went without contest to the guitarist. Waddling on stage
half-naked, he was entirely covered in a sort of black polish on which
what looked like a skeleton had been daubed. The paint must have had
something magical, for the bright white bones followed their wearer's
movements with a delay, providing the bluffing impression that the
musician's fingers were running almost everywhere at once on his
instrument.

If the Rock band in question seemed to enjoy frank success, it was not
unanimous for all that. Many young wizards had stopped to wiggle,
while those of a certain age preferred to flee the tumult shaking their
heads with an indignant air.

"What a racket! And what vulgarity!" grated Mrs Weasley, outraged.
"I lo-ve this band!" slipped Ginny quietly, delighted.

Mrs Weasley hurried into the bookstore and everyone followed suit.
Harry, bringing up the rear, was however hailed before being able to

cross the threshold of the shop.

"My effing gad! This is effin' HARRY POTTER!" shouted the singer
into his wand while pointing at Harry. "Excuse us a second, folks!"



The rockers hastened to leave the stage, leaving their instruments
behind. Without anyone to handle it, the guitar began to play of its own
accord for a solo of the finest effect. Meanwhile, the musicians rushed at
Harry with such enthusiasm he hesitated to flee rather than end up
trampled.

"Jeezus eff! I am such a fan of yours, buddy!" cried the singer with a
strong American accent.

He gave a high five to the hand Harry had just held out thinking the
more cooperative he showed himself, the sooner they would leave him
alone. The rest of the band followed the example and Harry soon found
himself overwhelmed by a crowd of feverish groupies. He was saved a
few moments later by Ginny who grabbed him firmly by the collar to
pull him into the bookstore. The door closed with a saving bell sound
and the mess reigning outside was almost forgotten.

"I can't believe it! Oh Harry, you are the Star of Stars!" stomped
Hermione.

"Cool, but er... these people, who were they?"

"Come on Harry, it's not because you were educated among Muggles
that you shouldn't take an interest in Wizarding World culture!”

"If you can call that an education..."
"...and if you can call that culture," grimaced Ron.

"Yes... well, these 'people’ as you say, were still the members of the

well-known band Limp Magikstik!"

The news slid off Harry who merely shrugged. He had never liked
fame and would gladly have done without it again today. He preferred to
cut the discussion short and glanced at his watch to note he only had
about fifteen minutes left before presenting himself at the hearing. Once
again, time had passed surprisingly. He therefore said goodbye to Mrs

Weasley, Ron, and Hermione, leaned over Ginny to kiss her, and left.

While on his way, Harry was more than tempted to call upon the
powers of George's magic hat. This feeling still hadn't left him when he
finally trod the marble floor of the Ministry. Just like outside, the place



was in total effervescence. Everywhere around him people flowed, ebbed,
while calling out to each other here and there. Pressed for time, Harry
ran doing his best to minimise collisions.

He was out of breath when he finally reached the visitors' welcome
desk where a witch of a certain age took charge of him. She gave him a
badge to pin to his wizard robes and added with a benevolent smile:

"Very pretty hat, Mr Potter. But if I were you, I would wear something
more sober for the hearing. The session takes place on level two and
should start any minute! Come on, hurry up young man!"

Harry thanked the witch politely for her advice and didn't need
telling twice. He had just shrunk the headgear offered by George when
the lifts and their golden grilles opened, pouring a new flow of wizards
onto him. Weary of this incessant churning, he chose the smallest cabin
possible and entered alone—except for the swarm of impatient office
memos that rushed in at the same instant, quivering above his head.

The doors closed and Harry could finally breathe. At least, that's what
he thought. For a surprise awaited him at the bottom of his pocket, right
where he intended to put his miniaturised hat.

"Blimey, but what are you doing here?" he exclaimed, carefully
extracting his hand from his robe.

Snuggled against his palm, the tiny chick did not react. He was asleep,
his fluffy belly going up and down quietly to the peaceful rhythm of his
breathing. He must have taken advantage of the kiss exchanged a little
earlier with Ginny to change vehicles...

"Right... be good above all, or I'm going to be in trouble," whispered
Harry as the lift stopped with a metallic screech.

"Level two, Department of Magical Law Enforcement, Improper Use
of Magic Office, Auror Headquarters, Wizengamot Administration
Services," said a voice he was beginning to know.

Worried not to cross anyone in the corridors that followed, Harry
hastened to cover the distance separating him from the courtroom. The
door was closing when he arrived. He slipped through the crack as
discreetly as he could and, anxious not to be noticed, sat in the last row.



The room, or rather the amphitheatre, was packed. After scanning the
assembly, Harry recognised a few faces. There was among others
Professor Minerva McGonagall, the new Headmistress of Hogwarts;
Aberforth Dumbledore, brother of the late Professor Dumbledore;
Kingsley Shacklebolt, Auror and interim Minister for Magic; John
Dawlish, another Auror, known for his conservative attitude; Rita
Skeeter, the journalist he hated most in the world; and finally, occupying
three seats all by himself, his immense friend Rubeus Hagrid.

Trembling like a dead leaf, Draco waited much lower down on a
platform in the centre of the room. The only company granted to him
was that of an imposing armchair whose armrests were covered with
thick steel chains. Sworn enemies since their first day of school, he and
Harry knew each other particularly well—almost intimately, one might
say. Yet he had rarely seen him in such a pitiful state...

An old wizard with a greying beard—no doubt the Chief Warlock of
the Wizengamot—cleared his throat from a desk overlooking the
assembly and a heavy silence settled.

"The hearing of this day aims to judge the actions of Mr Draco Lucius
Malfoy—son of Narcissa Malfoy Black and Lucius Malfoy—during the

rn

last war against the terrorist group known as 'Death Eaters'.

Amplified by magic, the judge's last words echoed macabrely in the
audience. Harry shivered. It was nothing, however, compared to Draco
Malfoy whose limbs had suddenly been seized by uncontrollable

trembling.

The president of the assembly resumed, undertaking this time to list
the charges. It didn't take long before the silence imposed shortly before
was broken by whispers and other excited murmurs. Soon, the animosity
hitherto contained in the crowd exploded, just after the question of
"crimes against Humanity" had been addressed.

"No need to discuss! Send him to prison, to Azkaban!" rose an
outraged voice from a corner of the room.

"Yes! Let him go join his kind with the Dementors..." continued
another.



Anxious to maintain order in his court, the judge found nothing
better to do than hammer his desk. His gesture only had the effect of
rekindling the fire of the protesters who raised their voices in a most
chaotic hubbub. In the middle of this storm of clamour, Harry was
unable to take his eyes off Malfoy. Isolated in the centre of the assembly,
his wizard robes soaked in cold sweat, he was digging his nails so deep
into his skin one could almost see the blood beading.

"Today!" managed to resume the president after a moment. "Today...
as on rare occasions, the accused can only be defended by himself and by
potential testimonies given in his favour. Everyone present here has been
summoned because they have been evaluated—by the prosecutor or by
the accused in person—as being able to give testimony that could help
the jury decide. While it is not expected that everyone speaks, please
note that this step will be mandatory for witnesses designated as
essential.”

Calm restored, the most important witnesses were called to the stand
one by one to present their arguments. The damning accounts followed
one another uninterruptedly and, as far as possible, the atmosphere in
the room tightened a little more.

The situation was much worse than Harry could have imagined.
Malfoy hadn't just been obnoxious at times; he had apparently dedicated
the major part of his existence to torturing those around him.
Disrespect, theft, destruction, physical violence, moral aggression,
intimidation, contempt, manipulation, tyranny... Harry's insides were
knotted by the flow of filth in which he found himself plunged despite
himself. Even defeated, Draco Malfoy had always had a knack for

dragging those around him into turmoil...

The unease continued to spread in Harry as the testimonies went on.
The situation had become so painful he resolved not to pay attention to
what was being said around him anymore. He preferred to take refuge in

an imaginary Quidditch match, played alongside Ron and Ginny.

Passes were going well, Wood, the former Gryffindor team captain,
had just appeared spectacularly in the game when a new explosion of
shouts pulled Harry from his reverie. A little further to his right, a witch



who could very well have been his friend Neville Longbottom's
grandmother was pointing an accusing finger at the defendant with
indignation:

"I will repeat it as many times as necessary,”" she fumed in a shrill
voice, "it is because of him, of that wretched scoundrel, that we lost

Albus Dumbledore!"
Without being able to do anything about it, barely had Harry

assimilated this sentence when he was thrown into his memories as if he
had jumped into a Pensieve from the top of a cliff. The mental
Quidditch pitch on which he ventured moments earlier was expelled far,
very far away, miles from there, and Harry relived Professor
Dumbledore's slow and unbearable fall from the top of the Astronomy
Tower. He remembered his broken body on the ground, his half-closed

blue eyes, the narrow trickle of blood flowing from his mouth...

Other memories imposed themselves in turn. Memories Harry had
kept himself from thinking about since the battle had ended, for fear of
losing himself in the world of past suffering to which they belonged.
Struggling with all his might, he tried to use his Patronus expertise to
focus on a moment of happiness.

Too late... Remus Lupin had already appeared. He was there, so real
Harry could have touched him. Professor Lupin was handing him a
square of chocolate during a private Defence Against the Dark Arts
session against Dementors and, the next moment, a green flash struck
his back. Lupin then collapsed like a doll. Then it was Tonks's turn. The
Auror gave her face a pig-like appearance, winked amusedly at Harry
before finding herself a fraction of a second later lying on a dusty
flagstone, dead. Fred Weasley appeared next. Looking delighted, he
crossed the circle drawn around the Goblet of Fire before being brutally
expelled. A ridiculous and interminable beard then grew on him,
triggering hilarity among his comrades... He was now circling on a
broom in the middle of a study hall before setting off the most beautiful
firework display Hogwarts had ever known under Professor Umbridge's
bewildered eyes. Finally, he fell in turn and his sparkling gaze
extinguished behind the veil of death.



It was too much... If he could have, Harry would have exploded,
imploded, or anything else that would have delivered him from all the
resentment consuming him. Ron was only too right, Draco Malfoy
deserved nothing other than to pay for his crimes.

"Thank you, thank you... Let us listen to our last essential witness,"
said a distant voice. "Mr Potter, please present yourself to the stand."

The time had come... Harry stood up, decided. He could feel dozens
of people watching him as he took the stairs leading to the centre of the
court. A buzzing background noise accompanied the descent of the
steps. Reaching the bottom, he found himself for a moment nose to nose
with Malfoy who implored him with his eyes. Without an ounce of
compassion, Harry turned his eyes away from his old enemy to rest them
on the jurors and a glacial silence fell again.

Harry wanted to open his mouth, to tell how much Malfoy had also
made him suffer throughout his short wizarding existence. There was so
much to say! But something on him, in him, prevented him... A strange
sensation, extraordinarily soft and warm...

Just as had happened a little earlier in the morning, the heat had
moved, rising from his pocket to curl against his neck. Harry closed his
eyes for a moment and savoured the extraordinary sensation. He could
feel his muscles relaxing one by one while the pain lacerating his insides
dissipated progressively.

A moment later and he felt much better. He was soothed.

"Mr Potter? Have you nothing to present to us? Your testimony is
most important,” insisted the judge.

Harry hesitated.

"It's just that... many things have already been said, and repeated...
Mr President. If there was anything to add, it would be to express a
certain surprise,” he replied before pausing briefly. "I am astonished to
note how, after enduring so much suffering, the Wizarding Community
seems so eager to inflict new ones upon itself. Crimes must be punished,

but... punishing a child?"



"A child, Mr Potter? Need I remind you the accused is over
seventeen?"

In the room around them, no one said a word anymore.

"That is unnecessary Your Honour," replied Harry politely, "I am well
aware. But it seems important to recall that Draco Malfoy has only been
an adult for a year, or barely more. Yet, the majority of testimonies
received today date from before this event..."

"Contextual elements are however very much admissible," ruled the
president. "These are important data for the jury."

"So it would be fair to judge a man according to facts dating back to
his childhood? Particularly when the only year of majority this person
has known took place with Voldemort as an imposed guest, threatening
his own life and that of his parents?"

Almost the entire assembly shivered at the name of the Dark Lord.
Satisfied, Harry continued while striving to express himself as Hermione

might have done if she had been in his place.

"Draco Malfoy would never have killed Albus Dumbledore, never...
He is not a good person, that is a fact, but he is not a killer. What he did
during the Death Eaters' reign, he did mainly to survive. Who, right
here, would have had the courage to do otherwise? To stand against the
forces of Evil? A minority, at most... otherwise, we would never have
reached this point, and this war would never have taken place. Also, it
would be prudent... and undoubtedly fairer, to ensure this hearing does
not become a pretext offered to everyone to make the accused pay the
price of their own wrongs... That is all I have to say Your Honour, thank

n

you.

As proud as if he had just defeated Voldemort a second time, Harry
stared at the president without blinking, awaiting his verdict. He had
never liked his fame, but if there was one time he should use it, it was
today. For turning a deaf ear to the words of "the Chosen One" during a
hearing as political and publicised as this one would have heavy
consequences...

Uncomfortable, the president fidgeted in his seat, coughing.



"That... gives food for thought, Mr Potter. Would anyone... have
anything to add in favour of the accused?” he said, scanning the
assembly.

Once again, the amphitheatre was plunged into deep silence. For a
good minute, everyone seemed to gauge their neighbour with
apprehension... Until a hand shot up in the air, attracting all attention:

"Me!" cried Professor McGonagall vehemently.

"Me too!" thundered Hagrid then, rising from his seat, thereby
knocking over his nearest neighbours.

"And me..." supported Aberforth Dumbledore.

As if stimulated by these first interventions, many other people came
forward in turn to testify.

Stunned by this last-minute change, the Wizengamot judges had to
meet behind closed doors for a good while. When they reappeared to
announce their verdict, it was nearly noon and every wizard present in
the room hung on the President's lips:

"After deliberation, the jury recognises the exceptionally constraining
situation in which Mr Malfoy found himself at the time of the facts,
supporting the thesis of follower behaviour, rather than actor. Other
testimonies also play in favour of the accused. Notably those according
to which the latter deliberately deserted the ranks of the Death Eaters
while they were still in a position of strength, during the last phase of
the Battle of Hogwarts. That being said, the jury cannot turn a blind eye
to the multiple and repeated wrongs caused to the Wizarding
Community by the accused. Mr Malfoy, please rise."

The president paused, time to run his fingers through his beard one
last time. For a few long seconds, only Draco Malfoy's strangled sobs
remained audible.

"Given the elements presented,” finally resumed the judge, "the
Wizengamot has decided to sentence you to twelve months of detention
in Azkaban prison... suspended."



Without another word, the president concluded the session with a
bang of his gavel as journalists' flashes mingled with the deafening
thunder of cheers and disapprovals from the crowd.

Harry was well aware his intervention, decisive as it may have been,
was far from having won unanimous support. In this moment he cared
little, however. Much as he hated Draco, he had managed to be as
upright and impartial as he deemed he could be. And that was all those
alongside whom he had fought for years would have wanted.



5. THE MOST CHARMING SMILE

The hearing over, Harry stood up and began to leave the room,
joining a line of wizards. He longed to be out in the open air with his
friends, far from the torments this place evoked. Ideally, he would take
advantage of the walk back to exchange a few words with Professor

McGonagall, Hagrid, or Aberforth Dumbledore. The last time he had

seen them was months ago, just after the Battle of Hogwarts.

To his great disappointment, it soon turned out that all three had
beaten him to it. Someone else seemed to be waiting for him, however,
camped in front of the exit. Of average height, wrapped in the pristine
white cloak of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement officers, it
was John Dawlish, an Auror about whom Harry knew little, except that
the man asked few questions. For instance, he had never questioned his
allegiance to the Ministry. Not even when the administration in
question, fallen into the hands of the Death Eaters, had begun applying
all sorts of measures as brutal as they were arbitrary towards both
magical and non-magical populations.

In this moment, Dawlish was holding open one of the large doors
through which the hearing witnesses were rushing, staring at Harry with
a strange look, bordering on hostility. His jaw was so tight one would

have thought he had just swallowed a particularly sticky Zonko's caramel
fly.

"Ah, here he is at last! The saviour, the hero with the big heart..."
Dawlish finally managed to say as Harry reached his level.

Dumbfounded, Harry merely raised an eyebrow.

"So, are we satisfied with our performance?" continued the Auror, his
tone suggesting sarcasm more than a genuine question. "Defending that
lonely young Death Eater, what a trick... The press must be rubbing
their hands with glee!”



"I beg your pardon?" choked Harry. "I only pleaded the cause that

seemed fairest to me!"

A nasty sneer stretched across Dawlish's face, so Harry added with all
the indifference he could muster:

"And what others might think of it is their problem."

He tried to pass but Dawlish blocked his way. Before Harry even had a
chance to react, the Auror had firmly grabbed him by the arm to pull
him close. From a distance, one could have mistaken them for two old
friends embracing.

"You'll play the tough guy less this afternoon," whispered Dawlish in
his ear as the crowd passed them on all sides. "Your luck and that
overrated reputation will be of no help to you this time, and then we
shall see! Take my advice, Potter: stay on your guard. It would be
unfortunate if our Star of the moment were to injure himself during his
exam, or worse; yet, accidents happen so quickly..."

And before Harry even had time to understand what was happening to
him, Dawlish had left, slamming the door behind him, right in the face
of a tall wizard who was about to cross the threshold. The latter let out a
curse that was immediately covered by a distant announcement from the
back of the room:

"Please! Kindly hurry up and leave so the witnesses for the next trial
can be seated. Make haste, thank you!"

Still in shock, Harry preferred to avoid further jostling. He waited for
the flow of participants filling the room again to subside and resumed
his run. Questions jostled in his head. Why had Dawlish set upon him
like that? How could such an experienced Auror misunderstand his
intentions to such an extent? The recent events in court alone could not
explain such aggressive behaviour. But then... what could he have done
in the past to justify it?

More worrying still, what was this story about putting his life in
danger for an interview?

Lost in thought, Harry realised he was still in the room, that everyone
was seated, and that the next hearing was about to begin. He slipped



away quietly, as he had learned to do when he sensed Mrs Weasley was
about to visit Ginny in her room and he wasn't supposed to be there.

As Harry pushed the large wooden door to close it, the voice of the
Chief Warlock of the Wizengamot rang out in the distance:

"Our next defendant will be Miss Dolores Umbridge. The charges are

as follows..."

The door finished its course and slammed shut, cutting short the
details of the upcoming trial. At the same moment, a tiny belch escaped
from one of Harry's pockets, making him jump. A smile on his lips, he
wondered what other surprises George's enchanted objects might have in
store for him, and hastened to leave the Ministry.

"What? He said thar to you?!" exclaimed Ron as soon as Harry had
finished summarising his recent altercation with Dawlish. "Ghoul-head!
He'd do better to mind his own cauldrons!"

"Don't think about it anymore Harry, you'll never be able to please
everyone anyway. Dawlish must have had a grudge against Draco and
didn't appreciate your honest behaviour, that's all," said Hermione.

"Well... For that, we could understand him," mumbled Ron. "Draco is
a horrible brat and he will be all his life; it's in his genes. He'll never
change course... Not even after your helping hand, mate."

But Harry wasn't listening. He was still just as worried. He hesitated
for a moment to report the death threats uttered by the Auror but finally
refrained. Ron was already white as a sheet; he didn't need to hear that
kind of thing just before their test.

"Come on, eat! Get your strength back for this afternoon," intervened
Ginny, handing him a sandwich. "Mum made them for us. You'll see,

they're tho good!"

Harry swallowed his first bite and his worries vanished immediately.
Mrs Weasley's cooking truly had something magical about it. His well-
being restored, he could finally fully appreciate the comfort offered by

the long bench on which all four were sitting.



Harry had joined his friends in a quiet square, a few streets from
Diagon Alley. The sky presented a magnificent azure hue and the sun
had reached its zenith, bringing a more than welcome warmth in this
chilly mid-summer.

"Did you manage to buy your supplies, then?" asked Harry before

starting his second sandwich.

"Yes, it's all good, we found everything. But it's really weird; the
bookseller insisted heavily on selling us a copy that wasn't on the list,"
replied Hermione. "7The Pugnacious Little Book of Great Fighters; it's a
book on Battle Magic and as far as I know, that discipline hasn't been
taught at Hogwarts for centuries.”

"Maybe McGonagall decided to bring it back into fashion,"

intervened Ron with a shrug. "After all, she's the Headmistress now."

"Anyway, that awful book has already slapped me twice since I bought
it," complained Ginny. "Let's say the second time it tried but ended up
smashed at the bottom of the bag just after taking off. I can tell you it's
been quiet since..."

Harry looked at Ginny's bag and noticed it was trembling and
growling. If that was what a moment of quiet looked like, what could
possibly happen when the book was upset? The bright side was that this
was a problem that didn't concern him, or at most indirectly. Provided,
of course, that he managed to prove himself during the upcoming
interviews, which was still far from certain.

"By the way, Harry! We stopped by Florian Fortescue's, the ice cream
maker; he sends his regards. He's developed a brand new recipe to
celebrate the return of fine weather, look!" cried Ginny, handing him a
sort of misty sphere she had just delicately extracted from the bottom of
her bag.

"Ah, well... I didn't know Trelawney, our dear ex-Divination teacher,
had retrained in sweet desserts,” joked Harry while grabbing the object
with apprehension.

As he expected, the sphere proved cold to the touch. It seemed inert,
but looking closer one could observe a spectacle unexpected to say the



least. The mist glimpsed moments before was in fact a thick layer of
swirling small clouds whose tint tended towards purple. The clouds in
question were dropping a multitude of tiny snowflakes accumulating on
what could be described as a miniature powder snow hill. At the foot of
this same hill was a lake with carmine reflections condensing on the
lower part of the sphere, right at Harry's fingers. Finally, little by little,
the fine droplets of condensation rose as if by magic to swell the clouds
in what seemed to be a perpetual cycle.

"So... is... is that the ice cream?" said Harry, amazed.

"Glutonis!" Ginny simply replied, tapping the top of the sphere with
her wand, thus making its lid disappear.

A soft and scented breeze caressed Harry's face. Won over, he took a
deep breath that finished transporting him far from his worries. He had
always loved forest fruits.

"Honours to you," announced Ginny, passing him a spoon.

Determined to taste the intriguing dessert with a good mouthful,
Harry plunged his spoon to the bottom of the globe. Contrary to his
expectations, it wasn't a piece of the powdery hill he brought up but
rather a small sample of each phase contained in the sphere. He then
opened his mouth wide, anxious to avoid the small cloud floating above
his spoon ending up drawing him a moustache. That was without
counting on the fact that Ginny was a Weasley, and not just any Weasley
since she owed a good part of her education not to her parents, but to
her two prankster twin brothers.

"Ooh, it's cold! And it's good, oh yes!" exclaimed Harry, a good part
of whose face found itself covered in ice cream following a strategic
nudge from Ginny. "Fantastic! The tastes scroll one after another!
Strawberry... raspberry... blueberry. You'd better try it!"

Rather than give his spoon back to Ginny so she could try the
experiment in turn, Harry preferred to apply the adage "Revenge is a
dish best served cold" to the letter. He hastened to hug her tight before
giving her a huge slobbery blackberry-flavoured kiss.



"That was a good joke but... anyone have a tissue? I can't show up to
the interview like this, all smeared with ice cream,” said Harry, looking
at his reflection distorted by the sphere. "Although, if I'm dealing with a
female examiner, maybe a scented kiss will turn into a springboard for
my career..."

By way of answer, Ginny simply stuck out a multi-coloured tongue at
him (no doubt a side effect of the frozen dessert).

"No need for a tissue when you have magic!" retorted Hermione with
satisfaction. " Tergeo!" she added after placing her wand so close to Harry
he nearly went cross-eyed. "There Ginny," she added, "no more risk
now! We can continue our shopping with peace of mind, while our two
heroes fight proudly for our love."

"What do you mean 'no more risk now'?" emphasised Harry, frowning.

But at the same instant, Hermione's spell had worked. Harry had the
impression a thin film of epidermis was detaching from his face, a bit as
if he had undergone an accelerated moult. A few more seconds and his
skin was as clear and soft as if he had emerged from the most rigorous
skincare session.

"I knew it!" cried Ron as if he had just solved a particularly tricky
riddle. "I told myself there was a scam, something not normal
somewhere. That's how you get ready faster than me in the morning!"

"Ron, in those moments I'd call your slowness 'not normal" if you
want my opinion," retorted Hermione. "And for your information, if
you ever get the idea to try your hand at your first grooming spell—
which could constitute a great advance, perhaps not for the whole Earth,
but at least for those who rub shoulders with you daily—know that a
badly performed 7Zergeo spell can have disastrous effects. Well... that's

what Parvati told me once."

Harry imagined for a moment arriving at the interview with the head
of Gregory Goyle, Draco Malfoy's stupid sidekick, and congratulated

himself that Hermione was such a brilliant witch.

"Ready for the big departure, Ron?" he called out before stretching to
free himself from the digestive torpor trying to seize him.



Ron proved he could offer a very convincing imitation of Fred when
his mother forced him to tidy his room before getting up in turn.

"Yeah... I really hope it's not "Iriwizard Tournament' type trials
waiting for us," he said, biting his lip. "I don't especially want to spend
the end of the summer at St Mungo's Hospital."

Harry's stomach contracted thinking back to the threats Dawlish had
uttered earlier in the morning; for a moment he hesitated to tell his
friend everything then changed his mind. It was too late now; better to
preserve Ron to the end.

After a long and touching hugging session, and once Harry had
entrusted the tiny red chick with strange powers to Ginny, the two boys
turned on their heels. On the way to the Ministry, Ron never ceased
lamenting, imagining the worst possibilities. To hear him tell it, he and
Harry would soon be led to face countless cohorts of dragons while
having been previously bound hand and foot and blindfolded. Although
this prospect seemed far-fetched to him, Harry couldn't help wondering
to what extent Ron's conjectures would be confirmed.

Despite their precautions, they arrived at the Ministry with only
relative advance. Interminable queues of witches seemed to have sprung
up during the lunch break, starting from the reception counters and
extending over dozens of yards like the sinuous roots of a huge tree.
Alas, it was the only path Harry and Ron could take to reach their goal.
Indeed, it was unthinkable to present oneself for interviews without
having previously procured the visitor's badge, a badge only the clerks
were able to issue.

Harry and Ron therefore chose a queue that led them just behind a
large gathering of witches from which emanated a mixture of giggles and
excited laughter.

"By all the Hippogriffs, what are these bimbos doing here?" asked Ron
a few minutes later, as his last zests of patience threatened to crumble.
"We're at the Ministry here, not in a hen house!"

Intrigued, Harry refrained from answering to better strain his ears.

"He has crazy charm, don't you think?"



"Yes, and his look! His hair, did you see his hair?!"

"Not to mention his little smile, oh my... Next time he gives me one
like that—I warn you—I'm fainting!"

"Well there, I'm sorry my dear, but I think that look was for me just

now.

Ron, who had missed nothing of the scene, seemed so exasperated it
wouldn't have been surprising to see steam coming out of his ears.

"Excuse me... Would you mind telling us who could possibly be the
object of so much... idolatry?" Harry ventured to ask in a falsely stiff
tone. "Has the dandy Gilderoy Lockhart been released from his asylum

carlier this morning?"

The three young witches at the end of the group turned around as
one. Harry took a step back discovering their exasperated expression. A
little more and they would have riddled him with hexes.

"Gilder-who? Not at all... it's the great hero of the Battle of Hogwarts,
y'know! The one who won the Witch Weekly Most Charming Smile
Award. He's here!" replied a teenager whose face with bulbous eyes
evoked distant family ties with a particularly repulsive toad family.

The other two witches giggled and began to flutter eyelashes so
oversized Harry could feel the surrounding air swirl.

"Ah... right... And this famous hero, does he have a name?"

"Obviously he has one! It's the great, oh yes the fabulous, oh the
fantastic... Neeeviiiille!" exclaimed another witch with extravagant
makeup as if she were about to faint.

"Neville, you say...?"

"Well yeah! I swear, what rock have you been living under?”
indignated the young woman, casting an alarmed glance at her
companions. "IT'S NEVILLE LONGBOTTOM, AND HE IS HERE!"

Ron was seized with uncontrollable laughter. He quickly judged it
preferable, however, to shove a fist in his mouth while slipping under
cover behind Harry. A wise initiative, for with their fierce air, the



witches didn't seem the type to tolerate anyone attacking the object of
their worship.

"Hey, wait a see... you there!" intervened the third witch. "Wouldn't
you be Harry Potter? The famous Harry Potter...2" she added, staring at
him with sudden greed.

"Harry Potter? Oh, there must be a mistake... I'm Roger. Yes, that's
it... Roger Bloggs! A friend drew this fake scar on my forehead. He's very
funny. Er... he found it at Weasleys' Wizard Wheezes, you know the great
shop in Diagon..."

"Shame, he wasn't bad," the witch cut him off as if Harry had been
nothing more than a juicy steak on which a pigeon dropping had

suddenly landed.

Without another word, the groupies turned their backs on them and
the cackling resumed with renewed vigour.

"Did you hear that?" hastened to whisper Ron. "Neville Longbottom,
'Hunk' of the year?! What is this rubbish? This story reeks of Butterbeer
abuse, I tell you!"

"Yes... all the more so as with those three, better to be only 'not bad',"

chuckled Harry.

Despite his derisive tone, Harry couldn't help thinking most seriously
about the question. Was it possible there was another Neville
Longbottom in the vicinity? Such a thing was hard to imagine. But
assuming it was indeed the same Nevillee—who had indeed behaved
bravely during the battle—since when in that case could he be posing in
magazines for witches in full hormonal crisis?

"One thing is certain, if we don't move faster, we can kiss our
interview goodbye," resumed Ron. "There must be another hour of
waiting there, with those nutters clogging up the front... I knew
Hermione was wrong to stop us taking your new hat. One magic word
and we'd be there already!"

As if by miracle, the voice of the clerk, the very same who had
welcomed Harry earlier in the morning, rang out loudly in the Great

Hall:



"Please Ladies! Kindly take your place in another queue. The

candidates for the Auror tests are expected! And calm down a little!"

Harry and Ron didn't need telling twice and hastened to go up their
interminable queue at a run, under the wrathful gaze of the impatient
women. Incredible as it may seem, a few more strides, a signature, and
they were already on the other side of the counters, each wearing a silver
badge bearing the inscription "Auror in Training".

Ron had just struck a pose after waddling provocatively while rolling
his muscles, an index finger proudly pointed at his badge, when a voice
exclaimed not far away:

"Harry! Ron! Hey, how are you?"

A young man with an athletic physique and a muscular jaw was
advancing towards them waving his arms to signal them. From a
distance, one could have thought it was Cedric Diggory: ex-Triwizard
Tournament champion of reputed beauty and tragic victim of Lord
Voldemort. Something was wrong, however. The snag seemed to come
from the newcomer's gait, which lacked Cedric's assurance and
conquering step.

The boy approached a little closer and as soon as Harry met his gaze
he knew who he was dealing with. There was such kindness in those
eyes...

"Neville! Impossible, is it really you?" exclaimed Ron, incredulous.

"Yes... Sorry I should have let you know sooner, but... I didn't dare,"
replied the strapping lad.

"You look superb, what are you talking about?"

"Well, a lot has happened since we last saw each other. After the
battle, my grandmother was very proud of me and she offered to treat
me to a stay at the Fieralur Centre, on the Mediterranean coast.”

"Really? And... was it good?" asked Harry, on the verge of pinching

himself to ensure he wasn't dreaming.

"At first I struggled to imagine what they meant by 'fitness centre',”
said Neville. "I expected to do a bit of exercise, the hostesses looked



rather pretty and the setting was dreamy, so I let myself be tempted. And
then there I met Marianne, a charming person who..."

"What a handsome man!" cut in Ron giving him a brotherly flick on
the shoulder. "With an angel face like that, the Marianne in question

"

must not have resisted very long!

"Actually, I was the Neville from before when we met... It was... she
who explained to me that the centre was also famous for its aesthetic

spells.”
"You mean...?"

"'Oh Neville, you are so close to my masculine ideal. Just lift your
m

nose a bit, realign your teeth, pin back your ears, yada yada yada...
cried Neville then in a nasal voice.

Harry and Ron, who had started laughing listening to the story,
stopped dead upon noticing Neville wasn't imitating them.

"Come on, you shouldn't regret it! We always liked you as you were!
It's sure now you're going to overshadow us a lot with the girls! But that
doesn't call our friendship into question for all that," said Ron as Neville
seemed on the verge of breaking down.

"I suspect as much, that's not really the problem. The thing is... I was
very much in love, you understand? One after another, I did all these
operations for that girl without thinking too much. And one morning,
without warning, a Howler falls on me right in the middle of breakfast."

"Did your grandmother have a fit of jealousy?" chortled Ron,
determined not to follow Neville in his gloom.

"What? No... She had received the bills. Three thousand Gold

Galleons! I... ruined the family. Obviously once the operations were

finished things went sour with Marianne, and finally I realised she was
g y

in cahoots with the Fieralur Centre."

"Not a great ending indeed," conceded Harry.

Ron nodded sympathetically. For his part, Neville seemed to have got
something in his eye.



"When I came back, my grandmother didn't let go of me, you can
imagine. She entered me in a whole bunch of contests and other stupid
shows," said Neville whose voice was choking. "She told me she was
going to manage me, until every last Knut had been paid back!"

"You mean... so it was true then? We are really in the presence of the
winner of the Most Charming Smile contest?" asked Ron, admiringly.

"I should hope so! Otherwise I would have been transformed into Owl
Treat ages ago. And I'd better not mess up today's interview, believe

n

me.
"Did you sign up to become an Auror too?"

"It's the only ground on which we could agree, my grandmother and
[," acquiesced Neville. "And for once, I know I have a chance!"

Unexpected as it might be, this spark of self-confidence emanating
from Neville cheered up the team. Both happy and a little reassured to
find themselves together before the test, they headed towards the lifts.
The trio had settled in the cabin and the grilles had begun to close when
a hysterical scream eclipsed the surrounding din.

"I am yours for eternity! THINK OF ME NEVILLE!" said a female voice
in the distance.

Barely had this cry from the heart faded when a small pink ball of
silky appearance landed just in time in the lift, a bit like a grenade with
the pin pulled in an action movie.

"What the...?" jumped Neville whose cheeks had inflamed.
"Must be for you," suggested Harry perceptively while Ron rolled his

eyes murmuring something like "Plenty more fish in the sea...".

Under the mocking gaze of his friends, Neville bent down naively to
pick up the object.

"I... knickers?!" he nearly choked, eyes fixed on the thing swinging
lazily at the end of his wand.

Barely a few moments later (as well as a few floors lower), the lift
doors opened on an imposing wizard dressed in an indigo robe. All three
knew him well; it was Kingsley Shacklebolt, an Auror who had always



supported Albus Dumbledore and alongside whom they had ended up
fighting Voldemort and his Death Eaters. His recent appointment as
interim Minister for Magic made him more impressive than usual,
however, and Neville hastened to stuff the underwear just received into
one of his pockets.

Try as he might to hide the undergarment, the powerful floral
perfume with which it was soaked did not fail to spread in the cabin...

"What a powerful aura!" exclaimed Kingsley after inhaling deeply.
"Good luck for your tests, Gentlemen!"

Without another word, he swapped places with the group, gave them a
final enigmatic wink, and disappeared with the closing of the doors.

"Do... do you think he saw?" worried Neville, head in his shoulders.

"Don't worry about that, handsome, we're really not early,”" replied

Ron.
They then rushed towards the Auror Office. On the way, Neville must

have been preoccupied for he never ceased grumbling. While the trio
progressed at a good pace in an interminable maze of corridors, Harry
managed to catch a few snatches of his monologues among which "fed
up", "are nuts" and "what will they think of me?".

It was almost time for the appointment when they arrived breathless at
the end of a long corridor of supernatural whiteness. Before them stood
a large marble door on which was engraved "Department of Magical Law
Enforcement — Auror Office — Candidate Reception".

"At least we're warmed up!" panted Ron before pushing the door.

But the leaves didn't budge an inch. Ron insisted, without success,
before calling for his companions' help. Determined, Neville was about
to use his shoulder as a battering ram when a face with grumpy features
appeared on the wall, drawn by the striations running through the stone.

"Ah, here are more of them... Wants to save the world and is ready to
brave all dangers, but knows nothing of the rules of etiquette,” grumbled
the face.

"Er... can you open for us, please?”



"It doesn't work like that, young fools! You knock before entering!"
said the face angrily.

"Very well, as you wish!" retorted Ron, looking delighted, before

knocking three times right on the nose of their strange interlocutor.

The door finally opened in a stream of curses that must have dated
back several centuries, for neither Harry, nor Ron, nor Neville really
understood their meaning. In the frame then appeared a small room
with pale white walls, devoid of windows, with for only furniture a

platform and a few faded desks.



6. AT THE RISK OF HIS LIFE

Harry stepped into the reception room and immediately felt that the
time for joyous reunions with Neville was over. A wave of anxiety seized
him as he recalled Professor McGonagall's warnings about the complexity
of the Auror exams.

Several heads turned as the trio made their entrance. Some seemed
familiar to Harry, but he would have been quite unable to say whom they
belonged to. They were probably former Hogwarts students he had crossed
paths with in the corridors during his schooling. Some candidates,
however, must have recognised him for they gave him a slight nod which
Harry returned without hesitation. Sometimes, simply being in the same
mess could create powerful bonds.

Ron leaned against a wall, arms crossed, face tense. Neville, for his part,
began pacing the room and soon ended up on the floor after tripping over
a table leg. Harry took advantage of the scene to study the other
candidates' reactions. Three of the ten other wizards present started what
looked like a move to help him, while the rest merely gave a vague,
annoyed look. Assuming a phase of the exam had to be completed in a
group, Harry would head straight for those three.

Long minutes passed before a section of the wall finally slid open. A
short, bald wizard, wearing a grey coat and a long cape sweeping the floor
behind him, appeared. His military gait, his extravagant, impeccably
trimmed moustache, and the sneer distorting his face gave him a rather
disturbing appearance.

"Sit down, rookies," he ordered coldly.

Everyone hastened to follow his directive and within seconds everyone
was seated, straight-backed, motionless, and alert.

A deathly silence fell on the room and Harry's heart began to beat faster
and faster. In this moment he would have paid dearly to be elsewhere
doing anything else, like anyone else. He promised himself to remember
this feeling the next time he got the funny idea of being bored, assuming
that opportunity arose again.



"Right, you are all here. I am Instructor Huntson," said the grey-clad
wizard, stepping onto the platform (which placed him barely higher than
the candidates sitting in the front row). "If you are before me, it is because
you have been selected to become an elite. An elite dedicated to defending
humanity against the threat posed by Dark Wizards. Note that while the
latter have recently suffered a crushing defeat, many of them are still on
the run somewhere in the wild... Many talented Aurors fell during the
clashes, and I won't hide from you that some of you wouldn't be here
today if we weren't suffering from such a shortage of staff."

Harry's stomach lurched. After Dawlish, it was now Huntson's turn to
sow doubt. Had Ron, Neville, and he really been accepted for their
qualities, or for other unrelated reasons? Would other points Dawlish had
advanced soon be confirmed?

A little further to the left, Neville had started squirming in his chair as if
seized by an urgent need to go to the toilet.

"What's going on?" asked Huntson loudly. "Does our Mr Smiley have a
problem?"

"Er yes, I mean no... Please don't call me that," stammered Neville.

"Cut to the chase, Longbottom, we haven't got all night. What's eating
you?"

Ron, who was just to Harry's right, took advantage of the scene to lean
closer, pretending one of his laces was undone.

"Dragon's breath, where did they find this one? He doesn't look
friendly," he whispered, head between his knees.

"WEASLEY! LET POTTER HOLD HIS GUTS TOGETHER BY HIMSELE
HE'S GOING TO NEED THEM!" bellowed the Auror, spraying a shower of
spittle that easily reached the second-row candidates.

"Instructor?” resumed Neville, this time in a more decided tone. "I was
told some candidates died in the past, during the tests. Is that true?”

Huntson pivoted slowly to fix him with his pale eyes. Eyes that seemed
to have seen so many battles it would have been impossible to count them

all.

"Affirmative, Longbottom... and before the test begins, you will have to
sign a waiver. Being an Auror, and thereby becoming an Auror, means
being ready to give your life for the cause. Get that into your skulls!"



Harry didn't need to turn his head to feel Ron stiffen instantly a few feet
away, and a wave of guilt washed over him. So Dawlish's words were
confirmed. His best friend would soon be put in mortal danger. Harry had
suspected it—no, he had always known it deep down—but he had done
nothing to warn him.

The instructor swept the room with an amused look, smoothed his
moustache, and resumed:

"As some of you may know, the interview will take place in two stages
during which you will be constantly assessed. The first will consist of a
mainly theoretical exam. You will have twenty minutes, and not a second
more, to complete a multiple-choice questionnaire. The second part of the
test will only be accessible to candidates who have answered enough
questions correctly. They will then have to overcome a rather peculiar
obstacle course..."

Huntson paused again, during which Harry could tell from the
numerous sighs heard that he wasn't the only one feeling a strong
adrenaline rush in that moment.

"You will be on your own throughout the test. Any questions? Yes,
Longbottom?"

"How do we know if we've given enough correct answers during the first
stage?"

"All T can tell you is that something will happen at that moment that
you won't be able to miss," replied Huntson. "Weasley?"

"Are there specific success criteria, or will reaching the end of the trials
be enough?" asked Ron, throat tight.

"Your success will indeed depend on your ability to come out of the
exam in one piece. In addition to that, you will be assigned a secret score
which will help us assign you missions later. It will be based on various
criteria, such as your magical power, your adaptability, your responsiveness,
your inventiveness, your speed, your concentration..."

"And teamwork?" said Harry after raising his hand at the last moment.

"Good point, Potter. That aspect of the Auror profession constitutes a
key to its success, obviously. But that data will only be exercised and
examined during your first mission. So focus for the moment on the
criteria I just cited."



A few moments passed during which everyone seemed to digest the
instructor's announcements. Harry could hear Ron repeating under his
breath the various magic formulas they had revised together with
Hermione's help. As he mentally scanned his own repertoire of spells, he
felt a drop of sweat slide down his arm. A quick shoulder movement
allowed him to note that his T-shirt had turned into a veritable icy sponge.
He shivered. The comfort offered by the large feather duvet bed in which
he had woken a few hours earlier now seemed terribly distant.

A small flying paper note passed through the opening from which the
instructor had appeared and unfolded at the level of his moustache,
without him having to touch it for a single moment.

"Ladies, Gentlemen, it is time to go," announced Huntson, beckoning
them closer. "Let the trials begin!"

A new section of wall opened a few yards from the platform, outlining a
frame of inky blackness contrasting so sharply with the ghostly white of
the room it looked like it was sucking all the light out of it. The Auror
stopped a few steps from the sort of black hole and ordered the candidates
to do the same.

"Before entering, please sign the waiver posted to my left. If you feel
your time has come, or simply if you wish to give up, keep in mind that
simply saying the words 'I give up' aloud will end the exam immediately.
Warning, however! There is no second chance. Therefore, ending the exam
in this way will also end your career as an Auror, forever."

The room emptied as small groups of applicants disappeared through the
portal of darkness. Soon only Harry, Ron, Neville, and Instructor Huntson
remained, considering them with undisguised interest. Harry was the last
to sign the form. With a trembling hand, he put down the small raven
quill that had been made available to candidates and went to join his
friends.

Finally, as one man, Harry, Ron, and Neville plunged into the passage
which closed immediately behind them.

"By Merlin's beard, we can't see a thing in here!" came Ron's voice.
"Ouch! Who stepped on my foot?" replied Neville's.
"Shh! Lumos!" whispered Harry.

Harry's wand illuminated the surroundings, revealing the silhouettes of
Ron and Neville standing close by. The rest, floor included, was pitch



black. The light projected by his wand diminished rapidly however, and all

three found themselves plunged into darkness again.

"This test is off to a great start,” commented Ron. "'So how did it go
boys? Oh great listen, only trouble is we couldn't find the room where the
first task was held. Apart from that, easy." Er... guys?”

"Yes, I'm here!" said Neville.

"Me too," replied Harry. "Lumos Maxima!"

The phenomenon that had just occurred repeated itself. For a moment
Ron and Neville were clearly visible and, a few seconds later, darkness had
taken over again.

"For now we'd better stick together. Hold on to me," suggested Harry.

But this time, no answer came back to him. Harry shouted to his friends
in vain. Ron and Neville had vanished for good.

Left to his own devices, Harry undertook to head straight ahead in the
hope of finding a wall he could then follow. Right hand firmly gripping his
wand, left hand held out to prevent any potential collision, Harry set off.

Harry walked like this for a time that seemed an eternity but no obstacle
barred his way. He was beginning to lose hope when a faint glow appeared
on the horizon, like a lone star lost in the void of space. Harry soon
noticed the light source gaining intensity as he progressed in its direction.
Impatient, he broke into a run. Restrained at first, then finally with all the
energy at his disposal. It was out of the question to let this glimmer of

hope slip through his fingers.

Breathless, massaging himself to silence the throbbing pain of a stitch,
Harry finally reached the famous light source and found himself facing a
most unexpected scene.

Planted in the middle of nowhere, an old Victorian streetlamp
illuminated a sumptuous ebony desk in front of which was positioned a
Chesterfield armchair with coppery reflections. A stack of parchments,
accompanied by an eagle quill and an inkwell, rested on the work surface.
Finally, hanging a few yards directly above the armchair, held by two
chains with rusty links, was suspended the blade of a massive guillotine.

"Accio parchment!" tried Harry.

Nothing happened. Harry tried a multitude of spells that might have
allowed him to discover the contents of the scrolls without risking himself
under the impressive blade, without success... The rules of the game were



set, it seemed, and he clearly would have no choice but to accept them if
he intended to continue the exam.

Observing a thousand precautions, Harry took a seat in the luxurious
leather armchair. Barely had he sat down when the desk facing him moved
closer until it slammed brutally against him. Breath half knocked out of
him, Harry understood it was now useless to hope to leave the place.
Resigned, he grabbed the eagle quill and turned over the top parchment of
the stack, thus revealing the multiple-choice questionnaire Huntson had
spoken of during the preparatory phase.

The meagre relief Harry might have felt moments earlier as he extracted
himself from the darkness was short-lived. He had just begun to leaf
through the stack of parchments, eager to measure the extent of the work
required, when a strange metallic clinking rang out somewhere above him.
Instinctively, he looked up and discovered with horror that the guillotine
hanging over him had started to swing. Worse still, the blade seemed to be
losing altitude with each of its comings and goings...

Having not a second to lose, Harry got back to his questionnaire,
striving not to pay too much attention to the incessant noise of the
swinging.

At first glance, the majority of the questions would require deep
thought. Harry remembered the instructor had mentioned a duration of
twenty minutes for this phase of the exam. He related this value to the
number of questions he had just counted and obtained... thirty seconds.

He therefore had on average only half a minute to deal with each point of
the questionnaire.

Reviewing his estimates, Harry had the unpleasant surprise of noting
that many statements were so long it seemed impossible to assimilate their
content in less than a minute. How was he supposed to manage? Did he
have to resort to a specific spell? No, that was unlikely. The fact that no
spell had worked so far could not be a coincidence. But then how? Getting
through all these questions in so little time was simply a miracle! There
must be a mistake somewhere. Unless it was enough to answer as many
questions as possible? Or reach a certain score? And then damn it! Harry
told himself internally. Dithering like this, the point of no return would be
reached before he had even started filling in his parchments. The time had
come to act.

Thus, Harry chose to deal with the short questions first. The rest would
wait...



"What is the name of the Dark Magic spell causing devastating flames
capable of taking the appearance of mythological monsters?" read Harry at
full speed. Caught in his memories, he saw himself back in the Room of
Requirement at Hogwarts, chased by a gigantic inferno that had
momentarily taken the form of a snake. A few days later, Hermione had
explained to him what spell it was. What had she said then? Fire... Old
Fire... Old Firewhisky? No, no and no! It was... Fire... Fiendfyre! Harry
hastened to tick the corresponding box to throw himself on the next
question.

Answers followed one another like this, and Harry didn't need to look at
his watch to feel he had caught up. Now, astonishing as it might seem, he
saw himself well enough on track to finish a little early. Brain boiling,
Harry stopped for a short break. He took the opportunity to try and find a
position that was a little more accommodating, as far as possible given the
pressure the desk continued to exert on his hip.

Shoulders sunk into the soft and enveloping backrest of the Chesterfield,
his questionnaire in a more than decent state of progress, Harry finally
managed to relax a little. He was going to make it, he was almost there.
Carried away by comfort, he felt as if gently pulled out of himself. He then
projected himself, leaving the exam triumphant, adulated by his peers, the
Minister for Magic rushing at him to shake the hand of the best candidate
the Auror Office had seen in a century, then...

Whooooooooosh... Shooooooooooooom...

Harry jumped and a lock of black hair tickled his nose before landing on
his wizard robes. He didn't take long to understand what had just
happened. He had dozed off in the strange armchair and half a dozen
precious minutes had taken the opportunity to fly away. Now, the
guillotine was swinging so low Harry had to press himself against the desk
not to end up sliced on the next pass.

Eyes now glued to the parchment, Harry resolved to resume the
questions he had foolishly left pending: "You find yourself thrown into an
inferno by your opponent, your clothes catch fire and a biting burning
sensation seizes you, what do you do?"

Shoooooooooooof... Whoooooooooooosh...

"You are in a bar, pretending to have a drink to obtain certain
information from a dubious individual as part of an infiltration mission.
Barely have you finished your drink when your throat tightens..."



SHOOQOo0000000000sh... SHOOOOOOOo000000005h...

"...you are suffocating, your vision is already blurring. Among the
remedies proposed below, which do you choose to ingest first?"

WHOOOOOOOOSH... WHOOOOOOOOOOSH...

Unable to resist any longer, Harry took his eyes off the questionnaire for
a fraction of a second... It was too late, he couldn't extract himself from
the armchair, he was completely trapped and the blade had already begun
its descent, swooping on him hissing like a metallic snake pouncing on its
prey. For a brief moment its sharp edge glinted in the tepid light of the
lamp post. It's over, realised Harry.

"At least it shouldn't hurt too much," he thought aloud.
SCHLACK!

Harry felt himself spinning and falling in slow motion. He could see the
guillotine pass one last time as it began a new pass and shredded the seat
holding him prisoner.

At the last moment, Harry thought he heard his mother Lily's voice.
"The answer is a Bezoar, you know that, my darling," he had perceived in a
soothing whisper. Blindly, Harry had scribbled a cross where the
corresponding box was supposed to be on his parchment. The desk had
then withdrawn so brutally Harry had lost his balance. But instead of
crashing violently to the ground, he had continued his course through a
trapdoor he hadn't noticed upon arrival, so obsessed had he been with the
impressive guillotine and his haste to start the exam...

Harry ended his fall headfirst to land in a sort of pipe. At least that's
what he thought for the same oppressive darkness reigned around him as
when he had started the test alongside his friends. The only thing he was
certain of now was that he felt himself falling ever lower, carried by his
own weight and sliding in contact with an icy liquid.

Gradually, Harry must have gathered speed for he found himself thrown
several times against the walls of the tube like a luge lost out of control
during a bobsleigh event. He was soon speeding so fast he had to press his
hands against his nose to protect himself from the splashes choking him
while lacerating his skin. Finally, without warning, physical contact with
the pipe ceased. A new fall began... to end moments later with a great

SPLASH!



A terrible cold seized Harry, so much so that he screamed in pain. His
complaint was limited however to a sort of shrill vibration accompanied by
a consequent volume of air bubbles. He had just fallen into a large, dark,
icy pool. Disoriented, Harry struggled in a sort of fight against himself;
before even thinking of finding the surface, he had to regain control of his
body and muscles paralysed by the cold. No sooner had he managed it
than he launched himself blindly into the oppressive void.

To his great dismay, the only surface he managed to reach proved soft
and unpleasantly slimy. In his confusion, Harry had likely not followed the
right direction. The darkness surrounding him remained impenetrable and
he still had no clue as to the direction to follow. Lost and on the verge of
suffocating, Harry felt panic overtaking him. For a moment he thought of
saying the words "I give up" but changed his mind almost immediately.
Clearly, no one would hear his cries of distress from the bottom of the
pool. He had to find something else, and fast.

During the second task of the Triwizard Tournament, which had been
held exclusively under the surface of the Hogwarts lake, some candidates
had cleverly used the Bubble-Head Charm to manage to breathe
underwater. Harry had indeed revised the spell with Ron and Hermione a
week before, but he didn't know if he would be capable of casting it
without pronouncing the incantation aloud. Indeed, non-verbal spells
required an advanced level of magic, or even more, depending on the
complexity of the desired enchantment. Another problem that might arise,
one generally cast the Bubble-Head Charm in the open air, in other words
before finding oneself with one's head submerged.

Harry tried to apply the method Hermione had taught him. He strove to
relax, listen to his senses, and forget the other signals his brain was
transmitting to focus on his objective.

"Aer bulla!" he thought as soon as he felt ready.

Harry waited a short moment but nothing happened. At most, he had
managed to inflict a violent migraine on himself adding to the long list of
ailments already plaguing him.

"Aer bulla," he persisted then. "Aer bulla!"
Nothing.

Harry had the vague impression of drifting away, detaching from his
own body. His air reserves were exhausted; he probably had only one last



attempt before losing consciousness and sinking into the depths of the

pool.
"Aer bulla... Aer bulla! Aer bulla"

Running out of oxygen, Harry felt the little energy remaining abandon
him. It was a bit as if the few strengths he still had were being sucked out
of him, diluting on contact with the surrounding liquid to vanish into the
freezing darkness. Like a puppet whose strings had been cut, Harry drifted
slowly towards the abyss. In a final moment of consciousness, he could feel
the gentle caress of Death on his face. She embraced him tenderly then, her
grip assured, her embrace tightened suddenly. She contemplated him then
with her beautiful hazel eyes before offering him a final smile speckled with
freckles and finally placed her lips on his...

Harry felt a sort of electric shock.

"Aer bulla!" he pronounced immediately internally, while describing a
circle with the tip of his wand at the cost of inestimable effort.

After a few seconds, Harry had the strange impression the water had
started to quiver. The sensation was pleasant and tickled slightly. In reality,
a multitude of small bubbles had materialised before starting to fizz all
around his face. The next moment, a comforting sensation of dryness
spread from his lips to his nose before rising to his ears.

Harry opened his mouth wide and sucked in all the air he could find.
He had done it; he could breathe again.

Although he burned to know a little more about the strange
phenomenon that had just saved him, Harry put his questions off until
later. A milestone had been passed but salvation was not guaranteed for all
that. He was still lost, buried under several feet of water, at the mercy of a
glacial cold piercing him from all sides.

Harry hastened to chase away the darkness surrounding him with a new
spell. To his great relief, and contrary to what he had experienced during
the first part of the exam, the beam of light he shot from his wand held. As
soon as his vision had adapted to the new lighting conditions, he scanned
the surroundings in search of an escape. Judging by the silvery reflections
rippling somewhere in the distance to his left, he had swum in the wrong
direction just after his fall, moving even further from his goal.

Full of newfound hope, he pushed off the spongy surface into which he
had inadvertently sunk a moment earlier and launched himself. But barely
had he begun his ascent when a huge orange eye, split by a pupil at least a



yard long, opened facing him... He had just woken a gigantic underwater
monster.

Having had enough opportunities to judge the dangerousness of the
trials, Harry left nothing to chance. He spontaneously extended the arm
holding his wand towards the eye and, with a discharge, dealt the most
powerful Conjunctivitis Curse he knew. The entire pool began to shake as
the spell hit its target, diffusing a terrible scream in the air bubble
encompassing Harry's head. Twice he narrowly missed being snatched by
tentacles that seemed to emerge from nowhere then, after swimming as
vigorously as he could, he finally managed to extract himself from the
pool.

"Sorry, Hagrid... You would have known how to handle that thing,"
coughed Harry, getting up painfully.

It took him several minutes to recover from his emotions. The peaceful
summer he had spent with the Weasleys must have softened him a bit. For
better or worse, he had almost forgotten what it felt like to risk his life at
every turn. His clothes dried with a flick of his wand, Harry hurried to
continue his way by rushing into the long rocky tunnel presenting itself to
him. He felt exhausted and dreamed of only one thing: getting out of this
hell as quickly as possible.

Hard to say how long he walked then, for his watch, which he had
managed to repair with Ginny a few weeks earlier, seemed to have taken
one bad knock too many. Harry therefore let himself go along the winding
tunnel wondering what other surprise could possibly await him. As he
wandered, the shadows projected by his wand light did not fail to stimulate
his imagination, and he jumped on his own more than once.

A little later, Harry had just stumbled against the start of a stalagmite
when something burning passed by grazing his cheek. He had only a
fraction of a second after raising his head to understand a new orange flash
threatened him. Harry dived instinctively to the ground and fired back,
hoping to buy himself the little respite necessary to establish a plan.
However, judging by the cry and thud that followed, his covering fire had
hit the mark.

Head hunched in his shoulders, wand raised, ready to sweep aside any
further attack, he pushed further into the tunnel. A vaguely familiar
silhouette gradually took shape as he progressed. There was soon another
flash but Harry deflected it as easily as if it had been a dart. A Disarming
Charm later and the fight was over for good.



"Don't hurt me, I surrender!" pleaded a voice recognisable among all.

"Ron? Is that you?" exclaimed Harry. "What are you doing here? You
gave me one hell of a fright!"

"I didn't mean any harm! I... I-I must have got lost!" cried Ron, prey to
panic fear.

As if he didn't recognise Harry, he raised his hands in surrender and

added:
"It's... it's a real maze, this place!"

"You said it! And the exit isn't on my side," replied Harry. "Unless you
want to take on a giant squid, or something like that!"

Unable to resist any longer, he burst out laughing with relief.

"With hindsight, I'm ready to bet it was Hagrid who lent them that
monster!" he added gaily.

"Hagrid?"
"Well yes, Hagrid... Anyway, Ron... Are you sure you're okay?"

"I don't know... I banged my head against a rock because of your spell,"
retorted Ron, a glint of reproach in his eyes.

"Sorry... but at the same time, you shot first. By the way, what was that
spell?" he added. "I'd never seen you do that before. Don't tell me
Hermione taught you on the sly!"

"My head really hurts... we'll discuss it later.”

Ron looked so upset Harry didn't insist. Instead, he helped him up with
a big smile, far too happy not to have to face the remaining trials alone
anymore. Although still a little shaky, Ron declared himself sufficiently
recovered and the two friends resumed their route in search of the coveted
exit.

They didn't take long to find new challenges worthy of them... The
maze of tunnels led Harry and Ron to face the largest Troll they had ever
met. And that was before finding themselves facing a horde of Dementors
floating macabrely above a vast frozen lake. Each time, Harry managed to
save the situation just in time. First by turning the Troll's big club against
him using the very handy Levitation Charm Wingardium Leviosa, as he had
learned in his first year at Hogwarts, then by chasing the Dementors with a
Patronus that would have made Professor Lupin proud.



For his part, Ron still seemed to be in shock and showed excessive
imprudence. He had even nearly precipitated Harry into the lake by
triggering a spell inadvertently, in the middle of the fight against the
Dementors. To top it all off, Ron had developed an unfortunate tendency
to lag behind. Doing so, he muttered incomprehensible words he forgot as
soon as Harry asked him to repeat. His behaviour was becoming
increasingly worrying, and Harry almost came to regret their paths had
crossed. Lucky as they might have been so far, nothing said their lucky star
would still shine when the next danger manifested.

"Ron! Come on, snap out of it mate," lectured Harry impatiently.
"We're almost there, look!"

They had just tumbled into a vast room fitted with a fireplace occupying
almost the entire back wall. An emerald-hued brazier crackled there,
reflecting on the impeccably polished sea-green marble slabs lining the
place, from floor to ceiling. As if to attract their attention, a golden plaque
had started to sparkle right above the hearth after their entry.

"Towards the Room of the... Admitted," read Harry aloud, his excitement
growing as he deciphered the sign.

Eager to be done with the trial, its maze and its innumerable pitfalls, he
rushed towards the exit.

"Hurry up, Ron! That's it, it's over, we did it!" he threw over his

shoulder.

But the steps of Ron, supposed to be following him, were never heard.
Instead, a lugubrious laugh soon burst out before echoing through the
room.

"I doubt it strongly... Potter," said a strange voice.

Harry didn't have time to turn around. Something hit him right
between the shoulder blades and he was thrown into the air before crashing
painfully a few yards away.

Winded, head about to explode, he rushed for his wand and spun
around. Myriads of stars danced in his field of vision and he only had time
to glimpse Ron's silhouette, a menacing arm outstretched in his direction,
before being hit full force by an orange flash. A blinding pain seized Harry.
His insides had caught fire, every nerve running through his body had
become an incandescent metal wire.



"Earlier, you were so keen to know what spell you had just narrowly
escaped,” said Ron, whose voice seemed to be changing. "I was dying to
demonstrate it to you, you can imagine. But I preferred to wait, to study
you a little..."

Harry was traversed by a new wave of suffering and Ron resumed:

"I thought the following trials would get the better of you, and I
congratulated myself on having taken a front-row seat to witness your
failure. But you did everything to deprive me of that pleasure... And when
I saw we were reaching the end of the session, I understood I had to take
matters into my own hands... The spell to which you are currently
subjected comes from a very ancient form of Dark Magic. You will not fail
to find similarities with the Cruciatus Curse, if you have ever tasted it. It is
a little less powerful, admittedly, but it has a great advantage... It has been
forgotten for ages, and is not among the Unforgivable Curses."

The torture ceased with the end of the monologue. As he tried to catch
his breath, Harry heard the sharp sound of approaching footsteps. A
menacing shadow soon spread over his face.

"You!" gasped Harry.

"I thought I warned you, Potter. Yes, it is I... John Dawlish,
Transfiguration specialist on behalf of the Auror Office. Obviously, despite
my facilities, it still took me some time to reach such a perfect degree of
imitation of your crony, young Weasley. The hardest part wasn't taking his
appearance but rather transcribing his retarded behaviour. The poor boy...

he must have already given up by now, or succumbed, it wouldn't surprise
me much."

A gleam of infinite satisfaction shone in Dawlish's eyes. It looked like he
had planned and waited for this moment for days.

"For here is the world you gave us... A world in which devoted Ministry
employees such as dear Dolores Umbridge find themselves incarcerated,
while young whippersnappers like you forget their place, and go so far as
to apply to become Aurors... when they haven't obtained a single N.E.W.T.!
But no matter... While I live, order and respect for essential values will
endure. Do you have one last thing to say, before we end this?"

Through fumbling, Harry had managed to get his fingers on his wand.
His opponent left him no chance, however. With a quick gesture, Dawlish



conjured a strange ghostly rope that wrapped around his prey's throat. Air
became increasingly scarce and Harry soon suffocated, strangled.

" be a good sport, Potter. Admit defeat and you can leave here without
significant damage. Resist, and you are good to join your beloved parents,
your uncle Sirius, good old Dumbledore... I will know how to make it look
like an accident, trust me."

Harry wasn't listening anymore. One way or another, it was out of the
question he yielded. He would have preferred to disappear, or never to
have existed. Tears of rage blurred his vision as the rope slowly dug into his

flesh.

"ABDICATE, POTTER!" barked Dawlish, spluttering like a rabid dog. "I
am saving you from a career in which your incompetence would cover you
with shame as well as this office, you should thank me for it!"

Harry moved his lips without managing to emit any sound.

"Yes? That's it, come to your senses? Good boy..." sneered Dawlish,
loosening the grip of the rope with a sharp movement of his wand.

"I gi...ve..." choked Harry.

"That's it... a little more effort."

Like a conductor, Dawlish was now waving his arms, beating time.
"Let's resume," he said gently: "'I gi... I give..."?"

"I gi...ve... up...

Dawlish burst into cold laughter and immediately vanished the rope
with a snap of his fingers. Stretched out on the floor, Harry contorted
coughing, hands pressed to his throat.

"... never..." could then be heard in a barely perceptible whisper.

The Auror turned around, the mark of a terrible doubt printed on his
face.

"I beg your pardon?" he barely had time to be surprised.
"STUPEFY!" retorted Harry with all the strength of his lungs.

Like a rocket, Dawlish crossed the room from one end to the other
without even touching the floor. His flight ended only once the back wall
was reached, a wall against which he crashed so violently the marble
covering it cracked.



"I said: 'I give up never.'," repeated Harry distinctly, his magic wand still
pointed firmly at his opponent's inanimate body.



7. THE NEW CHIEF

Dawlish appeared to have taken a nasty knock to the head. Admittedly,
Harry hadn’t exactly held back. Despite his resentment, he hadn’t expected
to unleash such force with his final spell. It had all happened so fast, so
easily... It was almost disquieting, for the source of this sudden power
stemmed from anything but serenity. It seemed to have a different origin
entirely—something darker, almost monstrous.

For a fleeting moment, Harry wondered if the Dark Lord had sown
other seeds within him, similar to his dreadful Horcruxes. No, that was
reasonably impossible. Voldemort had been defeated, consumed forever
before his very eyes...

Trembling from the adrenaline still coursing through his veins, Harry
hesitated to bring Dawlish’s body along with him. It wasn’t his habit to
turn his back on someone in distress, but in this instance, it was someone
who had caused him so much grief that he arguably deserved no better. His
decision made, he stepped alone into the emerald flames of the fireplace.
The image of the small room and Dawlish’s lifeless body began to spin
dizzily away.

Harry took a few moments to recover from the disorientating lurch of
the Floo Network. He had landed on a magnificent oriental rug in what
appeared to be a grand office. The walls were plastered with notes and
maps of all kinds, upon which various routes traced in red ink were
animating themselves. Nearby, an immense window diffused a pale, silvery
light that was undoubtedly magical in origin, given that Auror
Headquarters had always been buried deep underground.

"Anyone there?" Harry called out.

"They shouldn’t be long. Patience, lad. And congratulations on your
success, though it only half surprises me..." replied a cavernous voice
coming from a portrait hanging at the far end, in the opposite corner of
the room.

Curious to know who was addressing him, Harry crossed the office,
which was bristling with instruments likely designed to detect Dark Magic.



It was only after navigating around a peculiar stone table—upon which sat
a Sneakoscope that rivalled the pocket model Ron had given him in second
year—that he discovered the painting in question.

"Alastor Moody!" Harry exclaimed, staring at a startlingly lifelike
painting of the legendary Auror. "You had a portrait done before you left
us? I didn’t know!"

"Bah! Not my idea, I'd never have wanted it! 'm not one of those who
stubbornly insist on leaving a trace of themselves after they’re gone..."

"What are you doing here, then?"

"That rogue Kingsley snapped the picture. A blasted photo that served as
the model for this abominable portrait. He caught me by surprise! And to
top it all off, he felt the need to inflict his company on me by having me
hung in his office! You see, Potter, one can try their best to maintain
Constant Vigilance..."

"Oh, you have to understand him. This portrait is an aesthetic marvel in
every respect,” Harry replied mockingly, striking a pose of faux approval.

Moody merely responded with a grimace that highlighted his
innumerable scars even further. Truth be told, associating a painting of
Mad-Eye Moody with any form of visual aesthetic was the very definition
of an antithesis: his face alone resembled a knight’s shield that had seen a
thousand years of battlefields.

"But what in the name of a dragon are they doing? How much are you
willing to wager I'll find them sitting somewhere, calmly sipping pumpkin

juice?" grumbled Moody. "Just a moment, lad, 'm going to wake up this
office full of Flobberworms!"

Mad-Eye vanished from his frame, but the metallic clanking of his limp
lingered for a moment, as if he were walking somewhere between the floor
and the ceiling.

Alone in the room for good now, Harry’s attention was drawn to one of
the large sheets of yellowed parchment stretched across the adjacent wall. It
was a geographical map, scattered with memos and scribbles, some of
which evoked the shape of a question mark. Harry noticed that a pair of
photographs had been affixed along the mountain range labelled
"Carpathian Transylvania". The two men depicted in them appeared to be
asleep. Their pale complexions, sombre expressions, and the purplish bags
under their closed eyelids suggested a state bordering on exhaustion. There
was also something familiar about the structure of their faces. Perhaps it



was the line of their lips—thin; so thin one might have thought them non-
existent. Features Harry had seen somewhere before...

Nose pressed against the parchment, eyes narrowed, Harry found his
answer in a tiny handwritten legend:

— Rodolphus & Rabastan Lestrange — — Death Eaters — — Exercise extreme
caution, terribly dangerous. — — Rabastan: specialist in torture. — — Rodolphus:
specialist in curses of Death and destruction. —

"So that was it... Brothers of that awful Bellatrix... Distant cousins of
Sirius," Harry murmured. "Let’s hope they get their hands on them soon."

As he straightened up with a sigh, the eyes of the figures in the photos
snapped open. The one who must have been Rabastan fixed him with a
glacial, penetrating stare, while the other slowly slid a thumb across his
throat.

"Ah, there we are! Our first recruit has arrived!" said Instructor
Huntson’s voice behind Harry, making him jump.

"Moody seems to be in a good mood today," remarked Kingsley, who
was seconding the instructor, a broad smile on his lips. "He only called us
dragon dung before announcing your arrival. Usually, the nicknames he
bestows upon us are far less flattering."

Both relieved and a little ashamed, Harry didn’t dare broach the subject
of the Lestrange brothers. After all, he wasn’t supposed to be snooping in
the Department Head’s business. The rest of the event proceeded quietly,
with the other candidates trickling in over the next hour and a half. Ron
and Neville arrived fourth and sixth out of seven, respectively. One with
his clothes half-burnt and great smears of soot on his face, the other
covered from head to toe in a viscous substance emitting a foul odour.

"I... I was swallowed by some sort of giant slug,” Neville clarified, as if
to justify himself.

For his part, Ron explained that he'd had to sneak behind a Chinese

Fireball before inadvertently tripping over one of its eggs.

"I don’t know how Charlie spends his days with beasts like that," Ron
added, shaking his head. "One wrong move and you end up as a charred
snack!"

Excitement was at its peak in the admission room, and everyone
exploded with joy upon learning that, despite their failure, none of the
three missing candidates had suffered overly serious injuries during the



trials. This announcement reminded Harry that Dawlish was still knocked
out somewhere in one of the many dungeons he had traversed. He took
advantage of one of the rare moments when Kingsley Shacklebolt was
available to break the news to him.

"Ah! He tried to pull the 'Big Bad Villain' act on you? That’s a classic of
his!" said Kingsley, after Harry had reported the curious behaviour he had
confronted. "It was play-acting, Harry, nothing to worry about. Anyway,
I'd best send someone to fetch him straight away..."

Harry found it hard to understand how one could claim to be playing
the villain whilst resorting to a near-unforgivable curse, but he didn’t press
the point. Dawlish had received a good thrashing that would likely calm
him down for a while. Better to consider the matter closed and savour the
moment; he was longing to finally return to the Burrow with Ron to
announce the good news of their triumph.

Neville was in the middle of recounting how he had managed to extract
himself from the slimy belly of the monster that had engulfed him by
tickling its insides, when Instructor Huntson made a piece of parchment
appear under everyone’s nose.

"Auror Apprentice Contracts! You saw what happened during the exam?
What awaits you will assuredly be even tougher. It is up to you to decide if
you feel up to signing!" he announced to the candidates, as if the prospect
of new challenges would stimulate them.

For a brief moment, Harry let himself go, thoughtfully stroking the
parchment with his fingertips. If he had known, all those years ago, that he
would travel this far when a giant with a shaggy beard had burst into his
life to tell him he belonged to the wizarding world, what would he have
thought? Would he have had the courage then to embark on this new
existence, so full of peril?

Harry managed, somehow or other, to dip his quill into an inkwell that
was hovering past and signed with immense pride. The parchment
vanished in a shower of multicoloured sparks, through which Instructor
Huntson’s outstretched hand soon passed, quickly joined by Kingsley’s, and
then those of the other signatories surrounding him.

"Bravo! Well done to you all!" exclaimed Kingsley with open arms. "We
are finished here, and you may now return home to savour your success

properly.”



"Letters will reach you by the end of August to inform you of what
comes next!" Huntson intervened at the last minute, as the room was
already plunged into the bustle of departure. "Each of you must be ready
to commence your mission on September the first! Until then, rest, and
pre-pare yourselves!"

Harry, Ron, and Neville didn’t need telling twice. They traversed a long
corridor lined with wanted posters of Dark Wizards, each with a face more
disturbing than the last, and hopped into the first lift likely to take them
back to the Atrium. As the cabin ascended, several Ministry employees cast
exasperated glances in the direction of Neville, who still hadn’t found a way
to rid himself of the putrid jelly coating him.

Too eager to leave the premises, the group cut through the crowd in the
hall at a run. The task proved much easier than on the way in; Harry and
Ron having taken care to strategically position Neville at the front of the
procession, to take advantage of his exceptional and temporary repelling
capabilities.

"Blimey, that worked surprisingly well! Did you see their faces?" the
latter said with admiration after reaching the fireplaces where visitors were
appearing and disappearing.

"Yeah! Great job, Neville," replied Ron, struggling to recover from a fit

of giggles. "I won’t shake your hand, though, no offence. Come see us at
the Burrow if you have time!"

And Ron vanished, spinning away in a burst of deep green flames.

"See you soon," Harry said in turn with a wave of farewell. "And watch

out, looks like you grabbed the wrong handkerchief..."

Harry began to spin very fast, and his view of Neville, who was trying as
best he could to wipe himself down with a pair of pink knickers, faded
away at the same instant.

No sooner had he appeared, and before he'd even had time to gather his
wits, than someone pulled Harry forward to hug him tightly. He didn’t
need to open his eyes to know who he was dealing with. That subtle scent
of strawberries and bergamot could only be Ginny’s.

"You did it!" she said, tightening her embrace.

"Surprised?" Harry simply replied with a smile that could probably have
secured him a podium finish in a Witch Weekly contest.



Over Ginny’s shoulder, Harry could see Ron being half-suffocated by his
mother, who was weeping hot tears under Hermione’s perplexed gaze.

"My boy! My little boy! An Apprentice Auror, oh, I am so proud of you!"
sobbed Mrs Weasley.

"Mum! The little boy has grown a bit since then," retorted Ron, his eyes
a little brighter than usual.

No doubt alerted by his mother, George hadn’t taken long to Apparate
and had hastened to release the small winged ball, similar to a Golden
Snitch, which was struggling in the palm of his hand. Freed, the object
began to spread a mess of confetti throughout the room whilst cheerfully
whistling something that sounded like "We Are the Champions'.

"Great atmosphere in here, looks like I've arrived just in time. Well
done, Big Nose, I always knew youd end up like Percy! I even bet ten
Galleons with Fred... That’s right, laugh, you rascal, you'll pay me back,"
George added, as if communicating with a spirit lodged in the ceiling.

Shortly afterwards, Mr Weasley and Percy appeared in the fireplace in
turn. The festivities could begin as soon as the little ball deemed they had
both received enough confetti on their heads. Surprisingly, it spent much
more time hovering over Percy, which seemed to delight George.

Once again, Mrs Weasley had outdone herself in the kitchen. Her
husband, meanwhile, decided to celebrate the event by opening a
prestigious bottle of French wine that the Ministry had gifted him for
services rendered.

"Mare-salt Charm-z Prem-yay Crew, doesn’t look too bad!" he said after
popping the cork with a flick of his wand.

Stomach full of good food and with a day that couldn’t have been fuller
behind him, Harry realised with astonishment that he had totally forgotten
an event that was taking place that very day and which concerned him
directly. It was Ginny who reminded him shortly before midnight, sliding
a small red and gold package towards his plate.

"Happy Birthday! It’s from everyone. Neville, Luna, Seamus, and Dean
pitched in too."

Somewhat intimidated, Harry unwrapped his gift and discovered one of
the most fabulous presents he had ever been given. It was a watch. The
object was of such refinement and elegance that it would have been enough
to delight anyone. However, what gave it such value in Harry’s eyes lay



elsewhere. It was the very first time that so many people he loved had
concerted to give him something. And for Harry, who had been raised to
believe he deserved nothing better than ignorance and contempt, there was
nothing more beautiful.

Only one detail troubled him.

"I... It’'s truly wonderful, thank you so much, but... what about last
year’s watch? The one that belonged to your brother, Mrs Weasley..."

"The one you and Ginny tried to repair I don’t know how many times
over the summer, Harry dear? It’s had its day, you know. And as you so
rightly pointed out, it belonged to someone else."

"It doesn’t matter to me that it belonged to someone else."

"Harry, I think you should just accept it," Hermione suggested calmly.
"l searched all over Europe for a Wizard Specialising in Temporal Magic
capable of repairing your watch, and I didn’t find one. I even received a
very kind owl from a Swiss watchmaker I'd contacted. He said your model
had been subjected to spells dating from another era, and that the risk of
damaging what was left of it was greater than restoring it."

"But!"
"But nothing, mate," interrupted Ron, placing a hand on his shoulder.
As his eyes misted over, Harry finally accepted.

A scant half-hour later, noting that fatigue was beginning to weigh on
everyone’s eyelids—and with good reason—Molly Weasley announced
curfew. His new watch on his wrist, his hand in Ginny’s, his friends in his
heart, Harry went up to bed.

The few days that followed the trials were filled with accounts of Harry
and Ron’s adventures. Not half an hour went by without one or the other
recounting the details of a scene that had suddenly come back to them.
Apparently, both had experienced a fairly similar start to the exam. Ron,
too, had nearly fallen asleep in the luxurious Chesterfield armchair, and
Hermione had wondered if the object hadn’t been subjected to a powerful
Sleeping Charm.

"I can’t remember where I read the other day that a salesman got into
trouble after setting up a whole range of bedding items with enchantments
of that style. The principle was sound, but the execution left something to

be desired."



"How do you mean? Who could possibly complain about falling asleep

in their bed?" asked Ron, shaking his head in disbelief.

Hermione had then replied that the problem lay in the fact that the
users of these enchanted beds never managed to extract themselves in time,
leading them inevitably to arrive late, or even to miss all their
appointments.

"That’s what happens when you have poor mastery of conditional
charms," she added with a superior air. "It’s a very advanced form of magic,
mind you; we don’t see them until seventh year."

But far too relieved to be done with their school life, particularly with all
the lessons and subsequent exams, Harry and Ron had immediately
launched back into their retrospective.

"I got the sort of infernal slide after the theory phase too, but it dumped
me into a kind of nest full of Hippogriffs," Ron explained before shivering.
"Lucky Hagrid taught us some manners in third year!"

As the days and episodes followed one another, Harry had been struck to
note that, although Ron had had to deal with all sorts of extremely
dangerous creatures during his course, dragon included, he hadn’,
however, been subjected to the final head-to-head duel with a bellicose
Auror.

"Oh, you know, hard to say what must have been most terrible," said
Ron after Harry had detailed his confrontation with Dawlish. "The dragon
gave me a hard time too!"

"That’s not what I'm saying!" sighed Harry. "I just find it surprising that
Dawlish went after me to that extent all day long, that’s all!”

"Harry, if Kingsley told you Dawlish was acting, and even if I admit he
went a bit strong, I think we can trust him," intervened Hermione. "You've
always had a vision, let’s say... a bit pessimistic in these sorts of situations."

Harry found it hard to believe his ears; it was as if all those years
growing up together had taught them nothing. As far as he knew, his
intuitions, good or bad, had very often proved well-founded. And it wasn’t
his fault if fate tended to hound him so.

"Right, it’s me again, taking pleasure in torturing myself with stuff that
will never happen,” he had concluded dryly.

Then, not leaving them time to reply, Harry had hurried out of the
room to go find Ginny, who was training for Quidditch behind the house.



Ginny was still struggling to accept the decision she had taken to finish
her studies first—that is to say, before devoting herself to her playing
career. The recent interview she'd had with Gwenog Jones, the Captain of
the Holyhead Harpies whom she admired so much, hadn’t helped matters.
When Ginny had informed her of her decision, the Captain hadn’t
hesitated to tell her that the position she coveted wouldn’t remain open
forever, and that she was wasting a "truly unique opportunity”. Ginny
hadn’t been fazed, retorting that she would train relentlessly at Quidditch
during her seventh year of studies to be able to present an even higher level
of play upon her return, and that she would be ready to seek that "unique
opportunity” at another club if left with no other choice.

Since then, she had received no further news from Gwenog Jones.

That said, and despite a few clashes inherent to communal living, the
inhabitants of the Burrow were doing wonderfully. One morning in mid-
August, Harry, who had woken up much earlier than usual, had gone down
alone to the dining room where he had witnessed a most surprising
spectacle. A rictus of fury stamped on his face, Percy had appeared without
warning in the fireplace, dressed in an old, lace-trimmed grandmother’s
dress and plush slippers in the shape of canaries that squeaked with his
every step. Obviously, a quick glance at the label on his clothes had
revealed the logo of the Weasley brothers’ joke shop.

"THAT IS THE LAST TIME GEORGE GOES NEAR MY WARDROBE!"
Percy had roared before rushing upstairs.

And barely had Harry had time to grab a piece of toast than Percy had
reappeared in a much more conventional outfit. When he addressed him a
few seconds later, he even displayed a tender look that was unlike him:

"Harry... 1 wanted once again to offer you my most sincere
congratulations on your entry into the higher spheres of the Ministry. You
know, now that we are colleagues, and it would probably be more... let’s
say... professionall to refrain from reporting this sort of anecdote at the
office."

One hand placed on his heart, the other fingers crossed behind his back,
Harry had improvised a most reassuring speech. Thus, faithful to his good
habits, Percy had departed, puffing out his chest like a rooster in a
farmyard. The next day, Harry, who had in the meantime told the whole
story to Ron, Hermione, and Ginny, provoking general hilarity, had finally
understood why Percy had appreciated George’s prank so little.



On the front page of the Daily Prophet, the headline read: "We Have
Our New Minister for Magic!". The illustration that followed a little
further down showed Kingsley Shacklebolt, waving, a radiant smile on his
face. Percy only appeared in the background. One could see him,
desperately craning his neck as if to ensure he would appear clearly in the
photo. Unfortunately for him, he must have lost his balance and stumbled
to the front of the stage before a flash suddenly triggered the disastrous
metamorphosis of his outfit. A metamorphosis that one could follow step-
by-step and which repeated, loop after loop, for pictures in the wizarding
world were almost always animated.

"Wow! That’s going to be hell of an advertisement for George, what a
genius marketing stroke!" exclaimed Ron with admiration.

"Kingsley looks rather amused by it too, look at his face," pointed out
Ginny.

Tears of laughter still filling his eyes, Harry launched into reading the
article.

He had barely scanned the first few lines when he received a shock...

The votes revealed late last night that our new Minister for Magic would be
none other than the one who was already occupying the position on an interim
basis, namely the illustrious Kingsley Shacklebolt. The man who was previously
at the head of the prestigious Auror Office, and whose recent actions preserved
us from a second reign of Terror by He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named, intends to
make his integrity a golden rule ar the Ministry, which he is preparing to
reform. He will shortly be replaced at his former post by the no less renowned

John Dawlish, an Auror who also possesses great experience in the fight against
the forces of Evil...

"What is this tissue of lies?" exploded Harry. "The only reputation
Dawlish has today is for ending every one of his missions completely out of
action because he got Stupefied!"

No one answered, and a silence heavy with meaning fell. Even the tiny
red chick, which had been chirping peacefully between Crookshanks’ ears
until then, stopped.

Harry felt stupid, cheated, abused. How could he have let himself
believe once again that this won battle would mark a turning point? Seeing
Kingsley become Minister was everything he wished for, but how could the
latter have let Dawlish access such an important position only hours after



receiving his new attributions? He, Kingsley, who seemed so upright and
clear-sighted?

"None of this makes any sense," sighed Harry, shaking his head. "Even I,
at eighteen, would make a better boss than Dawlish!"

"Reason enough to hang in there, Harry," replied Ron, raising a fist to
waist height. "And you’re not alone, we survived the exam, we'll survive
this too."

Try as everyone might to comfort him, Harry was unable to set aside his
apprehension during the weeks that followed. Not to mention the fact that
no post from the Auror Office had reached them since the exam, contrary
to what had been announced...

From Quidditch matches to chess games, from animated discussions
about the future awaiting them to strolling on the surrounding hills, time
passed. And without warning, the dawn of the first of September soon
loomed on the horizon. By mutual agreement, the two couples had decided
that the goodbyes would take place at the Burrow and not at King’s Cross
station, for the sake of privacy. Alas, Hermione had suddenly insisted on
the day itself on leaving a good hour early (no doubt linked to her recent
appointment as Head Girl of Hogwarts). In Harry’s eyes, this early
departure constituted a sort of crime of high treason. The situation being
tense enough, however, he had preferred to bite his tongue, and it was with
a heavy heart that he had kissed Ginny and hugged Hermione at the
moment of their departure.

As if the minutes had ticked by at the pace of seconds, the two young
women had finally disappeared into the inferno of the fireplace, not
without blowing them a final kiss from their fingertips. Harry and Ron
had then found themselves alone and completely disoriented in the dining
room. The little red chick must have sensed the unease inhabiting Harry,
for it did not take long to come and nestle against his neck. But even this
comforting presence failed to soothe him. Half-absent, he contented
himself with scratching the tiny fluffy head with his fingertips, his gaze lost
in the distance.

A good while passed before he became aware of the spectacle that was
taking place right before his eyes. Behind the window, in the garden, the
Garden Gnomes were wiggling and hopping in all directions, probably
celebrating the departure of the most formidable predator known to date:
Crookshanks, Hermione’s cat.



"What in Merlin’s name are they doing?" snapped Ron, as if a fly had
bitten him.

"Who?" asked Harry, still half-wandering in his thoughts.

"The Aurors, of course! The admin department, the post, I don’t know!
According to Huntson we were supposed to receive a parchment that..."

Ron’s grumbling was interrupted by a noise, a sort of dull thud coming
from one of the upper floors. Usually, neither he nor Harry would have
worried much if George or Crookshanks had been in the vicinity. The
feline could be a veritable walking storm all on his own. As for George, he
used every one of his visits to concoct explosive novelties on the sly in his
quarters. This time, however, there was supposed to be no one else but
Harry and Ron at the Burrow.

Still dressed in their pyjamas, they grabbed their wands and advanced
cautiously up the stairs. Arriving at the fourth floor, Harry noticed a sort
of almost imperceptible scratching that seemed to be coming from his
room. He signalled Ron to halt, and Ron prepared to push the door open
after taking a deep breath. Ready to face the danger, they rushed into the
opening in a flash.

However, they found only an untidy room, plunged into deep silence.

"What’s going on here?" asked Ron, frowning. "I definitely heard
something just now, I'm not mad!"

”Shh!"
The strange scratching had resumed discreetly.

Harry closed his eyes and turned in the room for a few moments before
heading towards the window where he finally discovered the source of the
strange phenomenon. It was neither a monster that had ended its run at
the Burrow by mistake, nor a Death Eater come to avenge the fall of his
peers. Two overweight owls, evidently at the end of their tether, were
stranded on the window ledge, on the other side of the glass.

Ron hurried to open it and the birds let themselves slide in. Limply, they
crashed onto the floorboards to form nothing more than a shapeless, inert
mass. Harry tried to stimulate the curious pile of feathers by shaking it
with the tip of his wand, without success. As if it had understood the
situation, the little red chick jumped from its perch (the collar of Harry’s
nightshirt) to come and trample the bellies of the arrivals in a festival of



cheeps. The operation proved more fruitful this time and, soon, the two
owls lazily held out a leg to present their message.

Harry and Ron hastened to unroll the scrolls of parchment upon which
the words 'Confidential — Auror Office' could be distinguished.

Heart pounding fit to burst, Harry read:
My Potter,
Please meet me before the gates of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and

Wizardry this Tuesday, September 1st at 6 p.m. to receive your mission

briefing. My schedule being very busy, I shall have but little time to grant you.
Any lateness, whatever the motive, will earn you a 'Dreadful’ as the grade for

your first task.
Regards, ]. Dawlish, Supervisor and Head of the Auror Office
Harry lifted his gaze from the letter to rest it on Ron.
"You too? Hogwarts, tonight, 6 p.m.? How does he expect us to arrive in
time warning us so late? The train is probably already preparing to leave
the platform," Ron replied, a panicked glint deep in his eyes.



8. ON THE RAILS

For a few days now, as the post delayed in arriving, Harry had sensed
that something was amiss. However, not knowing what sort of trick to
expect from their new superior, he had found nothing better to do to
protect himself than to prepare by revising his Defence Against the Dark
Arts textbooks for the umpteenth time. Unfortunately, what he had
dreaded so much in his heart of hearts had just come to pass, and he and
Ron were now in a deadlock.

The message from Dawlish digested, Harry felt an urgent need to move,
to do anything that would give him the impression that things were
progressing, if only a little.

"I’ll-sort-the-owls-and-get-changed, no-way-I'm-staying-in-my-pyjamas-
a-minute-longer,” Harry blurted out in a fraction of a second, grabbing the
two feathered messengers still vegetating at his feet.

As he took the stairs four at a time up to the attic that served as an
owlery, Harry concentrated on finding a plan. How could they get to
Hogwarts in such a short time and, what was more, without being noticed?
In the past, he and Ron had borrowed an illegal flying car belonging to Mr
Weasley. They had followed the Hogwarts Express from a distance and
arrived almost at the same time as its passengers. However, it was hard to
claim the operation had been a success. Numerous Muggles had seen the
car in the sky and the affair had taken on unimaginable proportions. Ron’s
father had even nearly lost his job at the Ministry. No, obviously, the
solution did not lie there.

Suddenly, Harry felt foolish. It was so obvious he should have thought of
it sooner! They simply had to Apparate. Alas, no sooner had the idea
germinated in his mind than a very annoying version of Hermione’s voice
resonated within it: "How many times do I have to repeat it to you? You
cannot Apparate inside the grounds of Hogwarts! If you had taken the time to
read your first-year books..."

"Dragon dung, Hermione, youre not helping!" Harry exploded in the
middle of the owlery, making the sleeping messengers he had just



deposited near a ration of Owl Treats jump.

So, it was impossible to Apparate directly to Hogwarts, and borrowing
one of Mr Weasley’s enchanted cars—assuming he even had another one—
would only increase their troubles.

A new idea crossed his mind as he changed. Harry could take his
Firebolt, don his Invisibility Cloak, and follow the Hogwarts Express,
unseen and unknown. The journey would be very uncomfortable, but at
least he would arrive on time. Except... what to do with Ron? He and Ron
would manage a few minutes riding double on his broom, but never an
entire day. The Firebolt was a racing broom. It wasn’t one of those
transport brooms reserved for wizards who hadn’t obtained their
Apparition licence, or who simply suffered from M.T.I.D. sickness—
Magical Transport Involving Disappearance (an ailment that always caused
you to appear in the wrong place whilst sprouting hair inside your ears).

For a brief moment, Harry wondered what a journey of several hundred
miles on one of those contraptions might be like. According to what
Seamus had once told him, these stealth brooms could offer up to eight
seats and presented extraordinary luxury and comfort. Some were even
equipped with magical armchairs that could heat up or cool down
depending on the weather conditions.

"Oh! Hey! Come quick, I know how to do it!" Ron’s voice called from
the ground floor.

Harry descended the stairs like a rocket, ignoring the final steps a little
too ambitiously. He was caught in extremis by Ron, which saved him from
smashing into the wall at the foot of the flight.

"Harry, I know! We're going to Apparate!" announced Ron with the
delighted look of a child who has just discovered buried treasure.

"Ron... we can’t..."

"... Apparate at Hogwarts, nor in Hogsmeade since the renovations
started, | know all that."

"In that case, where do you want to go? The meeting is at Hogwarts!"

"Harry, it’s just gone eleven. The train must still be at the station, we
have to try!"

"What, to... Apparate to King’s Cross? Right in the middle of a crowd of
Muggles and wizards? You're completely mad, we’ll Splinch ourselves into



someone!" cried Harry, who still remembered all too well the deep wound
Ron had suffered after a botched Apparition a few months prior.

"We've risked worse, and anyway, there’s no other solution."

Harry was preparing to explain to Ron just how fanciful and risky he
found his plan when the latter grabbed him firmly by the arm. A brief
instant later, the world was spinning around him and his body felt tightly
compressed, as if being forced through the narrow mesh of space and time.

Without warning, Ron had acted. They had both just Apparated.

Gravity reclaimed its rights over Harry’s body so brutally that he lost his
balance. He felt himself fall heavily until one of his knees collided with
something hideously hard. With the impact, his glasses slid off his nose
and his eyes soon filled with tears.

"Ah, well done Ron, I really congratulate you!" choked Harry, massaging
his bruised leg. "Bloody hell, would it have killed you to warn me?"

On all fours, still reeling from the pain, Harry groped the ground on
either side in the hope of finding his glasses. Lost in the middle of what
seemed to be a vast, stony expanse, his hands made contact with something
surprisingly smooth and cold. As he brushed it with curiosity, the object
began to vibrate, first subtly, then harder and harder.

Harry realised what was happening and surprise gave way to stupor. He
had indeed appeared at King’s Cross station, but he had landed right in the
middle of the tracks of Platform 9 3%, and the Hogwarts Express was
rushing towards him at full steam. His blood ran cold. So much for the
glasses, he told himself, before sprinting towards a blurred, colourful strip
that must have marked the edge of the platform.

A few yards to his right, the dark silhouette of the train seemed to be
growing ever faster. Harry stumbled on his painful leg and nearly fell
again. Barely had he regained his balance when the locomotive issued a
final warning in a terrifying whistle.

In a final effort, Harry dived forward. Alas, his injured knee buckled
under the load of the impulse... and his leap was deprived of the required
momentum. It was then that, as if springing from nowhere, two hands
grabbed him to pull him vigorously forward. A fraction of a second later,
the train passed behind Harry, screaming in a storm of steam and dust.

"Ron! We can say that... that you have excellent timing!" exclaimed
Harry, out of breath. "Without you, I was cooked!"



"I owed you that much! Blimey, 'm sorry... I let go of you just before
we appeared. I didnt know where youd fallen, and by the time I
understood..."

"Later! We'd better board, the locomotive isn’t at full speed yet!"

Without another word, Harry reached out a hand with apprehension
and managed to grab the railing of a passing carriage at the cost of a
violent jolt to his shoulders. He retrieved his glasses (which had evidently
not enjoyed being run over by the Hogwarts Express) using a Summoning
Charm, before finally venturing inside the carriage.

Harry and Ron had just hoisted themselves into one of the last cars in
the line. The compartments were filled with Slytherin students who
watched them pass with a flabbergasted air as they made their way up the
train. It must be said that with his limping gait, his dusty, completely
dishevelled hair, his torn tunic, and his wand in hand, Harry looked as if
he had just emerged from a ferocious battle.

As he hobbled painfully towards the lead carriage, Harry struggled to
suppress a smile. He had missed the Hogwarts Express, much more than he
would have imagined. He was astonished to note that the place seemed
much less vast and imposing than when he had boarded it at the dawn of
his first year as a wizard, some seven years earlier. It was as if the premises
had since been subjected to a Shrinking Charm. Harry now had to stoop
slightly to operate the handles that used to reach his shoulder level. The
corridor also seemed far less spacious. And the brass lamps, swinging from
the ceiling with the swaying of the journey, seemed dangerously close.

"If it’s alright with you, I'd prefer what just happened to stay between
us..." said Ron a few minutes later, head hunched in his shoulders, as
Harry prepared to enter the compartment occupied by Ginny, Hermione,
Neville, and Luna.

"I don’t see what you’re talking about," replied Harry with a smile before
sliding the door open.

Even as they entered, he and Ron were immediately plunged into the
middle of an animated conversation that seemed to be pitting Hermione
against Luna.

"I'm telling you that your Rumple-Corned Snorkack, sorry, that the
Crumple-Horned Snorkack is a pure urban legend! It’s like those wizards in
the Alps who amuse us with their Dahu... These are children’s tales, Luna,



and as far as I know, youre past the age of dreaming about all these
stories!"

"My father has always said that those who refuse to dream are just adults
with the problems of frustrated people who can’t accept themselves... And
I think that it’s precisely by agreeing to believe in them that these stories
come to life," retorted Luna fiercely.

Most naturally in the world, she then turned to Harry and Ron and
greeted them.

"Hello Luna, what's new? Still want to become a naturalist?”" replied
Harry, dropping down beside Ginny.

"Oh, yes... I'm certain there are plenty of fantastic beasts that haven’t

been discovered yet. And you? Were you summoned to Hogwarts, like
Neville?"

"Excellent question. Neville, tell me they warned you at the last minute
too!" fumed Ron with anger.

"No... To be honest, I received the Ministry letter yesterday. The thing

. "
1S...

"You owe Neville a big favour, it seems. It’s probably thanks to him that
you managed to catch the train on time," intervened Hermione. "Besides,
instead of telling us all your stories about dragons and abominable
monsters these past weeks, couldn’t you have cut to the chase and
explained that our Neville Longbottom had transformed into a veritable

Adonis?"

Ron pretended not to hear Hermione’s remark and resumed as if he had
never been interrupted.

"The thing is... Yes, Neville?"
"Let’s say that..."

"Let’s say the train couldn’t leave at the scheduled time. All thanks to
this modest riot Neville triggered the very moment his foot touched the
platform,” resumed Ginny, who seemed to take a certain pleasure in
reliving the scene.

"What can I do about it! Every time I go out it’s the same! Everyone
chases after me... I can’t take it anymore, it’s unliveable! I'm going to end
up exiling myself if this continues."



"Ob Neeeceeviiiille! I'm heeecere Neeeviiillle!" cried Hermione in the voice
of a possessed teenager that Harry didn’t recognise.

Ginny and Luna immediately began to imitate her, filling the
compartment with a cacophony of moans and other evocative cooing
sounds. Harry, Ron, and Neville looked at each other with stupefaction
before bursting into laughter.

Calm restored, Harry and Ron explained their setbacks to the group
whilst carefully avoiding going into the details of their arrival at the
station.

"There must have been a mistake, that’s all," concluded Luna dreamily at
the end of the tale. "Or perhaps they have a Nargle infestation problem at
the Ministry. Daddy had to deal with that sort of situation at 7he Quibbler
too; it took them three months to realise they were publishing the same
version of the paper.”

"They sent us two bicentennial owls to inform us of a meeting that was
due to take place only a few hours later. It’s neither a mistake, nor a story
about imaginary beasties, Luna, it’s sabotage! If we hadn’t Appari-sprinted
so fast, we'd never have made it!" flared Ron before being seized by a rather
unconvincing coughing fit.

"Appari-sprinted, hmm?" noted Hermione with a dubious look. "And,
like Neville, I imagine you had to traverse countless cohorts of feverish
groupies. Unless, as the state of your robes suggests, you each fell down the
stairs three times on the way. Right..."

Harry had already opened his mouth to back Ron up when the
compartment door slid open suddenly. A platinum-blond head appeared in
the frame. In a heavy silence, the newcomer stared at the occupants as if
they were nothing but a repulsive pile of manure.

"Potter... Potter... I thought that was you I saw go past just now," said
Draco Malfoy in his usual scathing tone. "My sources within the Ministry
had intimated, however, that you had stopped your studies to become an
Auror. Was I misinformed?"

"What business is it of yours?" retorted Harry dryly.

"None... after all," conceded Malfoy, shaking his head impatiently.
"Basically, I was just passing by to say..."

"Oh hey, Draco! What are you doing? You’re not going to waste your
time with these Squibs! Come quickly, or they’ll contaminate you!" came



the voice of Pansy Parkinson from the other end of the corridor.

At these words, Draco jumped as if he had just been caught red-handed
and disappeared as promptly as he had appeared.

"Malfoy and Parkinson... Ugh! I saw them snogging when we walked
through the train earlier," said Ron with a grimace of disgust before
kicking the door shut. "A slug kissing a Pekingese, never seen such a
repulsive couple.”

"He’s got some nerve coming back to Hogwarts after everything he did,"
scowled Ginny.

Harry was only listening with one ear. Leaning back against the seat, he
wondered what Draco Malfoy could possibly have wanted to say to him
just now. Judging by the contemptuous expression he'd worn, it couldn’t
have been anything very cheerful. Yet, Harry had dealt enough with
Malfoy and his perverse calculations in the past to know that he would
never have ventured alone into the carriage with the intention of starting a

fight...

"Harry, whatever is that?" suddenly cried Luna with eyes so round one

might have said she had just discovered a Crumple-Horned Snorkack in
the flesh.

"Luna, meet Chick!" exclaimed Ron while Harry was still wondering
what could be so spectacular about the collar of his robe.

"Can we know since when he’s been called that?" Ginny called out.

"Well, he’s tiny, covered in soft down... with a teeny-weeny beak. He
needs a name! And besides, 'Chick' suits him well, I think."

"True, it’s not so bad..." approved Ginny, pensive. "But come to think
of it! And you, what would you say if we called you 'Big Nose' from now
on?"

Ron was preparing to offer his own derogatory retort when little Chick
launched himself to land in his hand. There, he stretched, chirping
tenderly.

"You can call me whatever you want, I don’t care: here is proof by

example that Chick likes my proposal. Eh, Chick?"

"I get the impression he’s doubled over laughing at the sight of your
conk," retorted Ginny as the ball of fluff began to coo.



"I've never seen anything so pretty! Did Hagrid entrust him to you?"
marvelled Luna, whose interest seemed to grow by the second.

"We don't really know where he comes from. Harry found him a few
weeks ago in the Weasley twins’ joke shop," replied Hermione. "But if
there’s one thing to hope for, it’s that he wont follow the same growth
curve as most of Hagrid’s creatures!"

Harry smiled at the idea of an immense red chick shaking the earth with
every step, roaring like a fearsome prehistoric monster and chasing a
terrified Dawlish. If only... if only that dream could come true upon arriving
at Hogwarts, he mused. But the chances were slim. In truth, one should
rather expect the opposite. Namely, a monstrous Dawlish who would
probably fly into a black rage when he discovered that he and Ron had
managed to board the Hogwarts Express on time...

"Forget all that for the moment," whispered Ginny, who had become
very adept at sensing when something was troubling him.

Following her recommendation proved all the easier as, in a burst of
altruism, Ron did not delay in showing the compartment’s occupants just
how annoying his brother George’s latest invention could be. The
Infinicrisp, as he called it, was a type of crisp that could be crunched
indefinitely, without any of its crunchy properties or its delicious salty
potato taste being diminished.

"It’s impressive Ron, you even manage to drown out the noise of the
train when you have that thing in your mouth," remarked Hermione after
closing How I Became Minister for Magic, The True Story of Millicent
Bagnold with a resigned gesture.

A few hours later, Harry stepped out of the carriage that had carried
them from the station platform to the Hogwarts grounds and shivered.
Not that he was cold, for the gust that came to turn up the collar of his
robe, triggering the whisper of the surrounding branches, was rather mild.
Before him, under a sky heavy with threatening charcoal clouds, stretched
the place that had seen him grow up and had finally made him a man.

Hogwarts, his first true home, the gateway to a world he cherished so
much, seemed today to be nothing more than the vestige of a bygone past.
The granite columns topped with sculptures of winged boars that once
welcomed arrivals were fragmented by spell impacts; the gamekeeper’s hut
had been completely razed; and the west wing of the castle was reduced to



a heap of charred stones, surrounded by rickety ramparts that threatened to
collapse at the next gust of wind.

The rest of the castle looked better. Visibly, the Master Builders at work
had something to do with it. The din, composed of sounds of cutting,
sharpening, and carving, emanating from the immense tent set up near the
lake, bore witness to intense activity. In the distance, Harry could see his
half-giant friend Hagrid, two enormous beams strapped to his back,
climbing an interminable scaffolding that snaked up to the top of the
Astronomy Tower (the highest in the castle). He was evidently not the only
one giving his all on the gigantic building site. Even the Giant Squid,
which lived in the depths of the lake, was helping by bringing up large
quantities of silt to the clamour of the workers. His task finished, the
cephalopod would then shake the hands of a few labourers with the tips of

his tentacles before returning to the abyss.
Harry turned to Ginny and saw that she was crying.

"'m glad to see Hogwarts is getting a new lease of life," she said in a
strangled voice. "But all the same, what a horror... Everything Voldemort
did, or rather undid... It’s a bit as if he stole a part of our history."

"A bit, yes... But we're still here. We can always bear witness to what
happened here," replied Harry, his heart tight, wiping away a tear that was
sliding slowly down Ginny’s cheek.

"Harry... be very careful, please. And send me an owl if Dawlish gives
you any more trouble, I'll come and sort him out."

"Don’t worry about that. And you, work a bit on that Wronski Feint, the
last one I saw you execute reminded me of Goyle when he tried to play for
Slytherin."

Ginny poked a finger into his ribs, kissed him tenderly, and gave him a
final watery wink before joining Hermione and Professor McGonagall,
who had come to meet the new arrivals. Resigned, Harry soaked in the
landscape one last time and headed towards the gates where his new boss
awaited him, not without heaving a deep sigh.

Dawlish seemed to be in top form. Surrounded by a troop of eccentric-
looking wizards, bedecked with strange devices, he was struggling with
great flourishes and theatrical gestures, as if he were in the heart of an
intense battle.

"Ah! What did I tell you! Our star is temperamental, but what wouldn’t
he do to give a new interview and take a few photos in the company of his



new mentor!" exclaimed Dawlish as soon as Harry had joined them.

Determined to prevent the situation from worsening, Harry silently
shook the hands of the journalists surrounding Dawlish. He was soon
imitated by Ron and Neville who had just arrived in turn.

"What a charming young man we have here," exclaimed one of the
reporters. "But, is it possible? Would you not be Neville Longbottom, the
grand winner of this summer’s Best Smile Contest?"

"Possible... indeed," replied Neville with an evasive air.

"Well! It’s a veritable team of celebrities looming on the horizon, our
readers will love it! And you, Sir, who might you be?"

"I'm Ronald Weasley. I... I destroyed one of Voldemort’s Horcruxes
during the war," said Ron, half-blushing.

"Fantastic! Dawlish, really, you spoil us! It wouldn’t be surprising if these
three young men offered the country great deeds that will still be talked
about years from now!"

"Absolutely, Monty," replied the Head of the Aurors with a tight smile.
"The reverse seems indeed highly improbable, and would be the source of
immense disappointment for the Office... but also, and above all, for the
entire magical community."

Ending his sentence, Dawlish placed his hand on Harry’s shoulder as a
benevolent father might have done. Ron and Neville were, for their part,
moved and positioned by the photographers as if they were simple dolls.
Soon, they found themselves on either side of the duo in a posture
intended to be heroic.

The journalists readied their cameras and, as the moment of being
dazzled by an avalanche of flashes seemed imminent, Harry couldn’t help
but call out loud: "Come on, everyone smile! Say Stupefy!!"

A few moments later, his field of vision filled with fireworks of
multicoloured sparks and Dawlish’s grip tightened on his shoulder as if
attempting to crush it.

"Per-fect! You look superb! Even if that smile looks a little forced,
Dawlish. A pity... You know, you should ask young Neville to give you
lessons!" laughed the man called Monty, nose bent over a blackened
parchment that must have offered him a preview of the shot. "Well, it’s not
too serious; it will give you the look of the serious boss you are, after all."



"Thank you... thank you, gentlemen," replied Dawlish in a suddenly
less warm tone. "You will excuse us for a few moments now. The details of
our new recruits mandate must remain secret, a matter of State security,
you understand."

The Head Auror took Harry, Ron, and Neville aside, into the shade of a

large copper-leaved oak. When he spoke again to explain what awaited
them, his voice had lost all trace of friendliness.

"Right, enough joking... Before getting to the heart of the matter, I
want you to know that I am entrusting you with a mission of the highest
importance. Unlike your peers, whose entry into service will consist of
most conventional training at Headquarters, you are going to have the
opportunity to find yourselves on the front line, in the heart of the
action."

The Office Head paused for a moment and gauged the trio, shaking his

head with vexation.

"What, is that all you have to say? It is a great honour being bestowed
upon you, or rather, that / am bestowing upon you... Did your parents
teach you nothing, not even gratitude?"

"You must surely know that neither Neville nor I ever really knew our
parents, Sir," retorted Harry coldly.

"What a pity, Potter. They wouldn’t have wasted their time offering you
a few lessons in decorum and instilling the respect due to one’s superior...
Watch yourself! Your insolence will not be tolerated as it might have been
during your time at Hogwarts. The late Dumbledore is no longer here to
protect his little pet.”

Harry felt a flush of heat. In that moment, he would gladly have given
all the gold in his Gringotts vault to watch Dawlish’s head swell and float
away like a common balloon under the journalists’ frenetic flashes.

"No other misplaced remark? You still have to be treated like children,
do you? Dolores Umbridge had already warned me, back when she was
setting things straight at Hogwarts."

Harry felt Neville and Ron tense beside him. However, it was out of the
question for Dawlish to drag anyone other than him into this quarrel of
dubious origin. For his only answer, he contented himself with
reproducing the behaviour the Weasley twins would have adopted in his
place and presented his most impertinent smile.



"Can we know what you expect of us, Sir?" asked Ron, whilst Dawlish
glared daggers at Harry.

"Ah yes, the mission... As I was saying before being interrupted by
Potter, you have been chosen for a task of the highest importance. The
Office is counting on you to get your hands on two fugitives. Death Eaters
on the run, to be more precise."

Dawlish paused again, as if hoping to detect some form of panic on their
faces. Disappointed, he resumed smugly:

"The Death Eaters in question are two brothers of the Lestrange family.
[ am, of course, speaking of Rodolphus and Rabastan, the last
representatives of a line of degenerates, related among others to Sirius

Black..."

"And where... are we supposed to find them?" asked Neville, looking
suddenly intimidated.

"According to our scouts, they are somewhere in the East. The most
probable lead points directly to the Durmstrang Institute. That rings a bell,
doesn’t it?"

"We met the Durmstrang students when Karkaroff came with his
delegation to compete in the Triwizard Tournament," agreed Ron, anxious
to maintain a climate as constructive as possible. "But the location of their
castle is a secret,” he hastened to add. "How do you expect us to..."

"Oh, well, it seems everything has been arranged with this Mr D., the
new Headmaster of the school,” cut in Dawlish, waving his hand
dismissively. "The Hogwarts Express will take you there and you will be
housed at the school for the duration of your mission, or something of the
sort... Anyway, | hope that once you arrive you will know how to show
more consideration towards the local authorities than you have
demonstrated so far. No showing off! Our relations with the East have
already suffered enough from the crimes of You-Know-Who. They still
haven’t forgiven us for the assassination of their infamous Gellert
Grindelwald within his own prison; as if we had anything to do with it...
In any case, hurry up and get your hands on those Death Eaters. In theory,
they’ve already been trying to survive lost in the surrounding mountains
for weeks. Capturing them should therefore be child’s play, at least for a
team of celebrities such as yours."

At the end of the speech, Neville had begun to tremble, Ron had
regained the habitual pallor he wore when dreading an upcoming event,



and Harry was clenching his fists, biting his lip so as not to explode.
Dawlish, on the contrary, seemed to be revelling in a pleasure long awaited.

"I'm doing you a favour by assigning you this highly coveted mission.
Don’t even contemplate failing; that would mean kissing your career as an
Auror goodbye, I guarantee it. What now, Potter?"

"When is boarding for Durmstrang?" asked Harry with the secret hope
of seeing Ginny one last time before leaving.

"Now there’s a funny question!" exulted Dawlish. "Don’t tell me you
came like that, without any luggage? It’s terribly cold in those mountains.
What, you neither?" he added after turning to Ron and Neville, whose
anxiety was palpable. "The train leaves, now!"

"Now?" gulped Neville.

Scarcely had he fallen silent than the whistle of the Hogwarts Express
resounded in the distance.

"Have you forgotten your heads as well? Come on, hurry up! And don’t
come back without those Death Eaters under any circumstances!"



9. THE DARK DEALINGS OF DURMSTRANG

If they missed the departure of the Hogwarts Express, it was almost
certain that Dawlish would hold his perfect excuse to strike them from the
training programme. Giving a quick wave to the journalists who had stayed
on the sidelines, the trio broke into a frantic run.

As he sprinted, Harry cast one last glance back towards Hogwarts. At the
far end of the grounds, gilded by the last rays of the sun, he spotted the
procession of students undulating like a serpent behind the upright,
slender silhouette of Professor McGonagall. Harry spared a thought for
Ginny, who must be there somewhere, exchanging impressions with
Hermione and Luna on her final return to school. Soon she would take her
place at the High Table alongside her Gryffindor housemates and, as usual,
they would all enjoy a marvellous feast together. Imagining himself sitting
there too, quietly drinking pumpkin juice in the company of his friends,
reminiscing about good times past and dreaming of those to come, Harry
wondered what on earth had possessed him, a few weeks earlier, to sign up
to become an Auror.

Lungs on the point of bursting, throats on fire, Harry, Ron, and Neville
arrived at Hogsmeade Station just in time to throw themselves into a rear
carriage of the Hogwarts Express. Moments later, the train was hurtling
into the falling night along a track that none of them had ever taken
before.

"What exactly did you do to Dawlish?" asked Neville, still breathless, as
they settled into the first available compartment (admittedly, they were
spoilt for choice).

"I have no idea what could have triggered all this," sighed Harry,
collapsing onto the leather seat. "All I can tell you is that he came at me
during the practical entrance exams and left me no choice but to Stupefy
him..."

"That, I can understand him being displeased about. But us? We've
never done anything to him as far as I know. So, why?"

"You're my friends; that might be enough for him."



"Would he be that petty?"

"Go figure," intervened Ron. "The bloke seems completely off his
rocker. Who knows, years ago, back when he was still an Auror, maybe
your dad forgot to shake his hand one morning arriving at the office, or
something like that... Since then, Dawlish has held a deadly grudge, but
since good old Frank Longbottom isn’t here to suffer his resentment, he
takes it out on his son... Or!" Ron paused for dramatic effect. "He simply
knows what wrongs the Lestranges caused your family, and since he’s a
bloody pervert, he couldn’t think of anything better than sending you on
their trail."

"It's definitely hard to think of a lower blow," commented Neville,
digging his fingernails into the back of his hand. "We'd better be on top of
our game, you know. These Death Eaters... theyre amongst the worst
there are."

Harry said nothing but thought no less. He remembered all too well the

note "terribly dangerous” he had found written in bold beneath the photo
of the two Dark Wizards in the Head Auror’s office.

As he tried to conjure the faces of the Lestrange brothers in his mind
again, something caught Harry’s attention. A ball of candy-pink wool had
just rolled into the compartment before ending its run against one of his
trainers. Under normal circumstances, Harry would simply have kicked the
object away. This time, however, he held back... The ball of wool evoked
something familiar. Where had he seen it for the last time?

Two yellow, almond-shaped eyes set with vertical pupils then appeared
in the crack of the door, and Harry understood immediately. The ball of
wool was part of the arsenal of toys belonging to Crookshanks, Hermione’s
flufty cat. Intrigued, Harry left Ron and Neville to their discussion on the
best way to cast a Shield Charm and followed the feline, which had begun
to trot down the corridor.

As Crookshanks’s large, bushy tail swayed lazily before his eyes, a host of
questions jostled in Harry’s head. Brilliant as she was, Hermione could
sometimes be absent-minded. She was human after all, and could very well
forget something, as happens to everyone from time to time. But that she
would leave her adored cat, her "ginger puftball" as she sometimes called
him, trapped alone on the train after her departure, seemed insane.

Reaching the end of the carriage, Harry was only half-surprised to see
Crookshanks jump up and grab the door handle to open it, just as he



himself might have done. That cat had always demonstrated great
intelligence. In the past, he had even understood that Ron’s pet, the rat
Scabbers, was in fact an Animagus (a wizard capable of changing into an
animal)—something Harry, Ron, and Hermione had discovered to their
cost many months later.

Following in the feline’s footsteps, Harry traversed three further
carriages. Outside, night had spread its black cloak over the entire region.
From time to time, a lamppost would cross the train’s path, giving life for a
fraction of a second to shadows with disquieting shapes that amused
themselves by running alongside the carriage before vanishing suddenly.
Harry did his utmost not to let his imagination get the better of him and

soon found himself behind a door haloed by a delicate thread of orange
light. Stupefied, he pulled the handle.

A peculiar silhouette collided with him violently.
"Ouch! Who... Who goes there?!"
"Ow! Is... is that you, Harry?"

"Hermione! But what are you doing here? I thought you were at
Hogwarts, with the others!"

"I went to get Crookshanks. He dashed off, even though he usually stays
with us during journeys."

"I still don’t understand. Just now I saw you talking to McGonagall by
the gates, then you all disappeared towards the castle... and here you are in
front of me, as if nothing had happened. Don’t tell me you've got hold of
another one of those stupid Time-Turners?"

"As far as the Time-Turner goes, youre completely wrong, but for the
rest, youre almost there," replied Hermione with a mischievous smile.
"Except for the detail that we weren’t with the students going to Hogwarts.
We were asked to get back on the train."

We', you mean...?"

"That’s right! Ginny, Luna, Dean, Seamus... They’re all on board too. In
fact, it’s the same for all the sixth and seventh-year students."

Harry shook his head mechanically; he still didn’t understand a thing.
What were all these people doing on the train in the middle of the night?
And why did Hermione have to be so stingy with explanations at this
precise moment? She, who could spend entire days boring others with her
accounts of how such and such a thing had happened?



"Is it just you?" asked Hermione timidly, with a glimmer of hope in her
eyes.

"We didn’t do things in style like you," replied Harry impatiently. "It’s
just the three of us. We settled in the rear carriage. Now, will you please
tell me why..."

"Go find Ginny and the others, they’re just a bit further down, they’ll
tell you the whole story. I'll take charge of bringing back Ron and Neville;
I absolutely want to see their faces when they realise we're all together!”

"So McGonagall told you to get back on the train to go to Durmstrang?
That doesn’t sound like her at all," remarked Ron a few minutes later, after
everyone had reunited and Harry had explained what Dawlish’s mission
entailed.

"Yes, she looked very upset, very worried," clarified Ginny. "Apparently,
until a few weeks ago, Hogwarts would have been sufficiently restored to
welcome us all."

"But then, what happened?" asked Neville, scratching Crookshanks
more and more frantically between the ears.

"The building site was allegedly the victim of sabotage," intervened
Luna. "Funny idea, isn’t it? Destroying what others are trying to build..."

"McGonagall thinks only a powerful Master Builder could cause so
much damage,” Hermione chimed in. "A supporter of He-Who-Must-Not-
Be-Named who infiltrated the renovation group quietly, for example.”

"I’'m certain she’s mistaken. It’s obviously the work of Flugibulps."

Ron opened his mouth, but Hermione stamped brutally on his foot at
the same instant, sweeping the subject of Flugibulps from the conversation
in one fell swoop.

"Did McGonagall tell you why she chose Durmstrang and not another
school?" asked Harry, who was burning to know more. "Beauxbatons could
have done just as well, right?"

"Actually, it seems the Headmaster of Durmstrang was the only one to
reply to her letters. If I understood correctly, she would have preferred to
send us anywhere else. But ultimately, no other option presented itself."

"How come?" said Ron, shrugging his shoulders. "When he wasn’t busy
playing false modesty, Krum rather gave the impression that the castle he



came from was quite a shack. Plus, it must be much better since Karkaroff
left! Hard to find worse than an ex-Death Eater for a Headmaster, no?"

"I don’t know," replied Hermione, pensive. "In fact, it seems no one
really knows who the new Headmaster is. The only information we have is
that he calls himself 'D.’, but he has apparently never appeared in public
yet. According to McGonagall—again—he’s a descendant of the Institute’s
founder who appeared out of nowhere only a few months ago to claim his
inheritance."

"He can’t be that bad if he decided the place could still be used as a
school," noted Neville who, after having Crookshanks on his lap, had just
welcomed Chick onto his head. "After all, he could very well have kept it
for himself if he'd wanted. And who knows, maybe he’ll even transform the
place into something even better!"

Ginny shuddered.

"You say that because you weren’t there to see the reaction of Cathy
Livingstone, a Ravenclaw girl in sixth year. She burst into tears when she
learned we had to go there."

"Meh, that doesn’t mean much," sniggered Ron. "Harry’s ex-girlfriend,
Cho Chang, was also in Ravenclaw and spent her time crying too. I really
don’t see why we should be worried."

"Youd do well to worry for yourself if you keep acting like a troll like
that," replied Ginny, shooting Ron a wrathful look. "Cathy has a cousin at
Durmstrang, just so you know. She reported to her that, this summer,
several boarding students fell ill under strange conditions. Some were even
found in a sort of bizarre coma, and one of them apparently even lost their
life. According to rumour, an unwholesome aura has taken hold of the
castle. People even go so far as to talk of the nefarious influence of

Grindelwald’s ghost."
"Grindelwald? The Dark Wizard Dumbledore finally had imprisoned in

his own prison, at Nurmengard?" said Harry, astonished. "The one
murdered by Voldemort when he was tracking down the Elder Wand?"

Ginny nodded gravely, and lightning suddenly streaked the sky with a
deafening crash. Everyone jumped. Raindrops as big as Galleons began to
hammer the windows, which were soon reduced to the state of dripping
stained glass.

It had been an hour now since they had left the station, and Harry was
longing to get to the bottom of all these stories about Durmstrang.



However, he seemed to be the only one concerned with the subject. As if
Ginny’s account had dampened the group’s spirits, no one else broached
the topic, and everyone found another activity. Ron and Harry launched
into a game of Wizard’s Chess under Neville’s curious eye, whilst Ginny
and Luna amused themselves by tickling Chick from every angle.
Hermione, for her part, made everyone jump again. Scarcely had she
opened her new book on 7The Weird Sisters, her favourite band, than an
uninterrupted and amplified stream of profanities had resounded in the
cabin.

"Harry, dear friend. You are aware that even by cheating you won't
manage to beat me, aren’t you?" said Ron in a pompous tone, a good while
after the start of their game.

"Cheating, dearest? What an accusation," retorted Harry, pretending to
be offended even as he searched for which 'divine intervention' might
effectively reverse the course of the game.

"Let’s say your bishop was guarding the white squares when we started
playing. So, would you mind explaining to me by what miracle he
suddenly ended up on the black ones?"

"It’s true I moved my knight earlier, while you were kissing Hermione.
Granted. But this time, I did absolutely nothing. And anyway, that’ll teach
you to take your eyes off the game..." replied Harry in the tone of a sage
sharing an important life lesson.

Ron was preparing to offer his own lesson in wisdom when the entire
carriage began to shake. First the pawns, then the board itself ended up
sliding off the table before crashing to the floor. Crookshanks hissed,
digging his claws into Neville’s leg, who let out a strangely high-pitched
scream, which caused Chick to fly up and take refuge in the collar of
Harry’s robe. Soon, the vibrations reached such intensity that the cabin’s
occupants felt as if they were bumping down a staircase on their bottoms.
Helpless, Harry could only watch Ginny’s large trunk as it began to
oscillate dangerously from the luggage rack directly above her head.

The object had already threatened to tip over several times when the

shaking finally subsided.

After heaving a sigh of relief, Harry approached the window that
stretched from one side of their cabin to the other, looking for an
explanation. The glass was misted up, and he had to wipe it several times
with his sleeve to finally see anything.



"Woah! I didn’t know the Hogwarts Express was capable of that!" he
exclaimed then.

The countryside landscapes that had been unrolling endlessly until now
had just given way to a sort of map dotted with fields and winding tracks,
along which small lights moved here and there, sometimes yellow,
sometimes red. In all likelihood, the train had just left the rails to launch
itself into the air.

Continuing their momentum, locomotive and carriages soon passed
through thick walls of fog and finished their ascent smoothly, just above an
ocean of clouds overseen by a majestic moon. Around the orb, an infinity
of stars sparkled, each twinkling brighter than the last, as if to monopolise
the passengers’ attention.

"It’s magnificent...”" murmured Harry, placing his hands delicately on
Ginny’s shoulders. "No wonder the Centaurs love watching the night sky
so much."

Ron joined them and did not take long to fall under the spell in turn.

"I wonder what Firenze would say if he saw all this. With such a
panorama, I'm sure he could predict our next twenty years."

"Do you think we’ll see any Schmuluks?" intervened Luna, eyes
narrowed, as if trying to detect some movement in the distance.

"Sure there are some, but they must be sleeping at this hour," replied
Neville, without the faintest idea what a Schmuluks might be.

The group remained there admiring the surroundings as if time had
stopped. It was only when his eyes began to sting and the pain in his knee
reminded him of its presence that Harry resigned himself to turning away
from the spectacle. As if the cabin had been aware of their advanced state
of fatigue, it immediately expanded by several feet before manifesting half
a dozen bunk beds with a soft 'POP!". The phenomenon reminded Harry
of his last journey aboard the Knight Bus, a mode of transport for wizards
capable of forcing its way anywhere, even into the narrowest of alleys, by
modifying its shape at will.

Well-settled into his mattress, the reassuring pressure of a thick feather
duvet distributed entirely over his body, Harry heard Hermione as she
discreetly slid the compartment door open. There was nothing to worry
about. She would return later, once she had carried out the rounds her
duty as Head Girl required. Only too happy not to be in her place and to



have nothing else to do but let himself go, he fell asleep to the rocking of
the train...

"Is... is it c-c-cold or is it j-j-just m-m-me?" came Neville’s muffled voice

from the bed above Harry’s.

Painfully, Harry opened his eyes and understood, by the pink-gold glow
creeping gradually into the compartment, that day was breaking. Next to
his head, the slight swaying of the chain hanging from his reading lamp

indicated that the Hogwarts Express was still moving.
They still hadn’t arrived.

Harry turned over in his sheets and noted with relief that his knee was
much better. On the other hand, just like Neville, he felt frozen to the
bone.

"Can you see anything out the window, from where you are?" whispered
Harry in a cloud of breath.

"Not really, looks like there’s a layer of frost on the glass. That’s about
all."

Reluctantly, Harry made the effort to get up, taking care beforehand to
wrap himself in his duvet. He placed the tip of his wand against the pane
and waited a few moments for the film of ice to vanish. Outside, the vast
expanse of clouds from the night before had disappeared. It had given way
to a multitude of snowy peaks that were not unlike those beds scattered
with nails one sometimes saw Fakirs lying on.

One by one, the cabin’s occupants emerged from their sleep. Hermione
did not take long to save the day by warming up the atmosphere. As she
sometimes did, she had arranged her famous Bluebell Flames charm to
distribute it into a multitude of small jars that had been scattered around

the cabin. Her task accomplished, she pulled from her bag a large volume
titled Guide to Wizarding Schools in Europe, by Prof. D. M. Oddbody, in
which she immersed herself studiously.

"Only Hermione would inflict stuff like that on herself," said Ron with
a mocking look, pointing at her.

"What?" asked Neville.

"All those books, you know... The other day I even saw her disappear
completely into her satchel. 'T'll be right back, I'd like to find one of my



notes," she said. And after ten minutes of her not coming back up, I had to
go and look for myself."

"Blimey, has she become that good at enchantments?”
"You can’t imagine! Guess what I found when I went down."
Neville shrugged and Ron continued.

"She was there, get this, sitting reading in a nice cosy armchair,
surrounded by I don’t know how many shelves full of books. The room
wasn't very big, a few square feet at most... But still!"

"Ron, I asked you not to talk about it!" exclaimed Hermione as if she
had followed everything from the start, despite the attention she was
devoting to her reading. "In theory, I'm not allowed to do that."

"Come off it, it’s fantastic what you did with that bag! The day I manage
to do a thing like that, I’ll be quite incapable of not bragging about it!"

"And you’ll attract a lot of unnecessary trouble!" stated Hermione
implacably.

Ron rolled his eyes and heaved a deep sigh.

"And your book, what does it say?" asked Harry, deeming it preferable to
change the subject. "Do you know any more about what awaits us?"

"Let’s say this Professor Oddbody seems to have studied the subject
better than the others. There are many more details on the school’s past
than in All the Facts and Tiniest Tattle on Durmstrang, by Prof. Ag. Jean
Badmouth, for example. That said, I doubt what I've managed to find is
representative of the current state of things. Each new Headmaster seems
to have had a notable influence on the place, and given that Durmstrang

has just changed hands..."

"We should mostly expect to set foot in a real cradle of Dark Magic,
shouldn’t we?" said Neville, furrowing his perfectly trimmed eyebrows.

"If I understood correctly, it was over time that the school built a
reputation in that field," replied Hermione. "Originally, the founder’s
intentions seemed entirely laudable; listen to this: According to scrolls found
in the Great Tower of Archives in Nizhny Novgorod, Durmstrang was
conceived, designed, built, and inaugurated by Nerida Vulchanova towards the
end of the thirteenth century AD. First Headmistress of the establishment,
Vulchanova was greatly appreciated for her pedagogical talents but also, and
above all, for the great kindness and love of others she demonstrated daily."



"So far so good, it seems," remarked Harry, as Hermione paused to catch

her breath.

"Quite agree, unfortunately what follows is a little less rosy: After only a
few years of service, Nerida Vulchanova disappeared wunder mysterious
circumstances. She was then replaced by Potions Master Harfang Munter. This
successor was the instigator of much darker values that left numerous scars—
Durmstrang being renowned to this day for the harshness of its teaching, its
love of Martial Magic, or indeed its penchant for the Dark Arts..."

"That certainly kills the romance of it," commented Ron. "Anyway, that
explains why you ended up with that nutter’s book in your hands coming
out of Flourish and Blotts. What's it called again..."

"You must mean The Pugnacious Little Book of Great Fighters. Indeed,
McGonagall must have already spread the word just in case the Hogwarts
renovations fell behind schedule,” said Ginny, glancing at her bag which
had started to wiggle and growl again.

Outside, the train seemed to have gently lost altitude and was now
slaloming between the snowy peaks. The route becoming increasingly
winding, Neville had not delayed in leaving the compartment to head for
the toilets. Luna and Ginny, for their part, had plunged into reading the
latest edition of 7The Quibbler, the cover of which displayed: "HOW
VOLDEMORT WILL RISE ONCE AGAIN, all details, signs and suppositions
on his future ascent to power on p.42". Finally, Ron was amusing himself
solving the riddles in Tésts That Will Let You Shine at Parties, Vol. 111, a
work taken by mistake that Hermione had handed him just before leaving
to do her rounds.

For his part, Harry had welcomed the little red chick onto his head and
was dozing whilst watching the mountain landscape scroll by. He had
always liked snow and the cold. This climate reminded him of a time of
year during which the annual return to the Dursleys was still too distant to
worry about.

As the snowflakes danced intermittently, chased by the irregular
turbulence of the Hogwarts Express, Harry wondered if he, Ron, and
Neville would manage to get their hands on the Death Eaters quickly. If
Dawlish was to be believed, it would suffice to find their lair to pick them
up there, while they were still weakened by weeks of gruelling trekking.
Harry obviously wanted to believe this flattering version. But deep inside



him, a small voice with accents of wisdom strove to remind him that
Dawlish hadn’t exactly made life easy for them so far.

The short night he had passed, added to the gentle warmth of the chick
huddled on his skull and the blue flames nearby, got the better of the last
vestiges of energy Harry still had available. He rested his head comfortably
on Ginny’s knees and soon sank into a deep sleep.

"What do we do now?"
'l don’t know, someone must have received instructions, right?"
"I don’t k th d instruct ght?

"Are you kidding? The Headmistress almost threw us onto this blasted
train before leaving. They don’t care at all what might happen to us."

"It’s true, it was already the same in Dumbledore’s time. Everything for

the Gryffindors and nothing for the others. When my parents hear about
this!"

"If you would just stop working yourselves up with tall tales for a
moment... McGonagall communicated directives to all the prefects before
departure."

"Oh really? And what do they say, these directives, Miss Know-It-All and
I’'m-The-Head-Girl?"

"It’s very simple, you are going to..."

Harry heard the compartment door slide as it closed, and the echoes
reaching him from the corridor faded immediately. Body stiff and numb,
he opened his eyes and stared at the wooden ceiling above him. Judging by
the calm now reigning in the cabin, he was all alone and the train had
stopped. From time to time, the window would whistle and the floor
would pitch slightly. In all likelihood, a violent snowstorm was raging
outside.

Bit by bit, Harry felt his limbs coming back to life and soon thanked
Ginny for leaving a jar of blue flames on his stomach before slipping away,
so much had the temperature dropped since he had dozed off. He sat up
slowly and understood then why the students had seemed so agitated
moments before. They must have been stopped for a good while already,
and from where he was sitting, Harry could see nothing at all, or almost
nothing. A veil of ghostly whiteness floated just in front of his nose, on the
other side of the glass, where swarms of snowflakes seemed to amass
tirelessly from all directions.



They were lost in the middle of nowhere and, at the rate things were
going, they would soon end up buried alive under several cubic feet of
snow.

The door slid open behind Harry with a crash.

"And that’s all she told you?" cried Ron, who had just entered the
compartment on Hermione’s heels.

"Ron, how many times will I have to repeat it to you? Her last words
were, and | quote: "Whatever happens, do nor venture off the train. The
Headmaster will come and fetch you."™

"Great, so we just have to wait to die of cold? Or get buried all together
playing cards?" raged Ron. "No way are we ending up like that... 'm going
to go get help. You stay with the students.”

"Please, don’t do that! You can’t even tell up from down out there, you'll
get lost or fall into a crevasse, or I don’t know what... It’s madness!"

"Trust me, it'll be fine... Harry, do you feel up to coming with me to
look for help?" added Ron, turning towards him.

"That won't be necessary, I think..." said Harry, leaning over the
window already half-covered in snow.

In the distance, as if by enchantment, a dark, strangely hunched
silhouette had just appeared...



10. BACKS TO THE WALL

Harry felt his stomach lurch. The silhouette was advancing slowly in
their direction, rather like a spectre. It was as if it had floated through the
storm, hitched to invisible rails that guided it through the numerous gusts
frantically battering the train and its passengers.

"D-D-Dementor!" exclaimed Ron, teeth chattering, pointing a finger
forward as the hooded shadow stopped a few yards from the carriage.

Large clumps of snowflakes were smashing against the windowpane, and
Harry had to squint and concentrate as best he could to distinguish the
strange visitor wandering outside. No sooner had he managed to lock his
gaze onto the target than Hermione emitted a peculiar whimper. Turning
as one, Harry and Ron realised it was already too late. Hand clamped over
her mouth, Hermione took a deep breath before sneezing to her heart’s
content.

A heavy silence fell over the cabin, and no one dared move behind the
glass.

"It... it can’t see us, can it?" whispered Hermione barely moving her lips.

"No, that... that would be impossible. Have you seen the weather out
there?" murmured Ron, paralysed.

But the thing was already unscrewing its neck... slowly... until its hood
finally pointed in their direction. An eternity passed during which Harry,
Ron, and Hermione wondered if they had been spotted. Then, without
warning, the spectre contorted itself before letting out a ghastly wail that
pierced through the cabin’s occupants, making them tremble from head to
toe.

"Looks like it spotted us all right," grimaced Harry, instinctively
plunging his hand into his robes in search of his wand.

"Blimey, what is that thing now?" muttered Ron under his breath.

A gust of superior violence slammed into the carriage, kicking up a
veritable wall of powdery snow in its wake.

"It’s impossible... it’s gone!" cried Hermione a few moments later.

The white cloud had settled, but the shadow had vanished. Outside, the
few traces that still attested to its passage were already being erased,
covered by the flakes the storm brought and stirred ceaselessly.



"Do you think it got blown away?"

"That would be possible," confirmed Ron. "Yes, that must be what
happened..."

Scarcely had he fallen silent than a metallic noise rang out...

CLANG... CLANG... CLANG...

"It’s it! The thing, the-the Dementor... It’s looking for a way in!" choked
Hermione in an anguished whisper, whilst the sounds of clanking metal
continued to propagate through the carcass of the train. "It’s trying to get
in!"

"Harry... do you... feel ready?" asked Ron. "I’'m not sure I can summon
a powerful enough Patronus in these conditions..."

"All the same... there’s something wrong," mused Harry aloud. "Have
you ever heard a Dementor do that sort of thing? Usually, they just move
objects from a distance, except of course when they’re about to give you a
Kiss."

"And why not, if it’s probing the carriages looking for a breach to slip
through?"

"I mean..." continued Harry, following his train of thought. "It could
just as easily be someone announcing themselves, don’t you think?"

Ron and Hermione stared at Harry as if he had just swallowed an entire
packet of the very latest Fainting Fancies from Weasley & Weasley.

"Honestly, Hermione, weren’t you just saying that the Headmaster was
supposed to come and fetch us?"

Hermione shook her head in denial; she looked on the verge of fainting.

"No... well, I mean... That thing outside... a Headmaster? Did you
hear that sort of scream it let out just now?" she replied. "Can you imagine
Dumbledore greeting us like that?"

"Certainly not. But look, the train has stopped and someone, or
something, has come to meet us. That resembles what McGonagall told
you.

There was a fresh silence during which Ron and Hermione seemed to be
internally turning Harry’s theory over in every direction.

"Oh... Perhaps... yes," admitted Hermione after a few moments. "In
that case... it's up to me to go and meet him. I'm the one in charge of the
students here."

"No way are you going out there alone, we’re coming with you!"
exclaimed Ron. "Right, Harry?"

Harry nodded, and Hermione gave them a look filled with infinite
gratitude. For a split second, Harry felt as though he were facing a much



younger Hermione. The one from the time they had all three faced the
mountain troll in the Hogwarts toilets, many years ago.

They walked down the carriage, wands at the ready. Along the way,
packed like sardines to preserve warmth, the students seemed to be
watching for what would happen next with avid curiosity. Several times, as
he forced a path through the gatherings puncturing his route, Harry
thought he heard snatches of conversation such as "Look, it’s Potter!", "
the saviour of Hogwarts!" or even "Is that him? I imagined him taller...".

Hermione couldn’t help but pause when they finally reached the metal
door marking the end of the carriage. Her bravery seemed to have been
shaken during the crossing. She turned back one last time, as if to soak up
the comforting presence of Harry and Ron, and finally pulled on the door,
which opened with a lugubrious creak.

A gust of wind brutally forced its entry into the carriage. The flames of
the sconces arranged along the walls flickered before vanishing, and the
chandeliers began to dance on the ceiling, tinkling ominously. Harry felt
his nose prickle then burn as a fresh wave of polar cold definitively took
hold of the premises. Assaulted from all sides by the dry, freezing air, eyes
watering, he wondered who on earth could be mad enough to risk
venturing outside alone in such extreme conditions...

The answer stood in the doorframe, now wide open.

The shadow he had seen prowling near the train moments before stood
out against the immaculate background of the snowstorm. It appeared
smaller than Harry had judged at first glance, and its posture had
something strange about it. Rather as if this person or thing carried a large
hump beneath the piece of patched canvas that served as a travelling cloak.
Even more intriguing was the appearance of its face, which remained half-
masked by a hood from which large plumes of steam escaped regularly.

Hand held as a visor to protect herself from the flakes shooting into the
compartment, Hermione stepped forward cautiously...

"Hello, I... I am Hermione Granger. H-H-Head Girl and responsible for
the sixth and seventh-year students of Hogwarts," she announced in a loud
voice that struggled, however, to cover the tumult of the gusts. "Are you
the Headmaster of Durmstrang Institute?"

For his only answer, the visitor approached until he crossed the few
dozen inches still separating them. Ron began a defensive gesture which
Harry stopped dead, determined only to trigger hostilities as a last resort.
Dawlish had been clear: as representatives of the Auror Office, they could
not afford to compromise the tense relations persisting between West and
East. Provided, of course, that their visitor was a local...



"Do... do you speak English?" tried Hermione, short of inspiration.

Without a word, the stranger revealed two hands the size of frying pans
from beneath his cloak. His sausage-like, scar-riddled fingers then rose
slowly towards Hermione’s face. Just like Ron, whose path he was still
blocking, Harry held his breath. At the last moment, however, the strange
visitor swerved to grip his black canvas hood... which he pulled back.

Hermione, Harry, and Ron stifled an exclamation.

From the darkness had just emerged a hideous head, dotted here and
there with tufts of dishevelled hair. The nose was flattened, covered in
pustules, and overhung a slobbering smile half-hidden by exuberant teeth
whose colour recalled that of the old parchments one might find in the
Antiquities section at Flourish and Blotts. The being stared at Hermione
with his small black eyes with intensity. In that precise moment, Harry
would have struggled to say if the hunchback was preparing to throw
himself on his friend to devour her, or if he was merely beatific with
admiration before the chosen one of his heart.

Hermione had just undertaken a new attempt at communication when
the visitor suddenly straightened up. His deformed hands brought to the
grotesque slit serving as his mouth, the hunchback began to scream with all
his might. The same strident cry that had petrified Harry, Ron, and
Hermione with horror a few minutes earlier now filled the entire carriage.

Harry clapped his hands over his ears as hard as he could. In vain. A
terrible pain had seized him, ever sharper and more penetrating. It was as if
a dozen Golden Eggs from the Triwizard Tournament had been abruptly
opened inside his head. In a brief moment of lucidity, he considered
casting a Silencing Charm at the screamer. But the mere prospect of having
to peel a hand off his skull to direct the spell was enough to discourage
him. Around him, the students were writhing in all directions, their faces
expressing a mixture of terror and agony.

Harry’s senses blurred, so unbearable was the suffering. Incapable of
supporting his own weight any longer, he hit the nearest wall and let
himself slide to the floor. His blood was pounding in his temples, his
vision blurring...

From nowhere, a voice imposed itself as if by magic in Harry’s mind,
until it gained the upper hand over the screaming.

“Enough, Koulok. Enough... We received your signal and are already on our
way to find you. Thank you, dear friend...” said the voice gently amidst the
din.

The strange visitor’s scream cut off like an old civil defence siren and
gave way to a buzzing silence. Little by little, life seemed to return inside



the carriage.

"Ow-ow-ow! What was that?" said Ron, curled up on the floor less than
a yard from Harry. "Lucky someone asked him to stop, a bit more and my
head would have exploded. You... You heard him too, right?"

"I... Yes... So, unless it’s a collective hallucination, someone definitely
spoke just now," replied Harry, raising his voice to manage to hear himself,
so present was the scream still in his skull.

"A voice with a clear, calm timbre... rather reassuring?"

Harry nodded, before adding:

"Hard to say if it was a woman or a man... It was really strange."

A little further away, the other occupants of the carriage were beginning
to get up, grumbling.

"That felt like Legilimency. You know, that form of magic that allows
one to penetrate people’s minds," remarked Hermione, rubbing a hand
over her face like someone trying to wake up after a bad dream.

"I thought you needed eye contact to do that sort of thing."

"That is normally the case, yes. But I'm convinced the most powerful
wizards don’t necessarily need it," retorted Hermione. "Remember, when
Voldemort infiltrated your mind, Harry, in fifth year... He was dozens of
miles away."

"Yes well, he had left a piece of his soul in me beforehand," objected
Harry with disgust. "That must surely have helped the process."

"What an exciting discussion, Miss, Gentlemen..." came the voice in
Harry’s head again. "How would you like to continue it by the warmth of a
good fire, deep in a plump armchair, escorted by the centuries upon centuries of
knowledge our library contains? Yes... Durmstrang, its history, its magic, and
its students await you with the greatest impatience. So, would you be so kind as
to come and find us at the foot of the cliff without further delay? Mr Koulok,
who is standing with you at this very moment, is our servant. He will guide

ou.

Scarcely had the voice faded, swallowed by the gusts, than their visitor
pulled his hood back up over his head and bowed. His pustule-covered
nose only inches from the ground, he invited them to leave the carriage
with a wave of his hand.

No doubt stimulated by the prospect of finally returning to school (as
well as finding herself "escorted by centuries upon centuries of
knowledge"), Hermione regained her wits and got back on her feet in
record time. She hastened to gather the students who were still wandering
here and there in the corridors, as if their souls had just been sucked out by
a Dementor.



No one apart from the Head Girl was in a hurry to venture out into the
middle of the storm, and Hermione had to move heaven and earth to get
everyone moving. Unsurprisingly, the Slytherins proved particularly
recalcitrant. It was not Draco Malfoy who caused the most trouble but his
girlfriend, Pansy Parkinson. The cohort was almost entirely mobilised
when she planted herself in the middle of the corridor, fists on hips.

"And you want us to go out, in weather like this, following that moron?"
she scoffed with contempt, pointing at their hunchbacked guide. "Where
are the carriages, or the sleighs... There is no way I am leaving the train in
these conditions!"

To general surprise, Hermione did not insist.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Madame’s carriage hasn’t been brought round yet. If you
are too fragile to walk, you had better stay here, indeed..."

She stepped towards the Slytherin and placed a hand on her shoulder
with a tender look that was unlike her.

"Thank you for sacrificing yourself for the group, Pansy. I'll tell your
parents you were as brave and generous as a Gryffindor when we present
them with your frozen corpse. They’ll be able to be proud..."

The stratagem worked perfectly and preparations resumed with renewed
vigour. Pansy Parkinson even ceased complaining for the fifteen minutes
that followed. In an ironic whisper, Ron remarked that this was a historic
record.

A little later, bundled up as best they could be in their travelling cloaks,
the students (Miss Parkinson included) exited the lead carriage in small
groups before plunging into the blizzard. Hermione, who was leading the
caravan behind the Durmstrang scout, asked Harry if he would mind
bringing up the rear of the convoy to ensure no one got lost on the way.
Wishing for nothing more than to lend a hand to his friend who was
already crumbling under responsibilities, Harry accepted without
flinching.

Very quickly, however, he came to wonder if he was really the man for
the job.

Harry could see almost nothing. At times he seemed to distinguish the
edge of a cloak, or perhaps the silhouette of a student in front of him, but
that was about all. Following the tracks and placing his own feet in those
of the students preceding him represented, in fact, a hazardous exercise. To
the point where he frequently found himself sunk in fresh snow up to his
pelvis, following a departure from the path. Thus trapped, the herd of
bewitched luggage floating in suspension behind him crashed violently
into his back more than once, projecting him entirely into the powder. Try



as Harry might to warn, and even scream threats at, the large luxurious
trunk upon which the gold letters "D. L. Malfoy" were embroidered, the
dives into the snow multiplied.

Soon, the situation had deteriorated to such an extent that Harry had
lost all sensation in his face (upon which a thin film of frost seemed to
have deposited itself) and in his hands, which he had nevertheless wrapped
in his travelling cloak and placed carefully on either side of Hermione’s jar
of blue flames. Ironically, the only part of his body that still seemed
capable of sending him signals was his aching knee.

Despite everything, Harry continued to advance head down, clinging to
the idea that they would arrive shortly at the castle, where the start-of-term
feast and a good old log fire would be waiting for them.

Whoever they might be, Harry blessed the gods of the mountain when
the convoy finally stopped. Catching his breath, he managed to dodge i
extremis the large trunk which, once again, hadn’t slowed down in time.
The imposing piece of luggage ended its run a little further on, right in the
wobbling legs of a sixth-year girl who had had the misfortune of being in
its trajectory. Moments later, Ron’s familiar silhouette, broad-shouldered
and with a slightly awkward gait, stood out against the whiteout to come
and meet them.

"Hurry up and join Hermione at the front, she’s waiting for you!" he
yelled at the few students who had gathered around the girl to help her.
"Harry, I need a word, we have a problem!"

Harry found it hard to believe his ears. Judging by the situation, they
didn’t have  problem, they had tons of them...

"I don’t see what you're talking about!" replied Harry, yelling in turn to
cover the din of the storm. "We have everything one could dream of here,
don’t we?"

Ron advanced until he was nose-to-nose with him and resumed:

"It’s serious! There’s someone over there, I think it’s that guy, the bloke
with the voice from earlier! And I also think he’s the Headmaster of
Durmstrang!”

"That’s very clear, thanks Ron! So what? Reassure me, he sent a rescue
team equipped with portable campfires or whatever with him, right?"

"Harry, he doesn’t want us to follow the others to... to Durmstrang! He
says neither you, nor I, nor Neville, are on the guest list!"

Without being able to explain why, Harry laughed in Ron’s face.
Nervously, without any joy. How could he have envisaged for a single
moment that Dawlish would entrust them with an easy, or even achievable,
mission? They were going to end up stuck there, the three of them, in the



middle of nowhere. Plunged into a blizzard that threatened to sweep them
at any moment into the bottom of a crevasse, without any idea where to go
or how to get back...

Like a ghost who had just walked through a wall, Neville surged from
the nearest whirlwind of snow.

"Harry, Ron! I... I explained everything to him! The Death Eaters, the
Auror Office, the training, everything! But he wont hear of it. He says
'there is no room for English spies within the walls of Durmstrang'! What
are we going to do?"

Harry felt his despair give way to profound fury. That the Headmaster
should refuse them entry in such conditions was already unacceptable, but
that he should take the opportunity to mock them by making them out to
be spies bordered on insult.

"I want to speak to him. Where is he, this Headmaster? This famous
D.?" replied Harry before blowing into the hollow of his numb hands.

"We'll take you," said Ron. "But watch out, there’s a sort of enormous,
nasty dog with him, not to mention that weird guy who came to get us at
the train earlier..."

Ron and Neville guided Harry to the front of the procession.
Throughout the journey, Harry took care to keep himself tense in view of
the negotiations to come. It was out of the question for room and board to
be refused to them, if only for one night. From now on, he was ready to do
anything to get what he wanted, even to force passage, whatever the
political fallout might be. After all, it was Dawlish’s fault and not theirs if
they were here today.

"Here, this is it, that’s him," said Ron with a nod.

"Be careful,” added Neville. "I couldn’t really say what, but something is
wrong with this guy."

In front of them, only a few yards away, a man with a slender silhouette
was immersed in what seemed to be a passionate discussion with Hermione
and Ginny. From his cream-grey hair, long and curly, resting delicately on
the immense gold-rimmed collar of his black cloak, to his long, impeccably
polished musketeer boots, everything about him inspired elegance and
grace. This man, with features so fine he could easily have been mistaken
for a woman of great beauty, seemed to float in the middle of the storm
like a lost angel. And as if the elements had also been seduced by this
miracle of nature, not a single flake nor the subtlest of breezes came to
brush against him; so as, no doubt, not to alter in any way the
magnificence radiating from him.



Disconcerted, Harry approached, before sinking once again into the
snow. As he tried to extricate himself painfully for the umpteenth time that
day, he was surprised to feel both ridiculous and uncouth. Coming to
disturb this balance, this subtle peace that nature itself dared not disturb,
suddenly appeared to him as an act of great vulgarity.

Still crouching, Harry raised his head one last time to witness the
bewitching spectacle before the irreparable was committed. But the scene
had disappeared. In its place now stood an immense black wolf, a beast
barely smaller than an ox, staring at him with appetite... and which soon
advanced towards him with a growl.

Transfixed by fear and cold, Harry didn’t move a muscle. His hands were
still buried under the snow, out of reach of his wand which he had had the
foolishness to leave in one of his pockets. Powerless, he contented himself
with observing the wolf as it progressed in his direction. An instant later
and a maw with sickening exhalations, entirely lined with fangs, was
agitating right in front of his nose.

"Fear not," came a peaceful voice somewhere behind the beast. "We shall
do you no harm. Not until we have had our little chat, in any case..."

The beast snapped its jaws a few inches from Harry’s face, shook itself,
jingling its collar, and retraced its steps. With a dragging gait, it rejoined
its master before curling up lazily at his feet. As skilfully as he could, Harry
extricated himself from the snow trap he had fallen into and hastened to
stand up.

"Our apologies. We were simply too curious to smell what blood you are
made of," said the man who seemed to have fallen from the sky, with
smugness.

Harry felt his impatience growing within him. He had had enough of all
this, of the train, the walking, the snow, the cold, and this species of
humiliation being inflicted upon him. All he wanted was to slip into a bed,
in the warm, with a roof over his head.

"What interest is that to you?" he retorted in an icy tone. "Do you plan
to turn away all Half-bloods and Muggle-borns too? Professor McGonagall
must surely have sensitized you to Hogwarts’ values, and its position on
this subject, before sending you her students.”

"We probably misunderstood each other, young Potter. The kind of
qualities to which you allude are nowadays perfectly indifferent to us, here
at Durmstrang. But no matter... Permit us to introduce ourselves, we are
Halcard," said the man, giving a bow that could not have been more
graceful. "And for a few months now, it is upon us that the honour and
task of educating the school’s students has fallen. Your teammates, Messrs



Weasley and Longbottom, already came to explain your situation to us a
short while ago. Know that if it has not evolved since, it will be impossible
for us to let you follow us further."

"According to my superior, Mr John Dawlish, Head of the Auror Office
of the United Kingdom, it is with your Headmaster, 'Mr D.", that we must
discuss this. And we would never have undertaken such a journey here if
that person had not first given his agreement."

The man named Halcard burst into forced laughter.

""Mr D."? Yes, of course.... A pseudonym, at most... which will have
proved its effectiveness in preventing our numerous cousins from taking a
little too close an interest in certain questions of inheritance... Be that as it
may, the Headmaster stands before you, young man, rest assured," he said
with a mischievous smile. "It is, however, to be feared that we never got
wind of this famous mission, nor of anything else resembling it."

"Easy to say all that..." replied Harry whilst discreetly plunging his hand
into the pocket where his magic wand was located. "My teammates
explained it to you apparently. There are two Death Eaters somewhere in
the area... Who tells me you aren’t one of them, in disguise? And where is
the castle, then, or this famous cliff we were supposed to reach?"

For the first time since he had met him, Halcard’s face, with features yet
so seductive, hardened. Around them, the gusts ceased and the snowflakes
suddenly seemed to hang in suspension, as if time had stopped.

"We should be able to trust him Harry," intervened Hermione feverishly.
"He... he holds a scroll of parchment signed by Professor McGonagall. 1
saw it, it is indeed her signature..."

"We should be able to do without your help, Miss Granger, thank
you..." cut in Halcard in a dry tone. "We will add that, for your own
safety, you had better stand aside from this moment on."

Deep in his pocket, Harry felt against his fingers the familiar contact of
the holly wood that composed his wand. Facing him, Halcard threw his
finely embroidered cloak back with a sweeping movement of his shoulder.
With a brisk gesture, he brought his hand to his belt and drew a
magnificently crafted sword whose blade seemed made of crystal. He then
pointed it at Harry and his monstrous wolf stood up, growling.

Around them, the students backed away. All except a few daring ones,
amongst whom were Ron, Hermione, Ginny, Neville, and Luna, who
closed ranks around Harry.

"Mr Potter... There seems to be a misunderstanding. If there had been
an intrusion at Durmstrang, our faithful Koulok would have told us a
while ago; which makes your presence as unjustifiable as it is out of place.



Given, however, the recent prowess that a good part of Europe seems to
grant you, we are ready to infringe our precious regulations to the point of
revealing to you the Cliff of the Initiate..."

Without another word, Halcard raised his weapon towards the sky. A
blast exploded somewhere above them and the elements unleashed
themselves as if the end of the world had arrived. Moments later, however,
the oppressive fog dissipated to reveal a purple-hued sky as absolute calm
descended. Before them now stood an impressive fagade of rock and ice,
hundreds of feet high.

Halcard brought the point of his blade back towards Harry, and
resumed:

"Consider this demonstration a token of respect, and now leave, Harry
Potter. You, and your Auror trainee teammates. Upon your return, tell your
superior that Durmstrang will never be the playground of agents from the
West. Do not forget also to remind him that your kind have already done
enough damage in the past, and that we now intend to compensate for
your failings, in our own way."

Harry felt all hope leave him as his gaze met that of the strange guardian
angel of the place. Whoever he was, this wizard seemed capable of rivalling
Dumbledore himself. It was unthinkable to face a being commanding such
magical power, even ten against one. And even assuming they managed to
subdue him for a moment, it was almost certain that his immense pet
would jump on them to rip them apart, with great slashes of fangs and
claws.

They had lost. In fact, they had never even had the slightest chance.

Ron heaved a sigh of disappointment and turned to Harry, looking
devastated. Seething with rage at his own powerlessness, Harry lowered his
head as well as his wand. A terrible sensation of guilt had just seized him.
If he hadn’t sealed that stupid Elder Wand a few months earlier, he would
probably have had a chance today. But... Would that have been the right
method regardless? 7o hell with the past and the present, he told himself
internally. This was the last time he would show himself so weak, in his
own eyes, in Ginny’s, and in those of all his friends. Next time, his promise
was made, he would rise to the occasion, whatever the cost.

Someone put a hand on his back, no doubt to offer a caress of comfort,
but Harry contented himself with hunching his head into his shoulders.

It was Hermione.

"Pro-Professor? S-Sir? What... What if they are Hogwarts students
wishing to take their N.E.W.T.s?"
Halcard lowered his weapon in turn and regained his seductive air.



"You say, Miss Granger? We are not sure we follow you."

"Well..." resumed Hermione, shifting uncomfortably from one foot to
the other. "If Ron, Harry, and Neville decide to present themselves as
seventh-year students... you cannot refuse them access. I mean... that is
indeed what is written on the parchment you showed me just now, isn’t it?"

"All that is correct, Miss Granger. Provided, of course, that these
Gentlemen agree to bow to our internal regulations, and thus to
assiduously attend their classes whilst respecting the curfews. Otherwise
they will see themselves severely punished then expelled. I insist: here, in
our home, Durmstrang law prevails, however severe it may appear to the
eyes of the outside world..."

But in the present moment, Harry was absolutely not disposed to submit
to any conditions whatsoever. His recent failure to assert his right of entry
as an Auror seemed to have awakened a monster that was lacerating his
insides. What was the point of having crossed all these obstacles if it was to
end up treated like this?

He heard Ron and Neville discussing in low voices a little further away.
Both seemed to agree to sign up at the last minute, according to
Hermione’s proposal.

"And you Harry, what do you say?" Neville finally asked him timidly.

"I say you didn’t hang about giving up," retorted Harry, exasperated.

Ron shook his head without saying anything, as if he had just received a
slap in the face. Harry was still congratulating himself internally for having
hit so close to the mark when Ginny grabbed him firmly by the arm.

"Stop it, will you!" she whispered to him angrily. "Maybe this isn’t how
you saw things, but it’s your only way to get your hands on those guys.
Isn’t that more important than knowing who is right? And besides... it
would allow us to be together a little longer," she added after a few
moments.

"Yes, just accept and let’s go like that. We'll do as we've always done:
we'll help each other, and we'll get there," added Hermione.

With a look, Harry swept the assembly of his friends before breathing in
deeply.

"All right. I'm with you..." he said finally.



11. THE CASTLE IN THE SKY

Both relieved to know that the doors of Durmstrang would not remain
closed to him indefinitely, and worried about the turn his very first mission
as an Apprentice Auror was taking, Harry imitated Ron and Neville by
appending his signature to the parchment the Headmaster held out to
them. The unease accompanying this unforeseen commitment intensified
further upon discovering the avidity with which Halcard reclaimed his
document.

Moments later, the latter was congratulating Hermione on her presence
of mind, declaring it "worthy of everything Professor McGonagall could
have suggested,”" when Draco Malfoy burst right into the middle of their
conversation. Like the other students, he appeared completely frozen.

"Sir? Where is the castle? Don’t tell me it’s all the way up there," said
Draco, trembling from head to toe.

"And yet... it is greatly to be feared that it is, young man. The ascent of
the Cliff of the Initiate is a very ancient custom. A tradition dating back to
the remote era of this school’s creation, and one which is very dear to us."

"And isn't there a more direct, or less painful way to get there?"
intervened Pansy, whose nose had turned blue since their departure from
the train.

"Access to Durmstrang must be earned,” the Dean affirmed implacably.
"All we can do to alleviate your suffering is to lend you this, young witch,"

he finally added, bringing his hand to his belt.

Scarcely had he placed his slender fingers on the hilt of his strange sword
than their luggage vanished. The next instant, everyone found themselves
shod in a pair of wide snowshoes and clad in a thick fur coat. Caught off
guard by the weight of this extra layer of clothing, Harry (like many others
around him) nearly fell backwards once again. The curse that threatened to
escape him was quickly stifled, however. All things considered, this surprise
was more than welcome.

"Mr Koulok, go on ahead and make haste to warn the others of our
imminent arrival. As for us, let us go," said Halcard, gesturing for them to



follow, whilst the hunchbacked scout overtook them at breakneck speed
before disappearing into the distance. "Our presence is highly anticipated,
and it would be a pity if the feast were to stew for too long, should we
perchance delay in showing ourselves..."

The remark hit home in the ranks of the students, who immediately
scrambled in the Headmaster’s footsteps. He led them onto a steep and
craggy path winding in the shadow of the cliff. Harry climbed the first few
yards with a mixture of apprehension and excitement. For the first time in
his life, he was going to discover a wizarding school other than his beloved
Hogwarts.

A few paces ahead, Halcard hadnt bothered to equip himself with
snowshoes and gave the impression of levitating over the fresh snow with
each stride. It looked as if the difficulty of the exercise left him totally
indifferent. Soon, he began telling Hermione how the ritual of the Cliff of
the Initiate was born in 1294, when it had been necessary to welcome the
champions of other schools on the occasion of the very first Triwizard
Tournament. Hermione looked absorbed by the tale and was doubtless
dying to ask more in-depth questions, but she seemed to lack the breath.

She wasn’t the only one struggling. The enthusiastic conversations that
had started here and there at the beginning of the climb had long since
given way to multiple groans and other muffled whimpers. As for Harry,
every inhalation in this icy atmosphere gave him the impression of having
swallowed half a dozen flaming shots of Ogden’s Old Firewhisky (a game the
Weasley twins had once, and only once, indulged in under the half-
impressed, half-pitying gazes of their peers in the Gryffindor common
room).

"We... we have to get our hands on those Death Eaters quickly. If... If
not, Dawlish is going to kill us," stammered Ron painfully as they skirted
an immense waterfall frozen into ice. "I-I don’t want to spend the rest of
my days in this... this sort of thing Hermione’s parents have that makes c-

cold..."
"A refrigerator?” suggested Harry, lost in his thoughts.

"Yeah that’s it, a freezegerator. Anyway, we have to get out of here! People
aren’t normal in this part of the world. Remember K-Krum, when he dived
into the lake, in the middle of winter?"

"Maybe we should avoid telling him anything for the moment—Daw-
Daw... Dawlish I mean," suggested Neville, who looked as though he had



stepped straight out of Ron’s freezegerator. "We could just act as if n-

nothing had happened.”

Harry found it hard to give an opinion. The situation was complex. Had
Dawlish deliberately omitted to announce their arrival at Durmstrang to
harm them? Or... was this strange Halcard hiding something from them?
Alas, for the moment it seemed impossible to obtain a precise answer
without risking expulsion from the Auror Apprentice programme on one
side, or from the walls of Durmstrang on the other.

"I say we wait and see how this turns out,” confirmed Harry, focusing on
the warmth of the little red chick against his neck. "You never know,
perhaps the future will prove more lenient."

"Fine by me," replied Ron. "Actually, I'm starting to get too hungry to
worry about all that. I hope the cooking is good in this country. Ah... it’s
crazy how much I miss the Burrow and Hogwarts already..."

The caravan of students continued its path for a good half-hour before
taking a short break, to give those who were struggling the most a chance
to catch their breath. Harry felt a little more relaxed. It was as if this latest
physical exercise had managed to help him get some distance from his
recent setbacks. Thinking about it, his friends were right there with him
and in good health, and as long as they remained united, they would have
every chance of overcoming the obstacles that might stand in their way.

"Phew! I think we're nearly there," wheezed Ginny, pointing to a snowy
cornice a little higher up that was glittering in the light of the setting sun.

"And not a moment too soon!" said Ron. "Since we got on the Hogwarts
Express we've nearly been buried, frozen, swept away by the storm and
even, narrowly, sliced into rounds by that weird albino guy," (he cast a
cautious glance in Halcard’s direction to ensure he hadn’t heard anything,
but the Headmaster still seemed absorbed in his conversation with
Hermione). "If only those idiot Death Eaters could have got lost in the
vicinity of Beauxbatons, we wouldn’t have had to suffer all this..."

"What saddens me the most for the moment is the absence of greenery,"
said Neville. "Have you noticed? There’s only snow and rocks here."

Harry, Ginny, Ron, and Luna, in her own way, consoled Neville as best
they could by pointing out that, here, at least, he could walk around
without being constantly harassed by a crowd of feverish groupies.

A few minutes later, they crossed a small ridge which led them to one of
the most beautiful viewpoints Harry had ever had the occasion to



contemplate.

"There!" announced Halcard proudly, suddenly transformed into an
elegant silhouette by the reddish light of the twilight. "Exceptionally, for
you, behold the Castle in the Sky, behold Durmstrang!"

Below a basin, flanked on one side by the snowy slope of an imposing
peak, and on the other by the void of a sheer cliff, sat an impressive
structure with the look of a Gothic cathedral. Bristling with ramparts and
twisted towers, some curled upon themselves, each taller and sharper than
the last, the castle appeared to Harry like a strange and marvellous
pincushion of granite needles. The edifice rose above a frozen lake in which
the great ship with torn sails that had carried the Durmstrang delegation to
Hogwarts a few years earlier was peacefully moored. Finally, a few yards
away, a lush forest of fir trees dusted with fresh snow adjoined both the
flank of the mountain and the edge of the basin.

"It’s splendid!" enthused Hermione. "It’s... it’s like an island! Lost right
in the middle of the clouds."

"Is it not, Miss Granger? The founder, Nerida Vulchanova, was
undeniably the most powerful witch of her time. But her greatness was not
limited to that; she was also a person of taste. The Devil’s Horn, upon
which we stand, and the Devil’s Peak which you can see in the distance, are
probably the two most majestic summits of the Carpathian range."

"A commanding position, sheltered from prying eyes, what’s more. It is
well thought out, indeed," acknowledged Hermione.

"Ah! And there are trees too! Finally!" sighed Neville with relief. "I was
starting to lose hope."

"The Silver Forest serves both as protection for the castle against
avalanches, and as a refuge for a good number of creatures, Mr
Longbottom," explained Halcard. "Beware, however; visits there are
forbidden for the place is not without danger."

The spectacle offered to them was so striking that it seemed even to
touch Draco and Pansy. Both sat down hand in hand, totally indifferent to
Harry’s presence.

"So this is Durmstrang..." said Draco in his drawling voice. "My father
hesitated for a long time about sending me here. He said I could learn the
only true magic here. The Dark Arts..."



"Pah! In recent years, the teaching has gone very soft," replied Pansy
with a grimace as if she had just swallowed something truly repulsive.

"What makes you say that?"

"l have family in the region, you know, on my mother’s side. They are
real ignorant brutes... Mother didn’t take long to distance herself—that’s
how she ended up in London. They come every year for Christmas... and
it’s never a pleasure, believe me."

At these words, the enormous wolf began to growl and Halcard appeared
to startle.

"You are Miss Parkinson, are you not?" he said, approaching the couple
with his light gait. "Seeing you earlier, we thought we recognised
someone... Could it be that one of your ancestors..."

Halcard could not finish. The howl that had deafened them a little
carlier, whilst they were still on the train, had just resounded in the
distance, in the direction of the castle.

"Koulok seems very impatient all of a sudden... We are not early, it is
true, but..." he mused aloud. "Never mind, come along young people, the
break is over. Durmstrang awaits us."

Following Halcard, the students started down the snowy slope leading to
the castle. The surroundings darkened as they descended and night
unfurled above their heads. To general surprise, a scarlet moon, so large
one would have thought it within reach, soon rose beyond the sinuous
towers dominating them. The admiring "Oohs" and "Aahs" that rang out
everywhere brought the general excitement to a fever pitch.

A new snowstorm had risen when they reached the drawbridge marking
the sole passage into the castle grounds. No sooner had Koulok spotted
them than he rushed towards them with his half-limping, half-bounding
gait.

"What is so important that it cannot wait for the start of the meal,
Koulok?" asked Halcard, a hint of annoyance in the depths of his voice.
"Do not wait for us, Miss Granger!" he added, turning back vaguely. "Go
on ahead and cross the bridge with the students. We shall have caught up
with you within a minute."

For a while now, Harry had felt his legs growing heavy and hunger
gnawing at him as if his stomach were caught in a vice. A few more strides
and he would be sitting in shelter, in the warmth, patiently waiting for the



feast to begin. However, the strange expression the Dean had adopted
when Koulok had run to meet them had aroused his suspicions.

What kind of news could betray the formidable actor that Halcard
seemed to be?

Curiosity won out. Harry let go of Ginny’s hand and claimed he had a
problem with one of his snowshoes to kneel discreetly by the side of the
path.

Alone, crouching in the snow, he strained his ears as attentively as he
could. Powerful gusts were sweeping the surroundings, and only the
crunching of snow under the feet of the students crossing the bridge
reached him at first. As his hearing sharpened, he came to detect the
vibrations of the rigging of the ship that must have been anchored not far
away. Then... as if carried by the wind, almost imperceptibly, Harry finally
recognised Halcard’s voice.

" .. sure Koulok? .. .......... . dark silhouettes, you say? .. ...... ..
TWO? eive e e by .. secret passage of the ... ? ... ‘prentis Aurors ..
weren't lying... no matter... ... ... ... ol threat, everything ..
....... as planned.”

Harry’s blood ran cold when he realised the conversation had ended and
that the Headmaster threatened to reappear at any moment behind the
nearest curtain of flakes. With considerable effort, he put aside the pain
signals his exhausted body was sending him and hastened to cross the
bridge after his comrades.

"Where did you get to?" grumbled Ron a few moments later, after Harry
had rejoined the group under an arch sheltering an immense metal
portcullis. "And what’s keeping them? I'm starving."

"Ron!" Harry struggled to whisper despite the little breath he had left.
"Halcard... Koulok... I heard what they were saying... I didn’t understand
everything... but... There are intruders; two intruders in the castle! And...
what if it were the Lestranges?”

"The Lestranges?" repeated Ron simply, both incredulous and grumpy.

Harry was burning to recount the detail of what he had just heard, but
Halcard, his wolf, and the hunchback appeared right next to them. Passing
by, the Dean did not even spare them a glance. His animal, on the other
hand, fixed them with appetite using its large bloodshot eyes. Ron was
manifestly not the only one with an empty stomach...



The caravan resumed its route and Harry deemed it preferable to
postpone their discussion. There were too many pairs of indiscreet ears
around them and he did not wish to miss the discovery of their new home
in any way. Increasingly hungry, Ron pulled him by a sleeve and they soon
joined the head of the line, where Hermione, Neville, Ginny, and Luna
were already located.

There, Halcard brought his hand to the hilt of his sword and small
yellowish orbs began to twinkle timidly in the middle of the blizzard.
Harry quickly understood where these glows came from. Old lampposts
had bowed down to meet them, unrolling a sumptuous carpet of gold and
glittering snow at their feet.

The narrow path of light thus guided the group of silent students for a
few hundred yards, leading them around an ice statue of a remarkably
beautiful witch before stopping in front of two oak doors so imposing that

Harry felt as if he had been hit by a Shrinking Charm.

The troop immobilised, Koulok grabbed the knocker protruding from a
bronze dragon’s maw and knocked vigorously. With a loud creak, the
wooden leaves adorned with wrought iron came to life. Scarcely had a thin
opening appeared between the doors than a flood of winged creatures
poured out over the students.

"Fear not, they are merely simple chiropterans!" announced Halcard, a
nuance of amusement in the depths of his voice.

But with the exception of a meagre number of daring souls or a few
others too exhausted to react, most of the students had already thrown
themselves face down, seized by panic.

"Chirowhats? Are they gone?" said Neville, curled up in a ball.

"Bats, Neville. It w-was only bats," repeated Hermione as if to reassure

herself.

"Yes, Miss Granger... In this region of the globe, we use these flyers to
handle our post. But do not think we have anything against owls; it is
merely one of our many customs..."

The immense carved doors finally came to a halt with a dull thud and
Harry, who had just jumped like the others, felt deliciously warm and
scented air caress his face. A shiver of relief seized him as he realised they
had finally arrived at their destination.



With a bit of luck, they would all be at table feasting within a few

minutes.

A few steps further, a wide vestibule supported by an alignment of
columns carved in the likeness of fierce-looking monsters stretched before
them.

"Here, 'm not sure I recognise this one. What sort of species of dragon
is it, do you reckon?" asked Harry, rounding a pillar.

In front of them, an animated fresco depicted an enormous reptile. The
monster was engaged in ferocious combat with a knight clad in resplendent
armour.

"Dunno... I was wondering the same thing," admitted Ginny at the very
moment the monster impaled the knight with a headbutt before roasting
him with its burning breath, like a common marshmallow.

"Looks like a variant of the Romanian Longhorn," observed Ron, nose
now inches from the fresco.

"Except that... in this case, we should rather speak of an Extra-
Longhorn," noted Ginny.

As if it had suddenly understood they were talking about it, the monster
dropped its charred victim and turned its scaly head in their direction. Ron
stepped back in haste, as if afraid of getting singed in turn...

"This analysis does you credit, young people. We had almost forgotten
that Hogwarts students possessed such knowledge of fantastic beasts,"
came Halcard’s soft voice at their backs.

Like a true ghost, the Dean had appeared behind them and everyone
jumped once again.

"Our classes are very good, that’s for sure," replied Ginny as soon as she
had recovered from the shock. "But there’s also the fact that our brother
Charlie is a Dragonologist," she added, pointing to herself and Ron in
turn. "He works in Romania."

"That promises to be fascinating,”" replied Halcard with manifest
interest. "And you are?"

"Ginny... Ginny Weasley, Sir."

For a brief moment, Halcard continued to stare at her avidly before
resuming:



"Dear Ginny Weasley, you can appreciate right here the punishment
inflicted by one of our ancestors on one of his most ferocious adversaries.
An adversary who was none other than King Ladislas of Hungary himself."

King Ladislas was once again pierced through the stomach by the horn
protruding from the middle of the dragon’s forechead, and Harry, Ginny,
Ron, and Hermione had the greatest difficulty in the world suppressing a
grimace. The Dean, for his part, seemed to revel in the spectacle.

"Your ancestors were quite cruel,” remarked Ginny as the scene started
over from scratch.

"If only you knew the whole story... Miss Weasley," replied Halcard

with an amused smile.

And as suddenly as he had appeared, he turned his back on them with a
swish of his cloak before melting into another group of students in the
distance.

"I miss Hogwarts, there’s no denying it," concluded Ron, perplexed,
before inserting himself into the line of wizards which had started moving
again.

Following the strange hunchbacked scout, the procession finally
traversed a long corridor filled with dusty cobwebs and soon found itself in
what must have been the Great Hall of Durmstrang.

The place was plunged into semi-darkness which gave it an aspect both
intimidating and sumptuous. Bathed in the purple glow of moonbeams
filtering through a gigantic rose window, two circular tables, inscribed one
within the other around what looked like a millennia-old tree, faced the
new arrivals. Only a few inches above the cutlery, plates, and other goblets,
all so clear and sparkling one would have thought them freshly carved from
ice, glittered a myriad of dark nuggets: the students of Durmstrang were all
there, gathered, staring at them with undisguised curiosity.

A graceful silhouette Harry recognised without difficulty stood up
against the light, theatrically spreading his arms in the blood-red light
diffused by the immense stained-glass window.

"Dear students of Hogwarts, the long-awaited moment has finally
arrived!" announced Halcard in a penetrating voice that echoed against the
thick stone walls surrounding them. "Welcome to Durmstrang!"

There was the sound of a snap of fingers and Harry suddenly felt lighter.
The snowshoes and fur that were beginning to encumber him had just



vanished. Torches then flared up here and there in the room, revealing a
vast hall with walls covered in baroque tapestries that seemed to date back
several centuries. In a remote corner, a motley group of ghosts began to
play a strange sonata dominated by harpsichord and violins, whilst the
students of Durmstrang stood up in unison to bow in a perfectly
synchronised reverence.

"Galloping gargoyles! Did you see that? Whoever stuffed them did a
good job; they look like puppets in uniform!" chuckled Ron.

Alas, the remark fell right at the moment the music stopped. Ron tried
shamefully to hide behind Harry, without much success. Facing them, the
assembly of Durmstrang students stood silently, frozen.

"Either they heard you, and they’re about to throw themselves on you to
drag you forcibly into the dungeons; or they’re waiting for us to take our
places at the table," whispered Hermione, shooting him an indignant look.
"Strangely, I'd almost prefer it to be the first option... That might spare us
other gaffes from the infamous Ron Weasley, known as "The King'," she
added out of the corner of her mouth before initiating the movement.

Harry didn’t need asking twice and hastened to follow her lead.
Although accustomed to it, he had never been fond of those moments
when an invisible spotlight seemed trained on his shoulders. Luckily, he
soon found a free seat in a zone occupied by other Gryffindor students,
among whom were his former dorm-mates and friends, Seamus Finnigan
and Dean Thomas.

The sound level rose in a crescendo in the hall as everyone took their
seats and conversations started up here and there. Not far from the tables,
a blaze came to life in a splendid Renaissance-style fireplace which did not
delay in spreading a gentle, enveloping warmth.

"Mr Chosen One, good to see you! You wouldn’t have the time by any
chance?" greeted Dean, casting a mischievous glance at the sparkling gift
Harry wore on his wrist.

But Harry had barely had time to stammer a few thanks when Seamus
bounded in his chair, overexcited.

"Did you see?" he cried. "Over there, right near the staff table, that’s
him, isn’t it? Krum!"

Harry scanned the assembly twice, but at no moment did he recognise
the sallow face topped with thick black eyebrows that characterised Viktor
Krum, the star of the Bulgarian Quidditch team.



"Isn’t Viktor a bit old to still be at school?"

"Not Viktor. Vassili, his little brother!" intervened Ginny in a low voice.
"We hear less about him; Viktor still overshadows him. But he’s said to be
very talented too. Enough to become the star of the Bulgarian team in the
years to come... that's what Gwenog claimed, anyway."

Harry took a slightly more lingering look at Vassili Krum and the
obvious struck him then. This young man with messy black hair, a
rounded nose, and a vexed expression he had noticed a little earlier could
only be a Krum. The similarities were not limited to physical features,
however. There was something in his attitude that unmistakably recalled
his brother... Vassili presented that same indolence peculiar to Viktor, that
sort of natural nonchalance towards the boundless admiration his
entourage held for him.

For a brief moment, Harry wondered what could drive someone so
talented and popular to display such a morose air, before Halcard stood up
once again to announce the arrival from the kitchens of the "delicious
cheese fondue, half-and-half style". He then wished everyone a good
appetite, and an impressive quantity of pitchers, baskets filled with small
pieces of bread, and large bubbling cauldrons appeared on the tables with a
soft 'pop!".

Harry, like a good number of his comrades around him, leaned avidly
over the nearest boiling receptacle. A dreadful smell of feet assaulted his
face, so much so that he recoiled.

"What is this mixture? It reeks!" exclaimed Ron indignantly, wrinkling
his nostrils. "So this is the Durmstrang feast?"

"It reminds me of the smell of the old socks Fred used to hide under my
pillow when I was little," remarked Ginny. "Cheeky brother! If I'd known
I’d miss it one day..."

Unable to say if she knew what she was doing, or if it was simply because
she didn’t wish to commit an impoliteness towards their hosts, Harry
watched Hermione with apprehension as she speared a piece of bread on
one of her utensils to then plunge it into the thick yellowish liquid
simmering in the pot.

"Hermione, you're surely not going to do that? It looks even worse than
that fish stuff Fleur loves so much, the baboolla... bilaboose..."

"Bouillabaisse, Ron," corrected Hermione, raising her eyebrows with a
superior air before swallowing the large piece of steaming cheesy bread at



the end of her skewer.

In a burst of bravery (stimulated by a ferocious appetite), everyone soon
imitated Hermione. Everyone except Ron, who preferred to nibble his dry

bread whilst grumbling.

"Mmm, what a treat! I wasn’t expecting that!" acknowledged Harry, who
was still struggling to believe his palate as the flavours continued to
develop in his mouth.

"It’sh creamy...," said Seamus.

"Smooth...," completed Dean whilst ensuring the level of the bread
basket didn’t drop too quickly.

"And these aromas...!" added Ginny with delight. "It has nothing to
envy Fleur’s stuff."

Unable to hold out any longer, Ron cried furiously:
"Alright, I get it! I'll taste it, your sloppy cheese!"

From that moment on, as if by magic, Ron ceased grumbling. Soon,
nothing was heard from his side of the table but repeated and increasingly
hurried gulps.

Stomach full to the brim, Harry felt his muscles relax one by one. The
fatigue he had accumulated during the day was beginning to make itself
felt and he thought with delight of the cosy beds that must be awaiting
them somewhere within the castle walls.

Half-asleep, eyes misty, he let himself watch Chick chirping as he pecked
at the small crumbs garnished with melted cheese that Ginny and Luna
were preparing for him. Right next to them, judging by their passionate
look and the aerial gestures they were describing with their skewers, Ron,
Dean, and Seamus were absorbed in the account of a colourful Quidditch
match. Neville, for his part, was chatting with a Hufflepuff girl who
seemed to be having a certain effect on him...

Subconsciously, Harry thought back to the most striking elements of this
long and exceptional day. And to think he had nearly got into a fight just a
few hours earlier... The Headmaster of Durmstrang was decidedly a man
full of surprises. And secrets...

His curiosity suddenly aroused, Harry cast a discreet glance towards the

staff table.



A few yards away, surrounded by colleagues busy chatting amongst
themselves, sitting comfortably in a majestic leather armchair, Halcard was
sipping a glass of wine. Evidently, he didn’t like cheese or didn’t consume
it, for the ruby-hued liquid filling his glass as well as his personal decanter
seemed to constitute his sole meal. A manifest expression of satisfaction
stamped on his angelic face, Halcard was staring into the distance, as if
admiring something located far beyond the Great Hall.

"Who is he really, deep down?" Harry wondered.

As if they had been suddenly dissociated from the rest of the body to
which they belonged, Halcard’s eyes rolled in their sockets and came to rest
on Harry.

"That, precious Mr Potter, you shall not delay in discovering," came a voice

right in the middle of his head.



12. DOUBTS AND TENSIONS

"Your dessert... you're not planning on eating it, are you?"
Harry started as if he had suddenly been pulled from a dream.
"What?"

"Your cream meringues, you don’t want them?" resumed Ron with the
utmost innocence. "I can take them off your hands if you're not hungry
anymore; | must still have a bit of room left somewhere."

Harry couldn’t believe it. What had happened? Around him, the
students seemed to have finished their meal. All except for a few stragglers
who were still clinking their spoons against their dishes, looking both

delighted and a little dazed.
"Harry, you alright there, mate?"
"Yeah, I just..."

At the High Table, Halcard was once again displaying his satisfied
expression and his vacant, motionless stare, as if nothing had happened.

"...anyway, I should have guessed Viktor was being a bit too modest:
Durmstrang has nothing to envy Hogwarts; I wonder if it isn’t even bigger!
Yes, Ginny! I tell you, 'm almost sure I've seen him somewhere before,"
said Hermione next to Harry, helping herself to a small amount of cream.
"Perhaps in an engraving, in a very old book..."

"How would that be possible? The last time we spoke with McGonagall,
even she had never heard of the new Headmaster of Durmstrang, let alone
that guy," said Ginny, nodding towards the Headmaster. "Are you sure it
wasn’t one of his ancestors?"

"I don’t know, I can’t explain it. But there’s something familiar about
him, I’'m certain."

"Maybe he looks like a member of one of your weird music bands,"
suggested Ron, yawning until his jaw cracked. "He’s got a bit of a rock star



look about him, I reckon."

The meal finished, discussions continued briskly for a while longer until
Halcard announced that it was time for everyone to go to bed. His
goodnights wished, the Headmaster charged Koulok with guiding the
Hogwarts students to their dormitories before retiring to his own quarters,
his enormous wolf at his heels. In single file, the newcomers set off after
the hunchback in a religious silence.

Like so many others, Harry struggled to stay awake and wandered
through the corridors filled with paintings and mediaeval suits of armour
like a sleepwalker. From time to time, he even managed to fall asleep
standing up. He would catch himself just in time by stumbling, which had
the unpleasant effect of aggravating the injury to his knee.

"Ron... about what I was telling you earlier," Harry said, after receiving
a jolt of pain intense enough to chase away the torpor gradually seizing
him. "You know, when I heard Halcard talking with Koulok."

"Oh right, when was that?" replied Ron, eyes half-closed. "You mean
when you disappeared without warning near the drawbridge?"

"Yes. I stayed hidden, actually, crouched in the snow while they had
their little chat.”

"You did that? Why do you always have to... Anyway, never mind.
Whaaat came of it?" added Ron through a yawn.

"If I understood correctly, strangers broke into the castle while we were
climbing the cliff, all together... Halcard didn’t exactly state it clearly, but
he seemed to be talking about two men, actually. Two, like the Lestranges!"

"Harry, I couldn’t even see my own hands at that moment. And it was so
cold I thought I was going to lose an ear and end up like George!" replied
Ron, half-amused, half-asleep. "How can you claim to have gleaned all that
in a moment like that?"

"Sorry? So, you think I'm making this story up out of thin air?" retorted
Harry, his sensitivity exacerbated by lack of sleep.

"Not at all. No-no, I know that’s not your style..."

Harry stopped dead, too tired to walk and argue at the same time. He
waited for the other students to disappear behind a sliding wall then,
fatigue taking over, the volcano that had barely awakened in his gut
exploded.

"So go on, explain it to me. What is 'my style"?"



Ron massaged the back of his head with a grimace, looking embarrassed.
Harry felt his stomach knotting up again.

"The thing is... it’s just... How to put it... Oh, sod it! The thing is,
you’re sometimes a bit paranoid,” Ron blurted out all in one breath, as if
he had been preparing this speech for a good while. "I'm not saying it’s
your fault or anything. Personally, if I'd lived through even half of what
you've been through, I'd probably have gone completely bonkers..."

"Better and better. You think I've lost my mind? Like those idiots at the
Daily Prophet, back when I had actually witnessed Voldemort’s return?”

"No, not at all... You cut me offl" said Ron, who was beginning to get
heated in turn. "What I mean is that you've experienced traumatic things
in the past. Things that have marked you... and that affect the way you see
the world even today."

Harry remained speechless. Once again, his lifelong friend was
questioning him. Was it actually true? Had he become a sort of Mad-Eye
Moody Junior? Half-cracked, always on the lookout for the slightest danger
that might be lurking, to the point of always overdoing it? Harry stared
deep into Ron’s eyes in the hope of finding a sign, a little nothing at all
that would show him the latter had simply spoken a bit too hastily.

But Ron didn’t blink.

"Honestly, hasn’t it hit you yet? Dawlish is worried sick about his job.
Since your triumph at the Battle of Hogwarts, everyone already sees you at
the head of the Auror Department, or even Minister for Magic within a
few years!"

"I don’t see the connection with the presence of Death Eaters at
Durmstrang,” replied Harry coldly.

"Of course there is! It’s obvious, on the contrary!" cried Ron, shaking his
head. "I already suspected it when we got the briefing from Dawlish
getting off the train; there was something wrong. But when Halcard turned
us away at the cliff, it became even more..."

"Oh really? You weren’t exactly acting the clever clogs at that moment, if
I recall correctly. A pity you didn’t see fit to share your suspicions with us!"

"Stop interrupting me every two seconds. All I'm trying to tell you is
that... it’s political. Dawlish has sidelined us. Do you understand? There is
no mission, no Death Eaters or whatever. He sent us to the other side of
the world expecting us to turn back... so he could kick us out of the



programme. Or worse still, so we'd peg it in that blasted storm! Believe me,
that bloke is obsessed with the idea of you taking his place, and he seems
ready to do anything to keep it. Youre working yourself up for nothing,
mate."

Harry had never considered things from that angle. To him, Dawlish was
just another wrong ‘un. One of those people who, like so many others, had
it in for him for reason X or Y, without really knowing why.

Caught off guard like this, he suddenly felt foolish. Try as he might to
turn the situation over in his head, this version of events held water. How
was it possible he hadn’t thought of it sooner? Had he been so prodigious
in the past that the Head of the Auror Office would come to consider him
a rival? Why not, after all... The Dark Lord himself had marked him,
Harry Potter, as his equal. The first time when he was just a newborn, the
second much more recently, after he had matured into the young adult
standing at this very moment in a dark and dusty corridor.

Perhaps Ron was right. Perhaps he was simply much more impressive

than he thought...

"Let’s say you're right... And now, how do you see things?" cut in Harry
as the threads of recent events agitated and crossed in all directions in his
head, like a gigantic superposition of spiderwebs.

"Dawlish is in power. I don’t see any way to dislodge him, and if we
bother him too much, he’ll get rid of us. Figuratively or literally, it seems
to matter little to him," replied Ron with a shrug. "So we’re going to do
what he expects of us... we're not going to make waves. We're going to
spend this year at Durmstrang, quietly, as if nothing were amiss."

"But if we do that, were heading straight for expulsion from the
programme!” exclaimed Harry.

"Expelled but alive! And with a future ahead of us, despite everything...
made possible thanks to the N.E.W.T.s we’ll have obtained!"

Ron looked away, as if the portrait hanging next to them suddenly
merited his interest. Yet it depicted only an old grandmother asleep, busy
snoring so loudly that her lace collar was trembling.

"l didn’t think becoming an Auror implied so many sacrifices,”" he
resumed after a moment, "especially in a period that’s become so... let’s
say... calm. I think I've had enough of risking my neck every ten minutes.
And anyway, it’s cooked, Harry. Accept it if my reasoning doesn’t suit you.
But tell yourself it was over the very moment Dawlish was named Head of



the Office. I really don’t know what was going through Kingsley’s head
when he made that decision..."

Harry stood open-mouthed; he didnt want to believe his ears. Ron’s
theory about Dawlish was admissible. On the other hand, although he had
doubted his friend when he announced he wanted to become an Auror,
never would he have imagined hearing him give up like this after coming
so far.

The Ronald Weasley he knew was better than that.

"Hey, you two! What on earth are you doing standing there?" cried
Hermione furiously, bursting out from around a corner. "I've been looking
everywhere for you! We're not supposed to hang about in the corridors at

this hour. AND ESPECIALLY NOT HERE, AT DURMSTRANG! Come

on, follow me!"

Without another word, all three resumed their route. When Harry was
finally able to lie down on his four-poster bed a good half-hour later, in
one of those remote towers of the castle that seemed to describe a
snowflake that had been stretched out, he had never felt so alone nor so
lost. The career advice meeting he'd had a few years earlier with Professor
McGonagall, under the mocking gaze of Dolores Umbridge, then High
Inquisitor of Hogwarts, kept replaying on a loop in his head. At that time,
his Head of House had encouraged him to become an Auror. And since
then, Harry had never imagined doing anything else with his life.

He would eventually bring Ron to his senses. He had to, whatever the
cost; the Death Eaters were indeed in the vicinity, something deep inside
him assured him of it. Besides, Neville had resources. He would be there to
help him convince his friend; between the two of them they would manage
it, that was almost certain.

"Goodnight everyone," came Dean’s sleepy voice from the back of the
room. "By the way, this place... What do you reckon?"

"Personally, I feel this last year is going to be grand, lads," replied Ron’s
voice. "If you want my opinion, these stories about magical illnesses,
tortured students, or Grindelwald’s imprint haunting the place, it’s to
dissuade the curious. Here, the food is divine, the beds are twice as big as
at Hogwarts..."

"Oh yes... and aren’t there some pretty girls this year..." remarked
Neville in a distant voice.



Harry let out a long sigh of distress. He carelessly closed the curtains
surrounding his bed, turned over, and despite all his worries, sank without
delay into a deep sleep.

The next morning, another unpleasant surprise awaited him. Judging by
the turned-back duvets arranged here and there in bulk on the mattresses,
none of his roommates, be it Ron, Neville, Dean, or Seamus, had waited
for him to go down to breakfast. With a pang in his heart, he glanced at
his watch to note that he was late and threw himself at his things at top
speed.

"Ouch! You young fool! Watch where you put your feet," snapped the
magic hat gifted by George, as Harry pulled on his clothes a little too
hastily. "And stop looking at me with that bewildered expression, will you?
Have you ever seen talking socks before?"

After donning his things in a slightly more orthodox manner, Harry
slalomed between the armchairs and other black velvet cushions dotting
the floor of the common room and set off at full pelt down the first
corridor that presented itself. He hurried through a succession of
desperately lifeless galleries, save for a few portraits of haughty and sickly-
looking wizards who seemed delighted to be able to sneer in his face whilst
he asked them the way.

Just as all hope seemed lost, Harry crossed paths with a strange ghost.
Endowed with a tunic with puffed sleeves and a sort of cavalry trouser
leading into a pair of spurred thigh-high boots, the spectre kept pulling his
wide plumed felt hat over his face whilst Harry asked him how to get to
the Great Hall. The intriguing character finally extended a leather-gloved
hand towards a staircase facing them. He then clicked his heels with a
sharp, military gesture and disappeared, sinking slowly into the floor.

Moments later and Harry was back in the vast room where his comrades
were already seated, laughing and bickering.

The memory of the previous day still anchored too painfully within him,
he chose to sit a little apart, next to Ginny and Hermione who were
discussing wizard music. Despite his poor appetite, he appreciated every
mouthful and every sip of the cold meats and pumpkin juice that had been
made available for breakfast. He even gradually regained a certain faith in
the future awaiting them at Durmstrang, until Ron exploded with
thunderous laughter from the other end of the table, following a joke from
Dean.



"Thanks for waking me before leaving the common room, Ron," Harry
threw out bitterly. "I barely had to run to arrive on time."

One hand in the air, the other on his stomach still cramped by the fit of
gigoles shaking him moments before, Ron froze with an embarrassed
grimace.

"I... T just preferred to let you sleep a bit longer, Harry, that’s all. Last
night... it seemed to me you really needed it."

"Is something wrong?" asked Ginny, faced with Harry’s annoyed
expression.

He hesitated to tell the whole story but changed his mind; Halcard had
just risen from his armchair, clinking his claw-like fingernails against his
wine glass.

"Dear students of Hogwarts, dear students of Durmstrang, in a few
moments you will attend your first class of the year. No doubt your
excitement and impatience have already reached new heights (literally,
chuckled Dean to Seamus, nudging him in the ribs). However, we would
be grateful if you could grant us a few more minutes before heading to
class... The time has come to share an important announcement with
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you.

Halcard paused briefly, time enough to conjure a parchment before his
eyes, and Harry felt excitement growing in him despite his bad mood. An
instant later, the Headmaster resumed speaking as the rays of dawn settled
on his shoulders. His platinum blonde mane began to sparkle, reinforcing
even further the impression of supernatural beauty he exuded.

"It was four years ago now that Durmstrang, Hogwarts, and
Beauxbatons gathered to offer a new birth to the famous Triwizard
Tournament. An event with the theme of international magical
collaboration but also, and above all, progress through competition."

In the hall, Harry noticed that not a single student was moving.
Everyone was hanging on the Headmaster’s every word. It was as if time
itself had stopped, except for Halcard, who continued.

"While most of you were not old enough to attend the last tournament
in 1994, some know the outcome. At the time, Durmstrang’s finest
product was surpassed by a young talent who was not even fifteen. We
refer, of course, to the Hogwarts champion, seated right here, amongst us:
Mr Harry Potter."



A deafening silence fell as the words "Harry Potter” finished echoing in
the four corners of the room.

Harry felt the attention of the entire assembly turn away from Halcard
to fix upon him and his scar. All around, excited whispers began to be
heard and some younger students even went so far as to stand up on their
bench to catch a glimpse of him.

The Headmaster cleared his throat and the agitation immediately
became more discreet.

"This year, the extraordinary chance to see the students of Hogwarts and
Durmstrang join together is offered to us once again. In order to make the
most of this unique opportunity, the Headmasters of both schools have
decided to set up a new contest. Yes, you understood me correctly, dear
friends... This year, we shall be treated to a new competition on the
occasion of the very first Inter-school Quidditch Tournament!"

On either side of the Great Hall, banners representing the Hogwarts
crest on one side (a shield topped with a lion, a snake, a badger, and an
eagle; the emblems of the four houses), and that of Durmstrang on the
other (a double-headed eagle spreading its wings on a crimson
background), appeared and unfurled as if by magic. Still in shock, Harry
imitated his comrades and jumped to his feet to welcome the news as the
Great Hall filled with cries of joy and frenetic applause.

Moments later, a swarm of bats emerged from the darkness of the vault
above them, carrying an interminable parchment on which could be read:
"Tournament of the Two Schools — Competition Rules". Without further
ado, Harry, Ginny, Ron, and Hermione fought a path through the seething
crowd already massing around the poster.

As he found himself plunged into the middle of all this effervescence,
Harry felt terribly torn. Making the Hogwarts team represented probably
the only opportunity he would ever have to measure himself against
international-calibre talent in the flesh. But, such an undertaking implied
numerous sacrifices... which risked all too certainly conflicting with his
imperatives as an Apprentice Auror.

Heart pounding with excitement, Harry scanned the instructions as fast
as he could. The tournament seemed to follow rules slightly different from
those he knew, in accordance with the latest announcements formulated by
the Institute of Magical Sports. Candidates also had a few days to register



for the event, after which the recruitment trials would take place,
supervised by none other than... Ginny Weasley, the new Captain.

Harry barely had time to turn around before a whirlwind of red hair
threw itself into his arms.

"Oh Harry! It’'s wonderful, I am..."

"Captain of the Hogwarts Quidditch team! I know, I just saw! Well
done, Ginny!"

She pressed her head against his chest and Harry tightened his embrace.
Despite a small pang at the thought that he had very much liked being
team captain himself in the past, he was happy for her. Ginny was talented,
understanding, demanding, and charismatic. She possessed all the qualities
required for the post and would make an excellent leader, doubtless even
better than him.

"McGonagall couldn’t have chosen better,” he added.
He graced her with a sincere smile which she hastened to return.

"We're going to surpass ourselves and bring that trophy home!" enthused
Ginny, pointing a finger at the splendid crystal cup with a silver base that
Koulok had just placed on a pedestal, not far from the tournament rules.

Despite all his efforts, Harry could not suppress the grimace he had
managed to contain until now. Doing everything at the same time:
capturing the Death Eaters, attending classes, and following Quidditch
training, seemed absolutely unfeasible to him. Lost in his thoughts, he
took a moment to understand that Hermione had moved to his side and
that the little something she was waving under his nose was intended for
him.

"Harry... are you there? Here, your timetable for this year."

"Herbology, Defence Against the Dark Arts, Transfiguration, Potions,
Charms and... Battle Magic?" read Harry aloud as the words, inscribed in
elegant Gothic lettering, scrolled before his eyes. "How..."

"It was me; I took the liberty of signing you up this morning. You were
taking a while to show up for breakfast, so..." said Hermione in a timid
voice. "It’s right, isn’t it; those are indeed the subjects recommended for an
Auror career?”

"Indeed. I don’t really know what turn the career in question is taking,
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but it’s perfect, thanks. And you, do you know any more about your future
direction since the summer?"



"I’'m not entirely sure yet," she admitted, blushing. "And when in doubt,
you see..."

"She signed up for every subject on offer again," intervened Ron with a
mocking look that was not unlike Fred and George’s. "Classic /-Am-
Hermione-Granger-And-1-Will-End-Up-Knowing-Everything."

"All of them, with the exception of Divination!" noted Ginny, beaming,
her new Hogwarts Quidditch Captain badge pinned to her chest.

"I hesitated... But it seemed to me the subject would be immediately
less thrilling without Professor Trelawney to animate the class.”

"Come off it Hermione, and just admit you never had the Gift... the
Inner Eye!"

His timetable in his hands, Harry didn’t even notice Ron pretending to
faint theatrically. Something on the parchment had just grabbed his
attention. There was no doubt about it; they would begin their day with
the study of a brand-new discipline, the famous Battle Magic.



13. DUEL AT THE SUMMIT

Ron having finished his dramatic impersonations of Professor Trelawney,
the group left the Great Hall through the double doors at the back,
following a band of seventh-year Durmstrang students. They surged into a
succession of dimly lit galleries—the light from outside struggling to
penetrate the thick layer of fog accumulating beyond the windowpanes—
before finally arriving at the foot of a wide spiral stone staircase.

The ascent proved far longer and more arduous than they had imagined.
This was largely due to the steps, which were sometimes so low one had to
take them four at a time to avoid shuffling, and sometimes so high that
only a frank leap allowed one to scale them.

Taking advantage of a pause halfway up, Harry risked sticking his head
through one of the many arrow slits puncturing their path. Outside, only a
few other towers, as tortuous as they were vertiginous, emerged through
the misty surface stretching as far as the eye could see; like strange granite
plants standing in the rays of a pinkish morning sun.

After climbing what felt like a good three hundred feet more, the group
emerged into a vast circular room equipped with yet another staircase that
must have led to the roof. The air was cold, and breathing seemed more
difficult. Harry wondered at what altitude they could possibly be before he
felt his stomach lurch. A violent gust had just hit the tower full force, and
the floor had begun to sway whilst the walls whistled unnervingly.

"Zat’s 'im, right?" said a square-jawed young man who was already there
when they arrived.

Ron and Hermione turned instinctively towards Harry, too used to the
effect his entrance could produce on those around him. But they were
mistaken...

"Oh yes, Mikhailov... blond, with a two-faced look about him; he fits
the image I had of him perfectly,” replied another of his comrades, hidden
in the shadow of a beam at the back of the room.

Wand in hand, he stepped out of his hiding place. It was Vassily Krum,
the boy Seamus had already noticed the day before, on the evening of their



arrival at the castle. With a determined step, he advanced towards Draco
Malfoy whilst other students draped in red joined him.

"Rumour has it we have a little Death Eater amongst us this year?"
resumed Vassily with a nasty look.

"What does it matter to you what I am?" retorted Malfoy with disdain.

"Rumour has it they think they’re superior..." continued Vassily as if
nothing had been said. "But that, apart from casting Unforgivable Curses,
they don’t have much in their bellies. Rumour even has it they tend to
snivel... the weaklings."

"Stop, you're bringing tears to my eyes," replied Malfoy, pretending to
sob. "Unless it’s your breath? Weren’t you the one stuffing your face with
cheese this morning?" he added as seriously as an inspector in the middle
of an interrogation.

Vassily initiated an attack before freezing suddenly, arm in the air. The
tip of an impeccably polished musketeer boot had just appeared at the top
of the steps of the final staircase. His enormous wolf with fur darker than
the night at his side, Halcard descended with a slow, steady step to meet
them.

"Come now, Vassily, those are very curious manners you have there. Do
not forget that all these people are our guests, young Malfoy included,"
said the Dean with a small chuckle that suggested the scene had amused
him more than it had inconvenienced him.

Without a word, Vassily bowed and stowed his wand. Around him, his
comrades continued to stare at Draco with a malevolent eye.

"Excellent. And now, we would be grateful if you would deposit your
belongings in this room and follow us to the upper platform. Your books
will be of no use to you."

Hermione rolled her eyes as if she had been dreading this moment for a
good while. She had always been apprehensive about subjects that strongly
dissociated theory from practice. Harry, for his part, felt relieved. Just like
Ron and Neville, he had had no school supplies since his arrival. Before
climbing the final steps separating him from the summit, he promised
himself he would send an owl to the Weasley family as soon as possible to
remedy this.

In small groups, the students soon reached the highest point of the
tower. The platform Halcard had spoken of resembled a large marble disc.



It was reminiscent in a certain way of the face of a giant clock, whose hours
were marked by narrow oak beams that ended their run far out over the
void. With every gust of wind that passed, the floor seemed to shift several
inches and the entire building began to creak, as if it were on the verge of
collapsing.

Although he had never been prone to vertigo, Harry did not feel at ease
all the same.

"Do you know who originated this subject we call Battle Magic?" asked
Halcard as the students gathered around him to form a shivering circle.

For the first time in his life, Harry saw another hand shoot up as quickly
as Hermione’s. Once again, Vassily Krum was making himself known.
Hermione glared at him defiantly and, seeing Halcard invite him to answer
with a nod, she spoke up.

"Contrary to popular belief, Harfang Munter is not the Headmaster who
established Battle Magic at Durmstrang. He enforced its practice, but it
was Nerida Vulchanova, the school’s founder, who was the first to propose
this discipline within the academic cycle."

"And why would the latter have deemed it good to act thus?" resumed
Halcard in his silky voice.

Again, Hermione and Vassily shot their arms up at lightning speed. This
time, however, Krum won out, to Hermione’s great dismay as she bit her
lip.

"Vulchanova believed that a flourishing people was a people provided,
from the youngest age, with every chance to develop,” he replied in almost

perfect English. "At that time, the teaching of Battle Magic was still
reserved for an elite, itself in the service of a privileged minority."

Vassily paused to consult Halcard with a look. His answer manifestly not
having given entire satisfaction to the Dean, he hastened to continue.

"Vulchanova came from that elite, but she embraced different ideals. It is
partly for this reason that she is said to have founded Durmstrang."

Halcard finally nodded silently. Harry was astonished to note that a tear
of soft silver light had begun to trickle down his angelic face, before
disappearing, carried away by a gust.

"Of all the disciplines taught today, Battle Magic is incontestably the
most complete and the most demanding,” resumed the Dean in a tone that
brooked no interruption. "Because it calls upon the entirety of your talents



as wizards, it will forge you. Through our teaching, you will discover how
to sharpen your reason and how to manifest exits from the most
inextricable situations. You will discover how to tame your emotions, and
you will learn to draw from them the strength necessary for the
accomplishment of your ambitions. You will end up feeling magic like
never before... Thus may you perhaps become the greatest wizards of your

time, as were Gellert Grindelwald, Tom Riddle, Albus Dumbledore, and so
many others before you..."

Around him, Harry perceived numerous excited whispers. He even

thought he heard Ron slip a long "Cooool..." behind his back.

"We shall show ourselves intractable. Excelling in this oh-so-subtle art
will cost you many efforts and doubtless a few sacrifices... But follow our
advice assiduously, proceed by stages, question your acquisitions
sufficiently to consolidate them at the cost of hours and hours of practice,
and you will emerge from it greater. Greater even than you would ever have
imagined."

Absorbed, Harry drank in the Headmaster’s words. Evidently, what these
lessons were going to teach them could be of great help during his career as
an Auror. He could remember only too well, with admiration, the duel that
had confronted Dumbledore and Voldemort at the end of his fifth year of
studies. What he had seen that night was in no way comparable to any
other battle he had known. Would he one day reach even a tiny fraction of
the level of those two wizards?

"But enough talk... Let us move on to a more concrete example,” said
Halcard, pensive. "We need a volunteer! Unless... Yes... the introductions
will be all the more interesting for it... Mr Potter? You heard me correctly;
please step out of the circle and approach. An ex-champion such as
yourself will be the ideal opponent for our little demonstration."

Harry had the sudden impression that a bucket of ice water had been
tipped over his head. Facing him, Halcard had already thrown back his
cloak with a sharp movement of his shoulder, exactly as he had done when
they were at the foot of the Cliff of the Initiate. His eyes shone with the
same determined and murderous glint as back then...

Still in shock, Harry plunged a clammy and trembling hand into his
pocket in search of his magic wand. At his side, Ginny looked petrified.

"Oh Harry... Oh no, not that..." breathed Hermione as he straightened
up, fear in his belly.



Harry took a step towards Halcard and the circle of students faded from
his field of vision, like the wisps of smoke from a candle just extinguished.
Facing him, only a few yards away, Halcard placed his hand on the hilt of
his sword and bowed with all his grace. His wavy hair mysteriously spared
by the gusts, he looked like a god descended straight from Olympus to
satisfy who knows which of his supreme designs.

In turn, Harry executed his deepest bow. As he closed his eyes for a
moment in the hope of regaining his composure more quickly, he was
surprised to feel his heart racing, trembling, wiggling. It took him a few
moments to realise it was the little red chick, hidden somewhere under his
shirt.

Questions surged at a phenomenal speed in Harry’s head. For what
reason had Chick suddenly started shivering like that? Was it an omen,
some sort of alert? The Headmaster had had such a particular way of
pronouncing the words "little demonstration”. Something bad threatened
to happen...

His magic wand raised to waist height so as to benefit from a maximum
range of action, Harry conveyed to Halcard with a simple look that he
stood ready. The two adversaries remained thus sizing each other up for
what seemed an eternity. Finally, somewhere, in the distance it seemed, the
howl of a wolf rang out.

"Protego!" yelled Harry as a jet of silver shot from his opponent’s wand.
" Protego! Protego!!"

It wasn’t a single hex but a veritable rain of spells raining down upon
him. Harry was so concentrated he almost forgot to breathe. Incapable of
casting enough Shield Charms to counter all the hexes springing in his
direction, he soon found himself dodging, leaping here and there and
rolling in all directions.

Cunning and agility worked for a few moments, until Halcard increased
the tempo once again. Motionless, hand delicately placed on the pommel
of his sword, the Headmaster seemed perfectly at ease. If his impassive face
hadn’t displayed a few punctual signs of concentration, just before a new
salvo of lightning was projected, one could just as well have imagined him
serenely enjoying a Five O’Clock Tea.

His defence overwhelmed and two spells having already grazed him a
little too closely, Harry had no other choice but to change tactics. The
hexes he was facing were so numerous that there was a non-negligible



chance of deflecting several at once. He would therefore abandon his
protective charm and risk everything in a final offensive.

Like a conductor who had entered a trance, Harry whipped his wand in
all directions.

"Stupefy! Expelliarmus! Reducto! Petrificus Totalus! Impedimenta!" he cast
as fast as he could.

Three of Halcard’s hexes were deflected in a single stroke, two more were
absorbed by the debris raised by a meticulously placed Exploding Charm,
and the next two were dodged. His plan seemed to be working; the
pressure was lessening, he seemed to be gradually regaining ground.

"Sectumsempra!" shouted Harry, as the Half-Blood Prince’s redoubtable
spell burst into his mind.

For the first time since the start of the duel, Halcard was forced to
abandon his comfortable posture. Finally, he reacted. Finally, he moved.

He had just stepped back.

"Prodigious!" the latter exclaimed, as admiring as he was incredulous,
whilst drawing his strange blade with its crystalline appearance.

Harry was unable to follow what happened next. With truly bestial
velocity, Halcard cleaved the air with a single gesture and Harry found
himself thrown into the air by a sort of shockwave. Like a disjointed
puppet, he landed heavily, rolled, and slid until he found himself hanging
from one of the beams extending over the void, on the periphery of the
marble plateau.

Painfully clinging to life, pierced by gusts of icy wind like so many
murderous spear thrusts, Harry lifted his head with difficulty to see
Halcard’s torso appear above him. The Headmaster gave him a broad smile
then, with a nonchalant backhand, sliced clean through the beam to which
he was clinging.

A strange amalgam of screams of terror reached Harry’s ears, then he felt
himself sucked down, snatched by gravity. Before his gaze was definitively
torn from the top of the tower, due to the rotation his body had initiated
despite himself, he managed to glimpse Hermione and Ginny emerging on
either side of the Headmaster who was still staring at him, the same sly
glint in the depths of his eyes.

The fall accelerated. Harry swirled in the void, helpless, the wind
rushing past his ears, the arrow slits of the adjacent towers scrolling ever



faster around him. He had just penetrated a thick layer of clouds and
definitively lost all notion of time and space when a sinister voice
resonated in his mind:
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"You are a very interesting man, Mr Potter. ..

"Harry! My God, Harry are you alright? Did you really have to do
thae?!"

"Calm down, Miss Weasley. Your friend is fine; a few squares of
chocolate with good Carpathian milk and he will be back in top form.
Come now, up you get!"

Stunned, Harry felt a contact. A hand cold as death had tightened
around his arm before hoisting him vigorously to his feet. He staggered for
a brief moment, time for his blood to rush back to his head, and finally
opened his eyes. By some miracle, he was back at the top of the tower.

"Mr Potter! We must admit it... you are in every way equal to your
reputation!” enthused Halcard facing him, arms raised in a sign of delight.
"What vivacity! What adaptation!”

"I don’t understand," replied Harry as little stars twinkled in his field of
vision. "I... You... You beat me, and without putting yourself to much
trouble..."

"Obviously," replied the Headmaster with amusement. "But... one step,
Mr Potter!"

"One step?"

"You made us step back! That testifies to strong potentiall! Without
going so far as to underestimate you, we were far from imagining you
would be so brilliant during this first, shall we say... interview.'

Harry couldn’t believe his ears; was the Headmaster mocking him once
again? If around him his Hogwarts comrades might appear flabbergasted,
the Durmstrang students, for their part, seemed highly impressed.

"Oh, I was so scared!" choked Ginny, throwing herself into his arms,
eyes moist. "You fell and..."

"Yeah, me too... I really thought that was my last dive. Besides, what am
I doing here?"

"The Tower of Duels at Durmstrang is unique in its kind, Mr Potter. It
was designed to allow young talents such as yourself to train in the most



extreme conditions. The place is, among other things, equipped with a
Nimbus Liberandum charm... Yes, Miss Granger? Would you have some
complementary information to enlighten us?" said Halcard as, in the ranks,
Hermione raised her arm like a rocket.

As if she feared Vassily might steal the limelight again, Hermione
explained everything she knew in a single breath. Apparently, the Nimbus
Liberandum was an enchantment that only the Master Builder in Chief of
Durmstrang, a person known by the name of Litovoi, had been able to
invoke during the castle’s creation, centuries ago. This very particular form
of magic had allowed the formation of enchanted clouds which could serve
just as well as cushioning pads in case of a fall, or as lifts to circulate
between the base and the summit of the tower with total ease.

After having made Hermione blush once again by congratulating her on
"the vast extent of her erudition”, Halcard offered everyone the chance to
celebrate the end of the first Battle Magic class by personally testing the
effectiveness of the Nimbus Liberandum. The proposal was, however,
quickly dismissed as even the Durmstrang students seemed to prefer the
option of the treacherous staircase to that of the big jump. Harry did not
need asking twice and followed the group with definite relief.

"Weird for a first lesson, don’t you think?" said Ron timidly a good ten
minutes later, as they crossed the narrow stone bridge leading to their next
class.

"You're telling me..." replied Harry, pensive, whilst finishing savouring
the small piece of chocolate Hermione had marvellously managed to
conjure for him. "I wasn’t expecting a quarter of what hit me."

"It was... really very impressive, you know. No idea how you managed
to last so long against that bloke. A real deluge of hexes! Sparks and smoke
everywhere! You should have seen the others’ faces; looked like they'd never
met anyone capable of defending themselves as well as you! I'll probably
never be able to do a thing like that..." he concluded in a sort of anxious
introspection.

"Of course you will, what are you talking about? Stop feeling useless
every five minutes. Go for it. Try, try again, and that’s all there is to it!
Halcard warned us learning would take time..."

Harry hesitated a moment to confide about the voices he had heard in
his head each time he had met the Headmaster’s gaze but preferred to



abstain. In the end, it was better not to risk reinforcing Ron’s thesis of
"Harry went bonkers".

"If you say so..." said Ron, pensive. "Anyway, I don’t really see what I
could do with all that."

"Oh, I don’t know... become an Auror for example?" retorted Harry,
whom the remark had made jump. "And prevent other Dark Wizards from
doing more damage? That is why you signed up for this course, isn’t it?"

Ron didn’t answer and Harry didn’t insist. He would have to play it cool
and use patience if he wanted to see him rally to his cause.

The rest of the day passed much more calmly. With the exception of the
Malfoy case, who had to endure with increasing intensity the jeers of
Vassily and his group of friends. The last class of the day, given by
Professor Boulik, definitely marked the start of hostilities between the two
students.

Tall, rather puny, the Charms professor had chosen to begin the year
with Conditional Enchantments. For their first day, the students had to get
a small sugar bowl to deposit two spoonfuls of sugar (and only two) into a
teacup placed at the other end of the table.

If the theory might appear simple, the practice was far more complex.
Triggering a spell under desired conditions required a lot of concentration
and unparalleled analytical skills. Every little action, every little detail,
needed to have been thought out with very particular thoroughness if one
wished to see it executed properly. Harry was already on his thirtieth
attempt (and had just witnessed the lamentable suicide of his sugar bowl at
the foot of his table) when Vassily’s voice pulled him out of his
preoccupations.

"Not great, Malfoy. Your 'Dark Lord' must really have been short-
staffed... It’s true after all, useless as you are... what did you do for him?
Polish his wand?"

Flanked by his comrade Mikhailov, Vassily Krum had moved up a few
rows to bring himself level with Draco Malfoy. Installed at the back of the
room, the Slytherin was practising alone. Pansy Parkinson had doubtless
not signed up for Charms; as for his other Slytherin acolytes, they seemed
more distant with him since the start of term, as if his status as a fallen ex-
Death Eater had made him a persona non grata.

"I didn’t know the filth of this backwater had such a sense of humour,"
replied Malfoy, eyeing him defiantly.



He turned to Mikhailov and, whilst gesticulating like a gorilla, added
with an exaggerated accent:

"Sorry, I meant: "'Yumourrr!™"

Absorbed by the contents of a small flying memo he had just received,
Professor Boulik was visibly unaware of the agitation gradually taking hold
of his class. He left the lecture hall moments later and a new strapping lad
dressed in red hastened to join his acolytes.

"Shall we sort 'im out quick? Boulik just took ze bait."
"Hands off! He’s mine, Nipovski... I'm doing this with a spoon..."

Harry didn’t take long to understand what Vassily meant by that. The
student had indeed begun to draw large aerial circles with the tip of his
wand before pointing it at Draco, as if trying to catch him with an
invisible lasso. At first, nothing happened and Malfoy burst into that
mocking, contemptuous laugh that made him so detestable... until all the
sugar bowls from the surrounding tables threw themselves at him to beat
him savagely with their teaspoons. Overwhelmed by numbers, Malfoy soon
found himself shooting sparks in all directions whilst dancing from one
foot to the other. All he managed to do, however, was blast a deep hole in
one of his shoes, triggering general hilarity.

The spectacle ended with the return of Professor Boulik, alerted by
Vassily who had hurried to fetch him. After breaking the charm with a
simple flick of his wand, he assigned Draco a full week of detention so he
could "consolidate his absolutely lamentable basics in Charms".

"I love that guy! As much as I struggled a bit with his brother, let’s say...
at a certain time... I find him excellent," enthused Ron a few hours later,
dropping into a large, quilted leather armchair that looked particularly
comfortable.

"Who are you talking about?" asked Hermione evasively, lifting her nose
from an interminable roll of parchment.

The first day of classes was over and Harry, Ron, Hermione, and Ginny
had just settled into the common room adjoining their dormitories. A large
stove-fireplace and a few chandeliers arranged here and there constituted
the only sources of light in the room, which made the place rather dark,
but not ominous for all that. Outside, through a wide pointed-arch
window, a few scattered snowflakes could be seen twinkling for a brief



moment as they crossed the moonbeams, before disappearing into the

depths of the night.

"Vassily, of course!" replied Ron, tapping his forechead as if it were
obvious. "Malfoy assaulted by a horde of killer sugar bowls. What a
brilliant idea, and so beautifully executed!"

"I find him annoying and arrogant,” replied Hermione. "It fits the image
his big brother Viktor g