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1. Memory and Moments

A Minute with the Rising Sun









"Conflict is the gadfly of thought. It stirs us to observation
and memory. It instigates to invention. It shocks us out of
sheeplike passivity, and sets us at noting and
contriving."~ John Dewey












He had always imagined they would fight the war together. Not
just with Hermione, but with Ron and Ginny and Neville and Colin –
all of what they had once called "Dumbledore's Army."
But it wasn't to be. As Hermione had said in their first year,
the battle against Voldemort was his and no one else's.
Everything – all of the death and destruction that littered the
war, the heavy burden of loss, the sleepless nights, the organised
battles – was just a conspiring of the world to put into action the
prophecy, to force a confrontation that was long overdue.

It didn't matter in the end how many had died on either
side. That was what hurt most in the end. Every death was
completely and utterly unnecessary. Cedric Diggory in his forth
year at Hogwarts. Sirius Black the year after. None of them needed
to die and none of the glory tagged onto their names by the Daily
Prophet changed anything. He knew their deaths were meaningless;
they contributed nothing to Voldemort's ultimate defeat.

It was slow, gradual numbing of his heart. It wasn't until
he woke up in the Temple of Isis, two months after the defeat of
Voldemort having spent a month in a death-like sleep, with a second
scar crossing his first that he realised that everyone was gone.
Blank cards, shiny foil-wrapped chocolates and half a greenhouse of
flowers surrounded him. He was also very, very alone. There was no
Dumbledore to explain exactly how he had vanquished Voldemort; he
had to read the article about him in the Daily Prophet, ironically
written by the infamous Rita Skeeter. Harry had reservations about
the article's speculations, but he gathered some truth from it.
He was found in the deserts of Egypt, in the middle of a newly made
crater on Halloween. His wand had been reduced to splinters and
still warm ashes had encircled him.

All the evidence of his final battle had been as ephemeral as
those who had once fought alongside him. Forgotten. The desert and
its moving sea of dunes soon washed over the crater with its waves
of sand; the ashes were soon scattered by the desert winds. Nothing
but him remained of that final confrontation.

He remembered little. Insults. Pain. Green light.

Sometimes he imagined what had happened, fabricating a truth
with his many other encounters with the Dark Lord. Sometimes he
simply tried to forget. Now, he could no longer tell what was his
memory and what was his imagining.

Due to some morbid sense of humour, the Dark Lord had left a
will. Voldemort had left him everything he had ever owned. Harry
didn't understand it, but he no longer tried to. He
periodically donated large portions of the vault contents to the
rebuilding of the Wizarding community and other charities, but the
ridiculously high interest rate and various shares seemed only to
spawn more. The lawyer had tried to explain the strange workings of
Wizarding finance, but reason eluded him. The only thing he dealt
with personally was the Riddle House though more manor than house
after Voldemort had augmented it with magic.

The emptiness of his hospital room convinced him he had nowhere
to go. The Dursleys no longer welcomed him; with Voldemort
defeated, he had no need for the protection of blood they offered.
The remains of Grimmauld Place were too frightening to contemplate.
It had been a battlefield for many of the clashes between the
forces of Dumbledore, the Ministry and Voldemort himself. It was
the first place that fell, the first that was re-conquered and the
first to be abandoned. The bloodstains wouldn't wash off; the
stone remembered.

Voldemort kept the Riddle House free from bloodshed. Besides the
slightly gothic decor, there was nothing especially wrong
about the place. That perhaps what scared Harry most when he
entered the manor: the thought that Voldemort wasn't entirely
inhuman in his tastes. Neither was the snake motif abused in any
way. Even with the inconceivably complex wards about the place, it
was almost normal.

He had moved in as soon as the Medics agreed to let him leave
the hospital. The emptiness of the ward was unbearable. Not even
the Press had disturbed him then. The Riddle House was no less
empty, but the dark brooding looks of the walls was comforting it
their cold way. The same way the raindrops cried for him when the
storms came, the walls mourned with him.

Harry sat, staring into the empty fireplace. He didn't want
a fire; cold was a sensation, it was one of the few things he still
felt these days.

The war was too complex to contemplate in any terms beside that
of deaths. Those were the only moments Harry remembered: when
someone would come up to him and tell him the news. It was always
the same – the same expression, the same grief – only the names
changed.

Perhaps that was how everyone drifted away. He didn't want
to know what happened to them. Harry wanted to remember them the
way he had left them. He wanted to think of them without feeling
any pain, guilt or loss. The only way to do that was to loose them.
If he lost them to more mundane means – the lack of contact – then
he wouldn't notice their death. He could pretend they were
still alive.

It became easier he left Hogwarts at the end of his seventh
year; there was no need to see them every day. It worked, he
supposed, since less three months afterwards, he had somehow
defeated Voldemort in the middle of Egypt.

He liked to think Ron was out there somewhere, living in a house
not unlike the Burrow raising his own family of redheads. Luna was
probably editing Quibbler whilst humming "Weasley is our
King" under her breath. In his mind, she never outgrew her
fondness for the song, the same way Colin never stopped carrying a
camera around his neck. Ginny was probably happily married to
someone, raising children and cooking up feasts the way her mother
used to. Cho would have found someone who was willing to cope with
the demons of her past, someone who could sooth her fears. Fred and
George were prosperous jokers, dabbling in showbiz
occasionally...

He thought about Hermione as little as possible. He didn't
know where to place her in his perfect world. He had at first
thought of her married to someone, maybe Ron or Viktor Krum, but
the thought soon became unbearable. Neither could he entertain the
thought of her dating anyone. He could see her teaching classes of
eager students, click her tongue at them as they made mistakes, but
as much as possible he wanted to pretend that she only did that for
him in their more mundane moments of schoolwork, when he wasn't
saving the world. He liked to think of her going to Quidditch
matches, but the idea of her cheering on someone else, worrying
about someone else, soon became repulsive.

So he preserved the memories he had of her in the library alone,
poring over huge books, sporadically pausing to scrawl notes on a
piece of parchment. She was most beautiful that way, in her
element, her hands moving about the books with purpose and an
effortless grace, her eyes intent on the page and her expression
alternating between triumph and frustration. He could almost hear
her sigh of frustration as she pulled out a penknife to reshape the
battered nib of her quill.

She was most alive then, like a tiger stalking and a cheetah
giving chase. Tigers and cheetahs though, magnificent creatures
normally with lazy grace and beautiful patterned fur, but the image
one will never forget is not that of them parading behind glass
cages in the zoo or them dozing on sun-warmed rock and beneath
shady trees, it is when they are in their elements: a tiger
stalking and a cheetah chasing. In the same way she was beautiful
every moment, whether hurrying between classes or garbed in
periwinkle-blue robes, but she was most beautiful, most graceful
when between the pages of her book, stalking knowledge and chasing
answers.

He remembered things about her that he knew he have forgotten,
or never noticed in the first place: the way she tapped the nib of
the quill on the blotting paper when she was impatient, the way she
bit the left side of her lower lip when she was thinking hard, the
way she fiddled with the top corner of the page. He knew she always
dipped her quill into the ink at the end of every other line
instead of waiting until the ink faded and would scrape the nib
against the edge of the inkpot twice instead of once.

What saddened him most these days was that he couldn't quite
paint himself into this perfect picture of her.




















The invitations came as soon as the people felt it was safe
again, as soon as the respectable period of mourning had passed. He
had only three months of solitude. The House elves who ran the
place kept out of sight. He paid them more than he should, but
her voice at the back of his mind told him they deserved
it.

He was only eighteen, after all, hardly the age to bury himself
in depression. The Medic who visited him periodically reasoned that
he should go out and enjoy himself. Let others see his new scar and
celebrate. As the Medic spoke to him, calmly and logically, it was
another voice that he heard in his mind – one shrill, but brutally
frank, infinitely patient, insistently logical.

He replied to the first invitation with an effusiveness he
didn't feel. "Honoured by your invitation... would be
delighted to join you in your celebration..." The Medic
was ecstatic and told him he was making progress. The House elves
gladdened at the prospect of visitors and entertaining gossip. Mr
and Mrs Pickering were overjoyed. It seemed as though he was the
only one who wasn't on the verge of carolling with joy.

The ballroom was festooned with orange. The mirrors that peeked
out from behind the pumpkin orange drapes gave the illusion of
space, making the enormous ballroom look as though it lasted
forever. Floating Jack-o'-lanterns cast an orange glow on
everything; Harry guessed it was in honour of his victory over
Voldemort on Halloween. Despite the lingering cold of February, the
women lost no opportunity to flaunt their flesh. Most dressed in
black and orange to compliment the Halloween theme. Others chose
green, hoping to match Harry's green dress robes.

Whilst the crowd gathered around him, offering their carefully
phrased congratulations and comments about the weather, Harry found
himself searching for a figure dressed in periwinkle blue. The
stares at his scar had always been annoying, but now that he had
gained another, it got worse.

"You probably won't recognise me, Mr Potter. I'm
Terrance Tallulah. You saved me last autumn. May I present my
daughter, Shoshanna?"

"Honoured, Miss Shoshanna." Harry bowed slightly,
playing the part foisted on him. It wasn't difficult now that
he had grasped the basics of what was expected of him.

Shoshanna giggled. Hermione never giggled like that.

"Do you study at Hogwarts?" Harry sipped his glass of
Firewhisky.

"Yes. It's lovely." She smiled a perfectly even
smile. "The lake..."

Memories of his fourth year flooded his mind. The many walked
they shared around the lake, letting words draw closer the distance
between them. Harry downed the rest of his glass, hoping to drown
the memories with the magic-laced alcohol.

"How's Madame Pince?" The question felt inane.

"Do you mean the librarian?" She giggled again,
tossing her brown hair. The girl – he couldn't remember her
name anymore – looked a little like her.

Harry nodded.

"I don't hang around the library that much, but I
believe she's retiring to the archive next term. No children,
more books, she says," elaborated the girl, sipping her
cocktail between sentences. She exchanged his empty glass for a
full one.

She resembled her a lot more from the side. Or perhaps it
was just the Firewhisky.

"What do you do?" His voice wasn't slurring yet.
He could still see her. It couldn't be the Firewhisky.

"Play Quidditch. I'm not very good." She looked up
at him through her blue-tinged eyelashes. Her hand danced at her
neckline. "Gin said I should stop polishing my broom and pay
more attention to my flying skills."

The innuendo eluded him. "Gin?"

"Virginia Weasley. You know her, don't you? She used to
be quite friendly with you. And that Muggle-born witch..."

Harry gulped down his glass. The memories were welling again.
Fighting the flood of memories with more liquid was hardly a
cunning plan, but then, he was a Gryffindor and they weren't
famous for cunning plans. The only plan he had to kill Voldemort
was to barge into the Riddle House and wave his wand at the Dark
Lord. Strange, it didn't disturb him so much to think about the
past now.

"Gin's been associating herself with a Slytherin, you
know," she said in a dramatic whisper. "Dragged him out
of Azkaban herself, they say. She won't tell us anything, of
course, it's been all hush-hush..."

Harry made interested noises.

"I share a room with her, so I can tell you for sure she
wears a ring on a chain around her neck – ring with, like, the
Malfoy family crest on it. Like snakes and all. She never takes it
off, but we girls notice things, like, you know. Ginny really
should tell us about it. Makes it seem all, like, dark and
mysterious."

Someone, probably a waiter, had refilled his glass with
Firewhisky. Harry only noticed it was full again when he placed it
to his lips and downed it all. The room wasn't exactly
spinning, but when the thought of Ginny with a Malfoy didn't
shock, he had to be more than slightly tipsy. The news didn't
seem real. Perhaps Draco had a brother somewhere who wasn't as
horrible as him. Perhaps...

Harry shook himself mentally. He couldn't seem to loose the
image of Ginny playing happy families with someone normal, someone
who had no connection with the Dark Arts, someone like Neville or
Colin or Dean Thomas. Despite having spent time teaching her hexes
and seeing her fly as Seeker for the Gryffindor team, he
couldn't forget the little girl self he used to see... It was
just a rumour. Rita Skeeter used to accuse him of all sorts of
things; putting something into words – even printed words –
doesn't make it real.

"She doesn't talk much these days," continued the
girl. "Not even to that Looney girl. Ginny used to be quite
friendly with her. In some ways, I suppose, they're practically
family..."

Harry didn't remember drinking another glass of Firewhisky,
but he seemed to be constantly putting down empty glasses. He
didn't want to think about the past, the people he used to
know, especially the best friend who knew him better than he knew
himself. He didn't want to speculate about their love lives and
their prospective children. The endings he had assigned to them in
his mind was enough, he didn't want to wake up and find all his
dreams were merely fiction. He didn't want to know that even
after Voldemort's demise, they would lead very real, very
unhappy lives, that still had arguing, money problems, unrequited
love, bad grades, unemployment...

"Do you dance?"

"Of course." Her smile soon turned into a giggle.

Harry's dance skills hadn't exactly improved over the
years, but the girl – Shoshanna, or something – didn't seem to
mind all that much. She giggled, tossed her hair and remarked about
nonsensical things that didn't register in his mind. She was
invasive in manner; everything about her – her perfume, her body,
her brittle voice – assaulted his sense, making him focus on the
now rather than what could have been.

"You're warm," he said with wonderment. He
reflected on his cold library, its empty fireplace and the way the
shadow in the piles of cold ashes stared up at him.

"You'll find out how warm in just a moment." She
giggled at that and smiled, showing perfectly even teeth. She
wasn't the only one who had perfectly even teeth, but Harry
couldn't seem to remember who else did. He cursed the
Firewhisky under his breath; the memory felt important.

He didn't sleep with her; she was after all, too young. He
did sleep with the next woman he danced with, though. She was three
years older than him and brown-haired. He soon bored her, or maybe
he was the one who became bored; a technical detail of no
consequence. Someone else found him. And there was another someone
after her.

It was in this way he started collecting a large number of
ex-girlfriends. He steered clear of women who were in any way
related to his past and women who couldn't afford loosing this
strange game of love. He toyed with women who would toy with him.
They paraded him in front of the cameras and the gutter press; he
kept them to warm his bed at night and ward away the nightmares. He
never remembered their names and they never stayed for breakfast.
None of it mattered; he would never be cold again.


















The turning point in his rakish lifestyle was a returned letter
– a letter that he did not send. The owl who bore it looked very
much like Hedwig, but Harry knew it wasn't her. Hedwig has
vanished two years ago with a letter to Hermione. He liked to
imagine them living happily together, though the idea of Hermione
ignoring his letter wasn't one he dwelled on often.

Though it seemed familiar, he didn't recognise the
handwriting on the envelope. It was a grand flourish in green ink,
not the emerald green of the Hogwarts letter, but a cold green, not
unlike that of a snake's eyes. Harry shuddered at the memory.
The recipient's name and address was too smudged to be read,
but it was his name and address on the back of the envelope.

Curious and more than slightly suspicious, Harry opened the
heavy envelope and unfolded the letter. The parchment was of a high
quality, but the beautiful flourish that decorated the envelope was
squashed together, ruffled, hurried. It read:


My Ginny:




Autumn is nearing. The manor is so quiet I can hear the
rustle of the ghosts' robes and the rustle of the leaves though
the latched windows. I hope to seal some of that serenity within
this envelope and send it to you in your raucous household.




The trees outside are enchanted to stay forever green; Mother
doesn't like the idea of autumn and its reminder of dying. She
doesn't mind death itself much, but dying seemed a painful sort
of pastime. I've been trying to undo the spell, though. Red is
a much prettier colour. I hope all that leaf-raking is proving to
be as much of an inspiration for your art as you once said.
Don't expect any sympathy though for the sore backs and
calloused hands.




I have also been trying to discover the meaning of life. I
was enlightened yesterday, but your letter made me forget. Mankind
is poorer because of you; all I can remember is that it has a lot
to do with black leather, toast and whipped cream. This is, of
course, not a hint about my birthday present.




You said that if one closed one's eyes and a smile still
lingers on one's lips, one's lover is thinking of one, as
though as kiss across the distance. I hope smirks count.



It continued for three more pages. Harry leafed to the end where
it finally finished with:


With more love than yesterday and hopefully even more
tomorrow,




Your Dragon




PS: I plagiarised the first paragraph from a collection of
letters Mother has been forcing me to read. I hope you have been
suitably sceptical about the horrific thought that I have grown a
romantic bone..



He forwarded the letter in another envelope and tried not to
think about it. He got Kritzer, the House elf to write the
envelope, mimicking the handwriting on the envelope. If someone
wanted to conceal their identity with his, it should hardly be his
place to blunder in their plans. He included a note with the letter
in his own scribble: The real Harry Potter has much messier
handwriting.




















She walked back so casually into his life, it was as though she
had never left. She appeared on his doorstep, bushy hair in
disarray, wrapped in dark red cloak without even a first glance at
his new scar. She leaned negligently on her broomstick, a battered
Comet Two Sixty, and a large, lumpy bag (evidently full of books)
squatted at her feet. Her pumpkin-patterned scarf fluttered in the
autumn wind. Her cheeks were pink from the cold and her eyes were
bright with enthusiasm. He could almost pretend it hadn't been
over two years since he had bid her farewell on Platform Nine and
Three Quarters. He could forget the lingering kiss she had planted
on his cheek and the feeling of the soft skin of her oft-furrowed
brow against his lips when he returned it.

"Hermione?" His voice was hoarse.

"Hello, Harry. Mind if I use your library?" She
sounded cheerful, almost casual. She hadn't changed; he was
grateful.

"Of course," he croaked, shuffling aside reluctantly
to let her in. He ceremonially closed the door, took her cloak and
hung it up. "Do you want a tour of the place?"

"It's alright. I'll find my way around." She
sounded too comfortable, too at home; one wasn't supposed to
sound comfortable in Lord Voldemort's ex-headquarters. Her
voice filled the emptiness of the hallway; it felt complete.

Harry led her to the library anyway. Hermione remained silent.
He could pretend he was leading the way down the halls of Hogwarts
in the dead of night, in search for a midnight snack or something
equally innocent. He could almost forget the two years of scarlet
affairs he had indulged him; the past seemed very much alive with
her presence.

She dropped her things on a chair immediately and gave her full
attention to the shelves of books. Harry never noticed there were
that many. Coiling around the room, they seemed like enormous,
colourful snakes; their knowledge as dangerous as venom.
Hermione's fingers danced on the spines as she read the titles.
Just like the old days, he could never compete with the library for
her attention.

After having collected a small pile of books, she returned to
the table, heaped them next to her things and sat down. Taking a
deep breath, as though about to plunge into water, she opened the
first tome and read, allowing the breath to come hissing out as she
eyes scanned the first sentence on the first line on the first
page. It felt momentous to Harry, as though it was the beginning of
something vast and ungraspable.

Harry watched Hermione read. She was like an apparition, not
ethereal or ghostly, but as real as a dream at dawn. Her hair was
longer, bushier; her eyes were older, wiser, but in all other ways
she hadn't changed at all. She still bit her lip when thinking
though something especially complex and she still toyed with the
top left corner of a page as she read. Around her still lurked that
aura of reasoned panic, the eternal paradox.

Hermione looked up expectantly at him.

Harry avoided her gaze. Turning to his desk, he shuffled the
papers on it. Most of them were junk mail, invitations and fan
mail. He hadn't sorted it out for a long time, having discarded
the mail on his desk and forgotten about it for the past few days.
Now was as good a time as any to organise it.

Among the most recent was a scented invitation from Lady Nedren.
The party would be tonight. Olivette would probably be there.
Blond, blue-eyed Olivetti had read Hogwarts: A History
once.

Harry glanced at the reading Hermione. Tongue sticking out with
concentration, she was writing something on a length of parchment
that lolled over the side of the table. Hermione had definitely
read Hogwarts: A History more times than Olivetti.

Scrunching up the invitation into a small ball, Harry smiled to
himself. He then asked a very surprised Kritzer cook for two that
night; he hadn't dined at home for the past two years.

The grandfather clock sang out noon with the mournful voice of
an Augurey. Harry shuddered at the low throbbing cry; after over
two years in the Riddle House, he still hadn't gotten used to
the resident Augurey in the clock. He had thought it was just magic
until he had spotted Kritzer feeding it one day with. Hermione
seemed to remain at ease.

"Do you eat?" asked Harry

"Hmm..." Hermione continued reading.

"Eat. You know, food."

"Of course, Harry," said Hermione absently, turning
the page.

Harry waited a moment before trying again. "Are you hungry,
Hermione?"

"Sorry, Harry?" Hermione finally looked up. "What
did you say again?"

"Lunch. You hungry?"

Hermione stared blankly at him for moment before the meaning of
the words sunk in. "Now?"

"It's noon. Do you want some food?"

"Lunch?"

"Yes," said Harry, bemused.

Hermione smiled. "Can I eat here?"

"I can ask Kritzer to bring it."

"Please." She returned to the book (The Magic of
Avalon) and rapid note taking.

Kritzer brought sandwiches shortly and they ate together in the
library. Hermione wolfed down her food, eager to get back to
work.

Harry spent the afternoon binning mail and staring at Hermione
from behind the larger pages of parchment. He listened to the
scratching of her battered quill on the parchment, a very pleasant
sound that somehow filled the high-ceilinged library with life. She
seemed to belong there, beside

Hermione seemed oblivious of his attention and left before
dinner, giving her sincerest thanks.

"Can I borrow this one?" she asked as she rolled up
the many yards of now filled parchment.

"Which one?"

"The Prophecies of Merlin and their
Ambiguities."

"No." It meant that she would be back tomorrow to read
it again. Harry tried not to smile.

Harry could think of no words to make her stay so retrieved Lady
Noreen's invitation from the wastepaper basket and sought out
Olivetti.

That night was colder than ever before. Olivetti's parroting
from the pages of Hogwarts: A History didn't seem enough
anymore. Neither was embrace warm enough.




















He didn't expect her to return the next day, but she did and
she continued to work there almost every day after that Halloween.
They didn't talk extensively every day save the arbitrary
greetings, but it was a comfortable silence between them. She
immersed herself in her growing pile of papers and notebooks and he
watched her behind his supposed paperwork. Sorting mail didn't
take nearly long enough for his liking.

After a small accident involving Hermione and too many books,
Harry insisted that he carried them for her as she selected them
from the shelves. She muttered the titles of the books as she
browsed, reading them off the leather spines; he savoured her
voice. It was often slightly hoarse from disuse, unlike the shrill,
worried voice he heard in his dreams or the sharp, reasoning voice
that quelled his haste.

There were moments when he didn't believe she was real; it
was as though she had just stepped out of his dreams, only more
real, more perfect than he had ever dared imagine her to be. He
wanted to touch her, ask her to confirm her presence, but he
daren't. He merely remained silent and relished her nearness;
it was enough. It was on rare occasions that he asked her direct
questions, times when her posture, her gestures didn't tell him
what she was on her mind.

"Why do you work here?" asked Harry, looking up from
his small pile of envelopes. He was receiving less fan mail these
days. The knowledge that he would have less excuse to linger in the
library sorting out mail and "paperwork" annoyed him.
Maybe he should reply to some of the fans to encourage mail.
Another glance at the scented pink envelope changed his mind. He
binned some more junk mail advertising encyclopaedias, an out of
print bookstore and custom-made clocks.

"You do have the largest collection of books on the Dark
Arts. And plenty other besides. The Riddles have always had fine
taste in literature," she reasoned, not looking up from her
book.

Nothing had changed; the Boy Who Lived, the Hero Who Defeated
the Dark Lord and the man who was named Witch Weekly's
"Most Eligible Bachelor of the Year" was upstaged by a
library full of old books. It was of no consequence though, she was
here, only a wall of books away, and that was all that
mattered.

As unobtrusively as possible, Harry ducked under the table,
retrieved the catalogue advertising books from the bin and started
leafing through it. Silently, Harry vowed to keep his library the
most advanced in England and decided to consult Kritzer on the
matter.

Hermione's presence in the vast library brought to the place
a sense of life and purpose. He never asked what she was searching
though his archives, but from his ferrying of books he knew it had
much to do with the Dark Arts and magical History. Though little
blood had been shed within these walls in comparison to all the
other areas within Voldemort's dominion, it had always a sense
of stagnation, almost death within it. The very timbers of the
house remembered the deaths; too much magic had been used in its
re-crafting, the Riddle House was almost alive. Dark Magic coursed
within the stone and wood and like blood, it remembered and
mourned; the house elves didn't mind, but then they did not
share Harry's knowledge of the Dark Lord.

There had been little change to the house after Harry moved in
two years ago; it was almost as though time stalled in it. The
walls kept time out; the old man with the scythe was detained at
its black-iron gates. Dark Magic could not give life and with the
death of the Dark Lord, it was fading in potency; it would never go
completely, but it was dying, not rotting or decaying or tumbling
apart, merely dying. No matter how hard the house elves polished
the glass, the sunlight shining in though the windows was always
thinned by cloudy glass and the sky, however blue outside, seemed
grey. Warmth was confided to the lit fireplaces and the nights were
always cold; the warmth leeching away through the double-glazed
windows. A loud echo always shadowed one's words, the
house's desperate attempt to mimic life. Windows, heavy-lidded
with dark drapes, stared listlessly out at a garden neither dead
nor alive. No life could be kindled from the plants, yet the decay
of death had not claimed them. It was a permanent autumn.

Hermione had changed that. The sunlight lanced though the
windows and the dust motes, so lethargic before, danced in
streaming light. The musty smell of the library vanished and the
empty halls seemed complete. The restless memories of the house
were placated and the varying degrees of messiness in the library
gave the place purpose.

In the winter months, her arrival in the morning, bundled in
thick black robes and a lumpy orange sweater radiated warmth within
the house. It seemed to make brighter the weak winter sun and dull
the edge of the cutting wind. The wind's howls seemed more for
the shear joy and release of howling than the long, mournful cries
of the winters before and the nights of her absence.

Hermione brought with her the warmth in the day, but in
contrast, his nights were darker, colder. Starved of intimacy in
his childhood with the Dursleys, small doses from Hermione and Mrs.
Weasley in his teenage years had staved off the need. It was
something he needed now. His nights were too cold, too empty and
the house and its memories too depressing.

At first he only looked forward to her arrival every day, but
soon he found excuses to linger by the window in the library facing
the front garden in the mornings, trying to catch sight of her
slight figure in the dull grey sky. She didn't always come in
the morning, nor did she come every day, but she did enough to keep
him waiting. If he waited long enough and strained his eyes hard
enough on the cloudy English skies, the faraway but unmistakable
speck of her on her Comet Two Sixty would appear.




















"What is this?" Harry looked down at the card Hermione
had excitedly thrust into his hands. She hadn't even stepped
inside the house. The flapping doves and tolling bells on the cover
made its purpose self-evident, but Harry felt the need to confirm.
There was a dull pain in his chest and a slow, bone-chilling cold
spread through him.

"Open it," she said, looking at him eagerly. Her eyes
sparkled with anticipation; a joy not unlike that of the day she
had burst in with the notification of her Prefect-hood. The memory
was vivid, but oddly distant; Harry watched it as though through
another's eyes.

"Come in first." He ushered her in and closed the
large oak door behind her. A flurry of snowflakes followed. He had
thought she wouldn't come for the snow, but had watched
faithfully for her arrival, willing her into the sky. She had flown
faster that day and strode up to the house with a briskness that
had little to do with the weather.

"I'm in now. Open it." Hermione brushed a hand
against her cloak but didn't take it off, evidently impatient
to see his reaction.

"What is it?" he asked again. He wanted to hear it
from her lips. The white ribbons and twin rings on the card
didn't mean anything. The border of two entwining serpentine
creatures gave him hope; blue and feathered, they seemed a little
out of place on the otherwise lacy, white-and-gold card.

"A wedding invitation, of course," she answered with
amusement in her voice.

"Wedding," he echoed. Door closed, Harry realised that
the cold kindled inside him was something divorced of the falling
snow.

"Next week. Tuesday. The whole affair is a little rushed,
but Ron says it'll all be fine and after facing Voldemort
together, he's not going to mess up on a wedding."

"Ron?" The cold was consuming, like fire. Unlike the
bladed cold of ice-laced wind and damp cold of snow, this seeped
inside him, past skin and reaching into marrow. It was a raw,
fierce cold, unlike the languid embrace of winter; it neither
numbed nor invoked sleep.

Everything made sense now, too much sense. After facing Dark
Lords and Death curses, reason had seemed unnecessary. It now
flooded back into his life and he saw everything with startling
clarity. He had always assumed Ron would be getting married, having
children, being happy, but he had never filled in the faces of his
wife and brood of children save for their shock of red hair. He now
knew it wasn't because he couldn't, but because he had
dared not to.

"Of course. He's the groom."

She looked at him expectantly, but he couldn't bring himself
to open the card.

Harry trembled; he griped the edge of the table until his hands
whitened but he could not steady himself. He stared at Hermione in
disbelief, a sense of denial. He remembered his promise not to
loose any more people to the mundane problems of life, the petty
little evils. Then he reminded himself that marriage wasn't an
evil; it was neither petty nor whimsical.

Hermione seemed to glow with joy; she radiated a warmth he could
not feel, like that of the blazing fires of the Riddle House in his
two years of solitude after the endgame with Voldemort. She smiled.
Harry sensed a finality in that smile; words betrayed him. He had
always believed that between them they needed no words, but now he
was desperate to dredge up some coherent string of syllables to
utter.

But he stayed silent.


















"Why didn't you come to the wedding?"
Hermione's voice was cold, almost devoid of emotion; she had
never spoken to him that way before. There had always been feeling,
even negative ones: anger, frustration, fear; the lack of was far
worse than he had imagined. The pain was near physical.

"Didn't want to," Harry shrugged. He dared not
raise his eyes to meet hers. The cold still lingered and the female
companionship he had sought every night in a bed tangled among
thick blankets had not driven it away. As sweat beaded on his skin,
the frigid cold only wormed inside him, gnawing and thrashing.

"Look at me, Harry," she commanded.

He obeyed instinctively, fear still knotting his innards. Though
her voice showed no feeling, her eyes betrayed an anger, a
disappointment. Some part of him counted the days since the last
time he looked into her eyes; over two years ago, on Platform Nine
and Three Quarters, before and after they had exchanged their
absolutely platonic kisses and said "goodbye" more times
than they should have.

Brown was a very expressive colour. It was the brown of the tree
bark she had leaned against as they lingered by the lake of
Hogwarts. It was the brown of the dark leather spines of the books
she read just yesterday. It was the brown of the slightly overdone
pastries they pulled out of the oven together one Christmas at
Grimmauld Place, just the two of them amid the ruins of a house
straddling what it was and what it will be. It was the brown of a
Quidditch pitch after rain churned up the soil into mud and they
sometimes reflected the sky in the same way if the sun shone the
right way; flecks of cloud and dreams so contrasting with her
practicality.

"Ron was looking forward to see you."

Now, her eyes were the brown of old dried blood, that which
streaked his skin when he was found in Egypt after Voldemort's
demise, the brown of memory; Blood was memory.

"He could come here himself, Mrs. Weasley."

Her features softened the anger in her eyes was doused. She
pressed her lips tightly together as though trying to stop words
from tumbling out.

He waited.

"I'm not Mrs. Weasley. It was Ron and Luna's
wedding."




















Hermione looked up from the scroll (The Isle of Apples)
and stared at him expectantly; she must have felt his eyes on her.
Harry had been staring at her for most of the morning in what he
thought was a very discreet manner. His hands continued to shuffle
empty envelopes on the table as though they had not caught onto the
fact that his ruse was exposed.

His throat was dry, a drought of questions. He needed to say
something, fill the gap between them and mend the tear he had
created in their perfect excuse.

"What are you researching for?"

"I'm writing a book... Well, two books
actually."

"What on?"

Hermione dropped a bookmark between the pages, as though
anticipating a long conversation. "Morgana. A biography.
Muggles don't like her very much and consequently she's
built up quite a bad reputation in their literature. The Wizarding
world has likewise an inclination to dislike her. I'm trying to
cut through all the prejudice and construct the her real story. If
need be, I may risk a little time-turning."

"Why does Voldemort have such a vast collection of books on
her?"

"In his strange, twisted way, I think he fancied
her."

Hermione laughed at his shocked expression. "Perhaps, but
if it is so, he would only be fascinated by her reputation. Morgana
is allegedly the greatest dark sorceress."

"So the books is just part of Voldemort's obsession
with a sorceress who was out of his league?" It disturbed him
to think that he and Voldemort had something in common.

She smiled and with a familiar smugness, "As my research is
showing, her reputation is hardly accurate. She was sorceress and
witch, but definitely not dark.

"Voldemort absorbed into his library all sorts of books as
Montague never lost his interest in the scholarly pursuits so added
to the collection as his master killed all the original owners of
the volumes. When he moved in with Voldemort, he brought all of his
books with him. Most of Durmstrang's library also got
transferred here."

"Why?"

"Not sure," said Hermione. "Montague again, I
suppose. He wrote some rather interesting, albeit biased, articles
for Yesterday's Mysteries and a book called Old Ways
of Power. He had a wide scholarly streak, despite the morbid
taste for blood and gore and a certain unacceptable predisposition.
He's still published, like the way Marxist historians are
published and like Marxist historians, he helped complete the
picture of the times. Dark Arts does take up a large percentage of
the collection, but its merely the beginning."

"Voldemort was more interested in rewriting history than
preserving it," said Harry with a certain bitterness,
remembering the barrage of conflicting reports during the chaotic
reign of the Dark Lord.

"Yes, but in his twisted logic, or perhaps it was
Montague's, he had to first find out what really happened.
Montague was also quite reckless when it came to retrieving things
from the past; he became quite a hoarder of artefacts and
manuscripts. Ironic how our knowledge of the past was benefited by
a follower of the one of the most evil wizards ever..."

"And the second book?" asked Harry, eager to change
the topic; he didn't like to think he owed the Dark Lord
anything.

"A story. Fictional. Historical. Set in Morgana's
times. Just some squiggling to keep the ink flowing between
research. If I'm lucky Mills & Boon might print
it."

"I'm sure its brilliant."

"I wouldn't be so certain, Harry. Never underestimate a
woman's ability to be sentimental." Hermione was grinning
when she said the words, but Harry sensed an undercurrent something
almost sad in her voice, an echo of the grin she gave him in the
fire-lit Common Room when she assured him that "puppy
love" didn't last.

"What's the story about?"

"Boy meets Girl. Girl rescues Boy. Boy rescues the world.
Repeat until Boy and Girl get married."

There was an aching familiarity to the plot she described. It
struck too close to the way things could have been, might have
been, yet can never and must never be.

"Really?"

"Oversimplification, I suppose."

"Finished yet?"

"No. Barely begun."

He wanted to know about her story, but he feared the knowledge
the same way he feared to open the envelope she had given him. He
wanted to ask if Boy and Girl had a happy ending, but he
couldn't bear the thought of her saying "no."
Knowledge was painful. He had not the strength to carry another
memory, especially one belonging to someone else. His mind knew not
how to stop, to reject thoughts when given to him, to dodge when
words sliced to close and to resist the temptation of the truth. It
is easier and far less painful for things to stay the way they
were.




















The storm tore the sky. The clouds, having brooded for days with
their leaden arms firmly crossed over their bloated stomachs,
finally unleashed their temper and lanced at the earth sharp,
piercing rain.

Harry watched the tempest from behind the vast windows, made
mirror-like for the gathering darkness outside. Rain re-divided
time to its liking, playing a new tune for the senses to follow. A
minute wasn't a minute, nor an hour an hour. It was both an
eternity and an eye-blink. Monotony drew time out longer as a
mischievous spirit would slip more seconds into a minute and more
minutes into an hour, thinking one would not notice when all was
the same. But in memory, the hours of rain would be but one memory,
for boredom does not cling to the mind.

Storms used to unsettle him, but now they filled him with a
certain calm as the coldness inside him solidified. Knowledge that
the death of Voldemort did not eliminate such destruction was many
of the facts he found hard to swallow; he had always tried to
attribute storms to a meeting of the dark forces. He remembered now
that the day he destroyed Voldemort was fine and sunny in Egypt; it
was the lack of sandstorms that the nomads he had stayed with
feared.

There was an agitation of light followed by a rearrangement of
heavenly furniture. Blinking lightning and clattering thunder. Fear
trickled in his veins, but he didn't know why.

He had first made friends with her on a Halloween as stormy as
this one. A troll was loose in the castle and her name screamed in
his head. He had not fully understood then and still did not fully
understand now how his mind had picked out her name in all the
gossip he had heard all day and remembered.

He tried to imagine bark-brown eyes gazing out into the same
storm. As mud and rain made dark his eyes staring out of the glass,
he tried to see her there, the way he had seen himself reflected in
dark pupils of her eyes so long ago. He would lean across the table
and its barricade of books, bring his face close to hers and see
himself in her eyes. He remembered being trapped between two walls
of enchanted flames with a row of strangely shaped bottles; she had
told him to trust her as she believed in him, that he was a great
wizard. He saw that great wizard in her eyes, what she believed he
was and willed him to believe the same.

He remembered the glassy eyes of a petrified Hermione. Eyes that
reflected nothing; but when he brought himself close enough, he
could almost see the ghost of himself, what she had believed him to
be and what he could be if he chose. It was painful to see them so
vacant, a physical, leaden pain that he had mistook for the simple
disturbing experience of seeing her corpse. Twice he had seen her
like that, memories he hated but for her presence in them.

Harry wasn't waiting for her, he was merely looking out the
wind. He had bought her a present for Halloween and carved pumpkins
with candle-eyes sat in a long row on his empty dining table, but
he wasn't waiting for her. His eyes didn't comb the space
between the long needles of rain for her silhouette. She hadn't
been for a week and he didn't expect her to arrive. He was
merely looking when she wobbled into view.

Hermione!

Part of him reasoned it couldn't be her. Her common sense,
caution and practicality would forbid her from flying on such a
stormy day, but her figure was unmistakeable. She was no more than
a wobbling pinpoint at first, but he recognised her and the
lightning confirmed his suspicions. But he didn't need
lightning, his shaking hands told him everything. She teetered at
the edge of the wind that bore her. The fear no longer trickled,
but flooded, creating a muddy tempest-torn sea. It was cold of fear
that rippled from him like anger; power bristled from him. He
rushed outside.

Hermione!

Harry cursed Voldemort for the endless corridors, the same
corridors he had loved when he lead Hermione in twisting circles
around the house to enjoy her closeness as she walked beside him.
The thick carpet underfoot was cold as were the once warm panelling
and woollen arras on the walls. The fire burned cold and the double
glazing of the windows gave a frigid, refracted glare not unlike
that of crystalline diamonds. The carpet soaked in the sound of his
footsteps and all he could hear was the echo of thunder shuddering
through the walls. He knot in the depths of his gut tightened with
every tremble of the walls.

Hermione!

All this he noticed with uncanny clarity as time seemed to slow;
the minutes elongated, drew out to mind-numbing slowness as the
drumming of his heartbeat in his ear warned him of time's
deception and the heart out there that had a rhythm that once
matched his beat for beat, flutter for flutter as he held its owner
too close and for too long.

Hermione!

He flung open the doors as he rushed out, with bare-feet and
panic-wild eyes. His vision was soon speckled by rain, but he could
still see her, spiralling just above him and helplessness fisted
his hands. Frustrations gathered cold, cold power about him as he
toyed with idea of ceasing the storm.

Hermione!

The storm ripped her from the sky and cast her onto the ground.
It was his magic-bladed wind that cradled her and guided her
downwards into his arms. Almost silver and in arching scythe-like
gusts, the magic was unstructured, with no words to set boundaries
or limitations and no wand to guide the spell.

Hermione!

It spread, wobbled, tightened, trembled, curled, loosened
randomly, but she was safe and that was all that mattered.

Hermione!

When his wet, cold arms finally wrapped around Hermione's
drenched figure, she trembled.

Hermione...

Relief flooded.

He clung onto her and despite the wet layers of clothing pressed
between them, a certain warmth within him unfurled its tenuous
leaves. She dug her fingers into his back, trying to pull him
closer with a desperation he had never known was in her in all the
times he had knocked out his breath with furious hugs. Magic
kindled inside him, not that of rage or desire, but that of warmth.
It mantled them in a haze of warmth, like the golden glow of
firelight and the rose-coloured blush of aurora. Magic, in long
vermiform tendrils slunk around him.

He buried his face in her shadow-stained, storm-matted hair,
tangled his fingers with it and felt it plaster on him. He breathed
in her scent and the fresh smell of rain with it. He thought he
heard sobs, but it could merely be the rain if not for the warm,
warm tears that thawed the space between them as they trickled from
her eyes and seeped into his robes, her robes.

At first, he couldn't make out her heartbeat, as it echoed
his so perfectly. When he finally found it and allowed himself to
be lulled by its gentle rhythm, he started to wonder if it really
his that did the leading. Perhaps it was hers he had listened to
all along and was merely his he couldn't hear; perhaps it was
her rhythm that his was echoing.

Harry said nothing, he knew dreams were often shattered with
words and voice.

She was soft and hard; warm and cold; numerous contradictions to
the senses against him, around him. He tightened his embrace and
pressed her closer against him as though his presence will anchor
her ethereal existence in his reality, fearing the drowning
memories would wash her away. Her warmth, her weight felt so real,
yet he knew she had vanished before.

He remembered another rainy night like this and how she had
flung her arms around him then. It had been so complete, so perfect
had they fit together, like two halves of a whole, that he worried
that the many changes in him, both within and without, would make
imperfect their embrace. But it still felt like coming home.

Her sobbing stopped and in a voice almost entirely stolen away
by cold, she whispered, "I'm here. I'm finally here,
Harry. I'm here. Here, Harry. Always will be, Harry. I'm
here." Hermione breathed those words like a mantra,
repeatedly, unceasingly, mouthing them with every breath as though
their importance was equal to that of breathing.

He carried her indoors. Hermione whimpered a protest, but he
ignored it. The ever foresightful Kritzer had prepared a nest of
blankets by the fireplace in the library, festooned towels on the
chairs and was now nowhere in sight. Kritzer had a tendency to be
presumptuous, more than slightly intrusive when it concerned
Good Mister Harry Potter's happiness and decidedly
self-righteous, irrevocably injured when Harry questioned him about
it, but for once, Good Mister Harry Potter was willing to
forgive.

He gently settled her into the heap and piled towels around her.
He missed the weight of her in his arms, and the warmth of her
around him.

Hermione meticulously dried her hair with the fluffy towels and
as she looked up at him through a veil of fire-gilded hair, breath
caught in his throat. She looked almost wild that way, almost
frightened, almost defenceless. If he hadn't fought alongside
her in the Department of Mysteries, watched her confronted mazes,
giants, tyrannical teachers and roaring, roasting flames with the
same inner calm and unbendable logic, he would have believed her
vulnerable, delicate. All the same, the urge to protect her
persisted.

He waited until she had completely comfortable before pressing a
mug of steaming hot chocolate (Kritzer had been very busy) into her
hands.

"Happy Halloween, Harry," she whispered.

"You came all this way to say that?" Harry smiled.

She lowered her gaze and shook her head nervously, but supplied
no other answer. She breathed into her mug, trying to cool its
contents. Tendrils of smoke writhed from the mug and wreathed her
face in mist. It reminded Harry of a snatch of history she once
told him, something about parting the curtains of mists...

But he could not remember now, not as Hermione sipped her hot
chocolate cautiously and the island of melting cream dabbed the tip
of her nose. Her eyes misted over with pleasure. He stopped
thinking when she reached a finger to wipe it off and licked that
finger, languidly, carefully, thoroughly. Her finger still lingered
just beside her lips as she licked them lips slowly.

"May I?" She reached a hand from her cocoon of
blankets toward the tray of finger snacks and hot chocolate Kritzer
had left them.

"Of... of course."

Hermione took a chocolate éclair from the tray and began to eat
it with the same languid attention she gave the daub of cream on
her fingertip. The warmth of the library had melted the chocolate
and the cream filled. making it a very messy thing to eat, as the
cream oozed out and the chocolate clung to her hand. She took small
bites, carefully, savouring each nibble before swallowing and
passing her tongue in a satisfied sweep over her lips before the
next bite. Her eyes were half closed in bliss. Each pass left her
lips damp and glistening.

Like a cat smoothing her fur and with the same matter-of-fact
attitude as a cat, she licked her palm, her fingers and her lips
clean. Hermione made an almost uncharacteristically soft, feminine
sound of surprise as she spotted the melted cream oozed from the
éclair. She followed its trail of sticky, white cream, chasing it
with her tongue as it drooled from the centre of the éclair,
dripping from it and dribbled down her wrist and arm. She twisted
her arm to clean the spot just behind her elbow, where the melted
cream had pooled. She glanced at Harry curiously, as though not
understanding his rapt attention.

He needed to be distracted. Quickly.

Hermione returned to her éclair. She finished it, licked clean
her arm and sipped hot chocolate before reaching for a dainty apple
tart. It was much less messy, but the crisp pastry snowed honeyed
crumbs which she tried to catch with a cupped hand and eat
afterwards.

Another chocolate éclair and two more fruit tarts later, Harry
finally snapped out of his trance and tried his voice again. The
box was on the little table beside the window where he waited for
Hermione every day. He strode over to get it, grateful for his
robes and how concealing they were.

He folded himself beside her and she welcomed him, offering him
a corner of her blankets. Harry draped it around his shoulder.

"I've a present for you. A Halloween present. But I
hadn't had time to wrap it," said Harry apologetically. He
gave the slim oblong box.

"Thank you, Harry." She opened it slowly, hands
shaking slightly. Inside the box was a quill. It was made from a
dull brown peahen feather, with no variation of colour as the barbs
tapered. The nib looked freshly cut and sturdy, having been baked
in enchanted sand for weeks. As Hermione twirled it in her hands.
trailed golden sparks.

"Is it charmed?" she asked.

"Yes. I did it. Was a little heavy handed with it, but
it'll soon wear out."

"Very heavy. I never saw this much magic in a quill. Almost
expect there was a unicorn hair core." She traced a loopy
golden H in the air and followed it with another linked
beside it with curling feet. They faded too soon.

"No, but there is something inside it. Hold it to the
light."

Hermione held it up just in front of the light. The bright light
was refracted in space between the light brown barbs of the feather
and a fragile rainbow flitted into view, just slivers of hazy
coloured light.

"More magic?"

"No. The charm stops the nib from wearing away. The rainbow
is part of the feather."

"Pretty."

Harry took a deep breath. "Someone once told me that though
the peahen seems drab, without the grand feathers of the peacock,
but it holds a captive rainbow between the barbs of its feathers. I
mean... he meant... the male often reaps the glory, struts around
in false pride, admired for its beauty, but it is the female that
holds within it the rainbow, the sunshine in the rain, my hope...
no, I meant..."

"It's all right, Harry. I understand," said
Hermione.

"Here," he murmured, patting his shoulder. She leaned
against him, tentatively. Her weight felt familiar, comfortable.
Magic kindled.

"You're still shaking."

"Trembling, Harry, I'm trembling and it isn't the
cold," she soothed.

Harry didn't understand, but wrapped his arm around her,
holding her closer, hoping his meagre warmth was enough. He pulled
the blankets tighter around them and breathed warm glasses-misting
breath into her hair as he lightly rested his head against
hers.

Watching Hermione squint at the feather and letting the tiny
refracted rainbow play on her face, Harry realised that this was
one of those rare moments of almost, where illusion reigned
and things could pretend, could almost be something else. It
was the fire, perhaps, or the storm, or his magic tingling on his
skin. He could deceive himself they could stay that way forever,
her nestled against him.

It was in moments like these that he could be almost a hero and
claim to guard a sorceress who didn't need protection, that he
could be the strength that she could lean on. She almost needed
him, almost wanted him. He could pretend to shield her, to protect
her, but the almost that hovered in the air could not
silence in doubting whispers in his mind that she didn't need
him, didn't want him.

Still, right now, it was enough. That almost in the
restless shadows of the Halloween fire blurred that fine line
between friendship and that something else he dared not now
name.




















"You still knit?" He asked eyeing her bag of wool.

"Christmas presents. Until I finish my book, it's all I
can afford."

There was a long uncomfortable pause.

"Would you like to learn? You could help me with
this."

"Yes." He knew a long time ago that he couldn't
refuse her anything. Even without iron-clad logic her whim held
more sway than he ever thought to believe. She hadn't needed a
reason to summon him from a date with Cho Chang; she had one, a
very good one that he didn't know when he abandoned a
teary-eyed Cho.

"Would you like to help me?" she asked.

"I don't know how to knit."

"I'll teach you."

It was a moment out of time. A second chance. Harry remembered
that years ago, she had made a similar offer. He couldn't quite
frame the memory in time, but he could picture her just beyond a
half-open door beside a hovering candle, clicking pale grey needles
around lumpy green wool. She was making hats for the house
elves.

No, that wasn't it. There was no half-closed door easing
thus, no fading light. Memory obscured things, too many things.

They were in the common room. He had just emptied the contents
of his mind for her perusal. She had been full of empathy, but he
didn't see it that way then. He was too angry, feeling the
world had wronged him.

"I'm absolutely exhausted and I want to make some
more hats tomorrow. Listen, you can help me if you like. It's
quite fun, I'm getting better, I can do patters and all sorts
of things now..."

Her eyes were shining with glee. Amid a chaotic patchwork of
serpentine nightmares, baby giants, pink doilies, death and
depression that made up his fifth year, he could remember a sacred
space. His hallowed island of calm, embodiment of hope and
illuminating reason.

He remembered the way she looked, in her element. She had always
been so full of love, sympathy. Behind that reasoning mind,
smokescreen of dust and barricade of books, there was heart larger
than many would assume. And she didn't just sympathise, just
love, just worry; she acted on these impulses in wild, slightly
offbeat plans. This was only one in a long string of them.

"Er... no, I don't think I will, thanks. Er, not
tomorrow. I've got loads of homework to do..."

Harry often returned to that moment, perfect it now seems, with
the firelight, the hat-strewn common room and her; he had rejected
her. At that threshold of change, perhaps he if had said
yes, he would have had more excuses to hover by her side. He
could have shared something with her that Ron didn't. He could
have had her hands around his, forcing them to click the
needles and coil the wool.

Perhaps he could have defeated Voldemort with a knitting
needle.

It was a moment out of their past. He could maybe say what he
hadn't said then, remake that choice. It was borrowed time
perhaps, his tired mind reworking all those memories into a new
one. A waking dream. Displaced moments, an event from the past
relocated to the present. The workings of a careless fate as
Verdandi's fingers slip at her loom and the threads of the past
snared with the present.

Harry nodded, not trusting his tongue to speak. Hermione smiled
and pulled out a pair of needles and some dark orange wool.

"Brilliant."

Harry did, dragging a chair next to her. The sound of wood
scraping on wood seemed louder than usual.

"Ignore this. I'm casting on and you don't need to
learn that," she said briskly as her needle flew in and out of
what seemed a cobweb of wool festooned on her ink-stained fingers.
The old bossiness was in her voice.

"Look." Harry leaned closer to her. Close enough to
breathe in her heady scent of leather, parchment and iron gall ink.
She made her own ink from gall nuts, cheap wine, green cave
scrapings and tree sap some time ago and the heady scent always
lingered, though sometimes drowned faint by other scents.

"In..." Hermione said slowly as she manoeuvred the
needle. Her eyes were the colour of just watered flowerbeds, with
the promise of spring growth. It was the brown of the lighted
jack-o-lantern in the dark, the night-stained shade of backlit
pumpkin, with all the luminance, enchantment and mischief of
it.

"Over." The shell of her ear bore an invitation to
whisper into it. Secrets, formless abstracts that plague his night
with rearing, huffing horses that paw the air with silver hooves
and flick back angry red-tipped ears. Nameless emotions that her
presence stirred. Hoarse, meaningless, wordless murmurs of
reassurance, tenderness.

"Out." Her voice was that of long ago, from long
midnight revision sessions when all three of them gather around
textbooks, stabbing frustrated quills into parchment. She
hadn't spoken to him in voice since they revised for their
NEWTS. He still remembered she was dictating the ingredients to a
draught of wakefulness to him just before the exam. He remembered
her warning that the measurements had to be exact. It wasn't
the last potion she taught him, she had then went on to describe
one that almost literally bottled death. It was a poison. But her
voice had changed then, describing a deadly poison seemed so out of
character then. Despite facing death with him at least once a year,
she still couldn't describe a poison and its effects without
hesitation.

"And off... Harry, are you paying attention?" she
asked.

"Yes, of course," he said quickly. "Could you
repeat that?" He focused on her hands and the knitting.

"In..." She had worn long-fingered hands, ink-stained
and a callous where a quill so often rests. They weren't milk
white or milk anything, for that matter. They were nimble, adept,
brilliant at the swishes and flicks and twirls of wand-work.
Fingernails short, skin dry and slightly cracked at corners. Ever
practical and ever negligent...

"Harry?" she said suspiciously.

"Yes. Knitting. I am paying attention."

She gave an exaggerated sigh; Harry laughed. A foreign
sound.

"In." Hermione slipped the right needle into the first
stitch on the left. "Over." She coiled the yarn between
the needles. "Out." A tricky slip of the needle around
the yarn. Harry frowned. "Off." She pulled the stitch off
the left needle. The right needle now had one loop on it.

"Simple," she concluded, brightly. Her knitting skills
had obviously improved since their fifth year.

Hermione handed him the knitting. She guided his hands around
the needles. Her hands were warm, beautifully, wonderfully
warm.

"Now you try."

A few stabs and way too much wool-coiling later, all that was
left of Hermione's neat start was a mass tangle of wool hanging
off the needles from more stitches than any needle should
rightfully have.

"What did I do wrong?" he asked plaintively.

Hermione simply laughed. "You're doing much better than
I did when I first started." In a series of swift gestures
that melted into one another, she undid and did again the stitches
Harry had knotted up, finished the row and handed it back to
Harry.

"Try again, Harry."

At the end of the evening Harry was no more adept at knitting
than he was at the beginning of it. He had dropped more stitches
than he could count and added even more where there weren't
supposed to be any. Hermione demonstrated the In-Over-Out-Off to
him endlessly, but couldn't quite concentrate with her
intoxicating nearness.

The memory of Hermione's hands on his lingered, near branded
into his own flesh.




















"Snape and Trelawney are getting married," she
announced.

"Why?" The thought of his two least favourite teachers
being untied in matrimony didn't exactly light warm fires in
his heart. Briefly he wondered if they were joining forces to
achieve a common goal - to make student life in Hogwarts
miserable.

Hermione shrugged. "There was something about a list, but
I'm not sure. Probably to do with tax returns I guess. Its
cheaper to be married these days. That was Ron's excuse when he
was accused to betraying his creed by Fred and George."

"Oh."

"Next Saturday, I believe, would you like to go?
Snape's fondness for you hasn't grown very much over the
last few years, I believe, but Trelawney still boasts how you were
the brightest student in her class and how she foresaw your birth.
Ron says he wouldn't go for the world, but Luna and Ginny find
it very cute and are scheming to rope Ron into going with them.
Fred and George are thinking of crashing it."

"Oh."

"I thought you might be amused." There was a
desperation in her voice that shouldn't be there.

"I'm not very good with jokes these days. I've
stopped caring."

"You shouldn't, you know."

"Shouldn't what?" He asked though he already knew
the answer.

"Stop caring. It would all be for nothing if you stopped
caring."

"All what?"

"Everything." She made an expansive gesture.
"Everything."

"Why?"

She didn't answer; Harry knew her well enough to know
without looking that she was biting her lip, regretting her words.
He had redrawn the boundaries of their absolutely platonic
friendship the day he woke up in the Temple of Isis, goddess of
Healing in Egypt. He had wandered too close to them that day on
Platform Nine and Three Quarters and he knew now that she was
venturing too far again.




















Harry sighed as he closed the newspaper. Rebecca, his latest
ex-girlfriend, had just kicked up a storm in Wizarding tabloids.
The press had a field day. They forgot her rather dubious honour
and painted a portrait of her as the poor victim to Harry's
advances. She appeared on the front of every tabloid, alternating
between tearful sobbing, eye dabbing and brave smiling. Gone were
the low-cut sleeveless tops and leg-baring skirts; she became a
beautiful, well-dressed wreck. She had the talent of appearing
beautiful when she cried: her makeup didn't run, nor does her
nose dribble or redden in a most unseemly manner. Her hand never
quite hides her face and her tears roll down her face perfectly,
instead of stopping irritatingly halfway or trickle in the wrong
direction. Her eyes only seem to grow brighter; no redness, swollen
eye-bags or dark rings.

"No one believes that trash," said Hermione.

"It sells."

"It's not the only reason."

Harry turned to the back of the paper. A chock-a-block of
classified advertisements, all crowded together on the page. None
of them said "ex-Hero wanted." They were all too mundane,
painful reminders that there were far more fundamental things wrong
with the world than Voldemort, that after the Dark Lord was
defeated the world still had to trundle on to find the
"Happily Ever After." There were things no amount of
wand-waving could fix.

"Job searching?" asked Hermione, looking at him
curiously.

"How do you know?"

"I saw the article, 'Is Hero a occupation? Harry Potter
as an outdated monument' from Daily Prophet. Bennson was
being quite harsh."

"He always has been. Almost as bad as our old friend
Rita."

"No one is as bad as Rita," said Hermione without a
trace of her old anger.

"Did..." He couldn't finish the question. He
almost wanted to ask that if Rita hadn't entertained her
speculations on the tabloids, would they – could they – have ambled
down that forbidden path. If Rita hadn't so clearly signposted
it for them and paced them under public scrutiny, would they have
not known and just became without knowing, the way it should
happen? If they didn't need to over the years deny anything
other than platonic love between them, would the feelings have had
more space to grow when not stifled by their expectations and petty
labels?

"What do you plan to do?" asked Hermione. "Maybe
I could help..."

He looked at her puzzled.

"What do you want to do with the rest of your life? You
can't continue like this not knowing."

Harry knew exactly what he wanted to do the rest of his life: to
stare at her. He wanted to watch her bite her lip as she thought
her way through the problems and fiddle with the far corner of the
page. He wanted to watch her hands flutter in white butterflies of
gestures as she spoke and the dawning of that victorious,
self-satisfied smile on her face as she worked. He wanted to look
at her, find himself in her brown eyes and know that she could see
herself in his.

He wanted to be able to look away and know she was still there,
to look up from his whatever he was doing and find her, to look
back without regrets of words unsaid. He wanted to fall asleep with
the knowledge that she was near and safe, that she would still be
near and safe when he awoke. He wanted be able to wake up every
morning not simply with the certainty that she would arrive soon,
the conviction that shaped the long days waiting in front of the
vast windows, but the knowledge that she was physically there. He
wanted to be in other aspects of her existence, not only in her
past and her writing. Ironic that after he had spent seven years
thinking of Hermione as the librarian that he should be cast the
role for her research librarian.

In short, he wanted to share the his life with her.

But that was too much to want, to have, to need. Why aim
for the stars when one could barely hold what was in front of him?
It was as unattainable as the late afternoon sunlight dribbling
through one's fingers and a strip of midsummer sky, so he
answered in a voice harsher than his own, "It is enough to be
here."

Hermione nodded. He wasn't sure if she understood, but she
lowered her head to focus again on her work, so he assumed she was
satisfied with his answer.

She pushed back her hair with an idle hand, keeping it out of
her face. Her head of feathery hair, not in curls or ringlets, but
rather a mass of stubborn hair that each shot in a different
direction. It didn't cascade or do any of the rustling and
attention-seeking the hair of romantic paperback heroines did. It
didn't annoy her, attempted no cultivation of hair-tucking
habits so Hermione never sought to tame it. It didn't need to
be neat; as long as it didn't bother her when she worked, it
could do what it liked. For the same reason, she hated hair salons
and whatever promises they had made to lure her inside; she always
walked out of the place with more hair than when she walked in.
Harry smiled at the memory of her anger when Rowena demanded that
she spent an hour braiding her hair like a respectable maiden.

Yes, it was enough.




















It was almost a week later when Hermione resurrected the subject
of a job. Harry was going through a mail-order catalogue for
"quality hardbacks" when she said his name. He suddenly
realised how wonderful it was to simply be able to look up and find
her eyes look at his. He wanted this, too. To be able to look up
and simply meet her eyes without fear of seeing what was inside
them.

"I've been asked to help with the compilation of a new
edition of Hogwarts: A History."

"I don't want to remember, Hermione. And if I did, I
don't want to share those memories with the public."

"Harry, I didn't ask... The old one is very inaccurate
on the details about Slytherin and the other three Founders as we
have discovered not so long ago. I was helping with that. I
thought, since you've been into the Chamber, maybe..."

"Don't they want to know about Voldemort?"

"They do. But we don't need to tell them. There is more
to life than Voldemort."

"There are other faces of evil besides Voldemort," he
conceded.

"Not just evil, Harry. Life. What was and what will be.
Historians don't only peruse the life of Voldemort; it is only
one chapter in the many of history. They same way they don't
obsess over other dictators like Hitler or Stalin, more or perhaps
less evil than each other, I will not now judge, but dictators none
the less."

"But..." The word was feeble.

"Harry. I'm not asking for you to write an
autobiography or even to add your name to the front cover of the
book and let it sell in your name. I just want details. I was
unavailable for so much of our second year and later, when
we went back, you saw different aspects of the Founder's world
than me."

Unavailable. The long term of her absence was summed up
in that one word. All that discomfort of feeling incomplete, that
nameless emotion of yearning folded up and squeezed out into such a
summery.

"I might not remember." It was a lie. He remembered;
he remembered every moment of the long journey, but his focus was
different. Whilst she marvelled at the tapestries and scrolls and
maps of the cavernous great hall, his eyes had followed her. He
didn't then and even know he would deny it, but how else could
remember the whisper of her heavy blue robes and way the firelight
threaded gold in her dark brown hair? He vaguely recalled a map,
curling at the edges, spread on a great table, but he remembered
her hands best, moving across the landscape with purpose as she
explained their strategies.

"It will be enough, Harry."

Enough. Why was it that he was always settling for
that?

"I can promise nothing. What if I remember incorrectly? Or
if they press for more information? Or..."

"It was you who told me that we shouldn't waste time on
the eternal 'what if's of life." Her logic, as always,
was impeccable.

"I will try."
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2. Books and Blood

"Words were invented to hide feelings

~Voltaire
















"Lady waiting in library, Mister Potter," reported
Kritzer as Harry stepped into the door, returning from a cancelled
Quidditch match in Hereford.

"Who?"

Kritzer shrugged trying to upset his too-wide too-long lop-sided
scarf. "Kritzer remember not. Lady. Often come."

It had to be Hermione.

Harry smiled to himself as he strode to the library; it seemed
too far away. He hadn't thought she would come. She had said so
three days ago, explaining to him with irrelevant and unnecessary
detail that she was following the match with Ron and Luna at their
place. He was grateful for the knowledge though, too grateful, and
it tormented the rest of his mind to wonder who she was
entertaining on all the other days and even more nights that she
had not accounted for.

He threw open the double doors of the library. There was a
figure sitting in the large red leather chair – one that Hermione
would never sit in. The figure was wearing red high-heels and a
short, red dress. There was a distinct lack of books around
her.

It, of course, wasn't Hermione.

It took Harry a moment to remember the woman's name. He
should know it since she had been gracing every Wizarding tabloid
even before she dragged him into the limelight again by giving
rather lurid interviews about things she shouldn't know
about.

"Rebecca."

She smiled radiantly, got up and wrapped her arms briefly around
him. "Harry. I didn't know you had such a beautiful
library."

"You shouldn't be in here."

"Why not? It is an absolutely gorgeous place. And what is
it with all these books set out on the table. I can't believe
you're actually reading some of this drivel. Harry, surely you
are so much more interesting a person," she teased.

"We broke up."

"Oh, Harry! Honestly! Don't tell me you took that
little interview seriously. I don't hate you. We just had a
little spat, that's all. Couples have them all the time,
it's just that ours is more public than most. We have to
survive that, put it behind us. We're stronger than that. Our
love is stronger than that."

Harry frowned; he fisted his hands in wild attempt to leash his
anger. He hated the way she used the word "we", as though
it meant something larger and bigger than the both of them.

She contaminated the place with her presence. It was where
Hermione worked and where he watched her work. It was where he
forgot about the rest of the world and its petty problems and
assured himself that the one person he held dear was safe and
happy. It was the place where he could pretend that his victory
against Voldemort did indeed solve all problems and if the farce
didn't see real; his inadequacies felt inconsequential.

It was a place where being "just Harry" was enough,
where it was almost warm.

Hermione's presence lingered here. Even before she had
stepped back into his life, he could almost imagine her there
between these books, by that table or clambering up those ladders.
Sometimes in those wool-wound moments of waking, his mind would
trick him into believing she was there, fervently working just
beneath the skylight with sunlight streaming around her, an
angel's nimbus. Though this library was much unlike that of
Hogwarts, he could relive here the too brief, too distant memories
they shared under Madame Pince's hawklike gaze.

This was where he felt closest to her because she, in her own
way, felt at home beside the books. She he could never share her
home, he had decided to carve his as close to hers as possible,
hoping that some of the blazing life within her would be
infectious.

"Oh, Harry, don't frown so. I am after all going to
live here one day, don't you think I should at least be given a
tour of your little home? It's so cosy in here. I could hardly
believe you have never shown me this place before, it's so
cute."

"You shouldn't be here," he repeated.

"Why?"

Fingernails dug into his palm. The urgency of hexes squirmed on
his tongue.

"Why?" She repeated. Irritation was starting to creep
into her face.

"It's..." He wanted to say sacred, for that
was what it was to him. He had never thought a place, especially a
place in a house that once belonged to Voldemort, could become so
dear to him, he who had sworn not to become attached to anything
ever again.

"You don't want to share anything with me. You
don't tell me anything about yourself."

"I assumed you knew everything. After all, that's what
you told the gutter press."

"I was merely trying to entertain them. You shouldn't
take it so seriously, Harry. They were simply begging for an
interview and-"

"Just get out of the library." His voice became low
and angry.

"Do I not belong here Harry? I've never even been in
your mansion during..."

"You..." Harry could feel the raw magic, wild
dangerous magic, gathering around him. He could feel it sizzle on
his skin and at the ends of his fingers. Heat drained out, leaving
the solid cold inside him. Vivid flashes of colour danced before
his eyes in flickers.

She didn't let him interrupt her. There was rage in her
voice, but it was a calm, feline, sensual rage, designed to provoke
feelings of another nature from him. "Tell me I don't just
belong to your bed. You never stay afterwards. You
never..."

He had never known magic to be cold, but there it was,
spiralling in little tempests inside his fisted hands, swarming at
roots of his hair and seeping out from beneath his fingernails. It
was trapped hissing and solid like a cold knot of ice beneath his
tongue and behind his firmly gritted teeth.

"GET OUT OF HERE! JUST GO! YOU..."

Rebecca tried to touch him, but the cold magic lashed at her
hand, leaving black frost-bitten flesh. Her eyes widened with fear
and she rushed out of the library. He personally flung open all the
windows despite the growing cold of late autumn, but her annoying
mixture of uncomplimenting fragrances lingered, the same way her
taint remained. His vision of Hermione in the library seemed
scarred with the knowledge that some other woman, some worthless
woman, had sat in the same chair, tread on the same floor and
leafed through the same books.

Harry moved the grate with his bare hands, the pain and heat was
only an afterthought as he studied his burnt hand with disinterest.
He huddled by the fire and waited for the frigid anger still
knotted inside him to melt. The anger was not destructive, there
was no need to rip or throw or hurt, but was a patient enemy,
slowing taking over him. He hated the thought that one
inconsequential woman could anger him so much simply by being in
the library, that he allowed her the chance of getting close, that
he hadn't guarded properly this sacred space. He hated the
feeling of the anger, the cold and gathering magic.

He tried wash away the anger with memories, the thought of brown
snowflakes-speckled hair and cheeks flushed pink by the cold. Deft
hands writing a letter he now wished was his as her voice guided
him through labyrinthine problems. He tried to remember the toilet,
the irregular dripping of water in leaky toilets as he watched her
concocted a potion. The bright eyes focused, and the bewilderment
in them melting into understanding. He remembered the long silences
they shared then, comfortable silences that need no words to
augment them.

This was how Hermione found him, leaning too close into the
enormous fireplace almost ready to crawl inside the inviting
flames. He heard the dull thud of her books hitting the floor as
she dropped them and her footsteps as she rushed across the library
to him.

He felt her arms around him, pulling him back. It was painful,
blissful and torturous all at once. But one thing was certain: the
cold had receded back within the depths.

The words she whispered were lost to him, muffled by singed
clothes, but their comforting murmur was enough. Somehow she guided
him off the brick fireplace and back onto the thick carpet of the
library. The fireplace seemed a world of its own; separate from the
book-lined library. It was colder so far from the fire, but her
warmth enveloped him, nursed him.

Hermione unfurled his hands and stroked a gentle finger on the
burns from wrestling with the grate. Harry winced in pain; with
warmth, the numbness retreated.

"Why?" She didn't have to finish her question.
There was horror in her voice, and pain, as though she too shared
the pain.

"It was cold."

"Let me." She cradled his hand in hers.
"Acio!" she summoned her bag and revealed the
first aid kit she kept at the bottom. It was a habit she had formed
after the fourth year, carrying some amount of medical aid wherever
she went in case he'd "do something silly." The
collection expanded as the years slipped by, as the dangers he
faced and her understanding of healing grew.

"And her?" she asked, probing further.

"She tried to come in here," said Harry simply. He
hoped his voice didn't betray his anger.

"No, not just her. Why any of them?"

"They only keep for a week. That one was way past her sell
by date."

"We're talking about women, not tinned fruit or fresh
meat." It was the first time she rebuked him for a long
time.

Harry shrugged. "I believe in the now. Too much has
happened for me to want things to last, to be able to afford that.
Life is too mercurial. Too many 'what if's. What if she
dies tomorrow? What if I die tomorrow? I don't want to live
with regrets. I loved her. At that moment, at that place, I loved
her. I didn't promise her any tomorrows.

"They are always perfect moments. Ones full of love.
Warmth. I don't want to sully them with all the tomorrows that
won't work. When the morning comes, I'll realise that
she's not perfect, that I'm not perfect, that we're not
perfect for each other. I know that now it doesn't matter. I
live for that perfect moment and it's enough."

"Harry..." It wasn't pity that coloured her voice
and Harry was glad; he didn't want pity. She took a deep breath
and held it for a moment before letting it out. He knew she was
swallowing words. She continued to rummage through her kit for
salve. She found the purple tortoiseshell box, opened it and
sniffed at the contents.

Hermione warmed the green paste in her palm before applying it
to his burns. It smelt of sea-weed and was the texture of overripe
avocado, but it soothed the pain.

Hermione was beautiful that way. Concentrated. Her eyes dark
with intent, bright with unshed tears and soft with worry.
Half-biting her lower lip. Her hands weaving through long bandages
that trailed like dawn's trailing ribbons in the firelight.
Shadows played against her features, dappling her skin with
snatches of flame, but the warmth she radiated was independent of
the fire in the grate. Her hair didn't flow as much as it
tangled. Firelight gave it luminance and haloed her with feathery,
flickering light. Somewhere in the windswept tangle, he told
himself, was a rainbow, like within the seemingly drab feather of a
peahen.

He could smell her, a mixture of old leather, parchment and iron
gall ink. And pumpkin pie. She must have been baking earlier with
Luna; she had spoken of culinary experiments with the mad chef.

She had the same sense of purpose as in the library, but this
time, it was because of him. She was this way for him, because of
him.

Ridiculously he considered burning himself once a day to evoke
this side of her. To have her near enough that her breath warms
him. To have her hands on his. To have her notice him.

"There. Done," said Hermione, tying a neat knot with
the bandage.

"Stay, Hermione." He blurted out the words without
thinking, without considering how her lingering here a few more
moments wasn't worth loosing her forever.

There was a long silence. She was waiting for him explain; he
had overstepped again.

"Your project," he amended. "We can start it
now..."

"It can wait, Harry," she said, gently. "You need
to rest. And you're hardly in the condition to fiddle with
quills."

She turned. He couldn't see her leave, but he could feel
with agonizing slowness her walk towards the door. He told himself
he need only hold tongue a moment longer, then surrender himself to
frustrated begging and regrets. He could hear her footsteps, the
soft leather of her shoes on the soft, carpeted floor, her robes
whispering susurrus nonsense as she walked and eventually the slow
creak of the door.

He knew he was right; if she stayed, she may never return. He
knew it.

"No, stay." The words escaped before he could bite
them back.

He heard the extended creak of the door as she teetered with a
hand holding it half open. Her robes no longer whispered and her
footsteps ceased.

"As long as... just a moment if you will... it's so
cold when you leave." He sounded pathetic.

"Harry..." He could discern no meaning from his own
name, but he could hear her smile in it.

He heard the door close and for a long moment he thought she had
left, until he heard her footsteps and saw her again, in front of
him, as though she had never intended to leave. She smiled with a
soft radiance far warmer, far brighter than dull firelight and sat
down again.

"Why do you always leave?"

"You never asked me to stay," she answered simply, as
though the reason was self-evident.

Kritzer had at some point snuck in with an enormous tray and
left it by the door. That house elf was getting too nosy for his
own good, but at that moment, Harry felt disinclined to complain.
In a muted clatter of chinaware, Hermione carried the oversized
tray over to where he sat. He listened carefully for her footsteps,
dreading the thought that she may still change her mind and
leave.

"Bite," she said, holding a sandwich to his lips.

Harry looked at her strangely and reached a hand to take the
offending food from her. He immediately regretted trying to open
his fist; pain seared.

"Don't move. They're wrapped into dumpling for a
reason. Just eat," she reprimanded.

"Hermione, I'm not-" he protested.

"You've burned your fingers," she said in her
no-nonsense voice. "Now don't move them."

They ate that way. Her feeding him in between bites of her own.
She made encouraging noises deep within her throat, but otherwise
said nothing. Harry's mouth was otherwise occupied.

To have her fingers so close to his lips was a strangely sensual
experience. He had the urge to nibble at her fingers or plant wet,
messy, sucking kisses on them. He had always acknowledged that she
had beautiful hands, long-fingered elegant hands, calloused at the
first joint of the middle finger on her right hand, where a quill
was frequently cushioned. She held them tightly, nervously as she
scribbled, as though afraid they would start penning words of its
own accord.

Those were the hands of a writer, an academic, smelling of the
iron gall ink she was so fond of. There weren't any fresh
stains, but there was a rather large mottled purple shape that
vaguely resembled a rabbit when he squinted hard enough by her left
wrist.

Their meal ended with hot chocolate; Kritzer wasn't trusting
him with liqueur. He was grateful for the hot, velvety texture of
it. It also kept his wits, his mind. Most nights he didn't want
to remember, to be fully himself, but now, Hermione's presence
had changed that. He wanted - needed - to relish and hoard every
moment with her.

Kritzer appeared at the opportune moment and collected the
remains of their meal. Hermione thanked him profusely for the meal
and Harry mumbled his thanks. Kritzer was silent, the very image of
a demure, obedient house elf until he gave Harry a roguishly
suggestive wink before scampering away with the tray again.

"I do pay him proper wages, you-"

"I know, Harry."

Conversation dried up after that. The silence between them was
no longer the comfortable understanding of before. The arid desert
of speechlessness was a vast wasteland on which they stood on
opposite sides. His mouth was just as dry.

He wondered if he had never disappeared into the war and hovered
by her like the spectre he was, would words have vaporised into a
heavy miasma of discomfort this way? Would she have grown bored of
him? Would they simply run out of things to speak about? Was
friendship just an endless list of conversational topics?

Did they need words? Why couldn't it be the way it was
before?

"If..." he didn't finish the sentence. He
hadn't realised he had mused aloud before the word escaped his
tongue and she pounced on it, like a cat who had been stalking all
along.

"I thought you didn't like that word."

"I was only thinking... what if..." His voice was
hoarse with emotion. "What if I never left. If I never
vanished to face Voldemort alone, if I let you join me or if I
found you again sooner..."

"Harry..." The candelabra of flickering candles were a
constellation of stars in her eyes, giving them an unearthly
luminance. His reflection was obscured in them, lost in the
pinpoints of light.

The unspoken question hung between them, the question that she
had been waiting to ask and him dreading to answer. The question
that had lurked in the shadows, never as tangible as now, yet never
completely disappearing.

"Why did you disappear, Harry? Why did you never
write?" She had finally given it voice.

"I..."

"I had to find out from the Daily Prophet, Harry...
Why wasn't I there beside you? Why wasn't I fighting there
with you? Why wasn't I there watching your back, binding your
wounds, keeping watch when you slept? Why?" Hermione was
shaking, trembling.

"Hermione, I-"

"Why wasn't I there, Harry? I kept asking myself that.
Why wasn't I there to protect you when you got that?" She
raised a hand brushed her fingertips against the scar on this
forehead, what had once been a lightning bolt and was now a jagged
X. The magic-charred flesh had died far too long ago. It was
sensitive to hatred, to pain, to the dark arts, warned him of
danger ever since he gained it, but was as responsive as stone to
Hermione's fingers tracing its shape. He only knew of her
touch, seeing her hand in front of face, like the way one knew only
of light on one's skin by sight alone and never by touch,
though sometime, sometimes one could almost feel it. Her hand was
too close to his face, so close that it near seemed ethereal. His
other uncovered eye traitorously chose to ignore it as his mind
blurred what each eye saw together.

Magic bristled. Residual anger-born magic still lingered and
crackled in the air as other stronger emotions took hold. Magic in
its most organic form, still shapeless and unfocussed by wand or
word, blazed.

"It's been written. I must face Voldemort alone. You
know, the final showdown between the champion of light and the Dark
Lord. The cataclysmic battle between the embodiment of good and
evil. That drivel prophesised by Trelawney does have an edge of
truth to it. Fate would conspire to eliminate you; you're not
supposed to be there when I-"

"Harry, I don't believ-"

"And after that... you weren't-"

"I was there, Harry. Just because you couldn't see me,
doesn't mean I wasn't there. After I read the article in
the Daily Prophet about Voldemort being in Egypt I rushed
there. I knew you would need me, but I couldn't find
you."

Harry smiled wryly, bitterly. The only thing that had sustained
him through the long, dangerous trek across the desert had been the
vision of Hermione curled up safely in an armchair in her room with
a book and a mug of hot tea, the knowledge that she was safe.

"I was recruited by the Temple a week after Halloween, amid
the post-Voldemort celebrations. They said you were calling out
for..." she paused, swallowed, "...me."

"Hermione..."

"They said you needed me, so I stayed, did everything I
could. I watched you when you sleep, held your hand when you
reached out searching in the night, led you back to the bed when
you sleepwalked... cut your nails when they grew too long, spoke to
you, wiped your brow, changed your sheets, washed them... I...
Harry..."

"I owe you-"

"No," she interrupted him with vehemence.
"I'm not here asking for payment, calling in a debt of
favours. Harry, If one of us is indebted to the other, its me. I
wasn't there when you faced him."

"You were, Hermione. You were here." Harry
guided her hand and nudged her fingers to his temples. He wanted to
place them on his heart, but that would imply too much. There were
boundaries between them. He had to remember that. His skin tingled
where her fingertips touched him. Magic gathered, flourished,
flickered. His own reared and clawed the empty, empty air in
frustration.

"Afterwards, when you awoke, I waited for you to look for
me. I didn't want to... I needed to know that you still wanted
me around. Three months casts long shadows of doubt, Harry. Three
months is a very long time when one's afraid, when one's
worrying, when one's in lo..." She breathed the last word.
Harry could barely make it out. "I lingered, but you
didn't need me anymore. You didn't recognise me. Maybe it
was the robes or... you didn't recognise me."

The memory of his days in the Temple made sense again. The
familiar young woman in the long white robes , wreathed in flowers,
with her hair covered by a white coif, who flitted at the edge of
his memory, smelling faintly of herbs and iron gall ink, was
Hermione. "I did, but they called you Harmonia, I
didn't... I couldn't..."

"My name..."

"I know it sounds stupid, but I spent so much of those
three months seeing you in everything. So much of everything
reminded me of you, I thought... I thought I was
hallucinating."

It was true. In the shadows of her absence, everything had taken
on her guise. The patterns in the sand, the way a stranger moved
her hands, the dark, damp shape of spilt water on sand. The gnarled
brambles that wrought a thorny, angular wall around Voldemort's
makeshift fortress. The reflection of sky on distant sand had given
the impression of periwinkle blue.

"Harmonia was a demigoddess, wife to the hero who founded
Thebes. There is a shrine dedicated to her at the far corner of the
temple, naming her child of Isis, whom the Romans associated with
Venus. When you spoke my name, they thought it was in prayer, the
way Odysseus would have invoked Athena and when the found me...
they thought I was an incarnation of her."

She lowered her gaze briefly, her hair slipped over her face and
behind that veil of tangled hair Harry saw again in her the
white-robed priestess who haunted his days in the Temple of Isis.
The one whose robes were edged with white embroidering of knotted
olive branches. White on white. Only when the sunlight was the
brightest and the shadows were the darkest could he make out the
intricate patterns on her robe. And in the stagnant boredom of his
hospitalised days, he found himself tracing the patterns with an
idle finger. He felt like telling her that he remembered that,
trace that pattern on her skin and tell her that he remembered,
that he had noticed...

"At first, I told myself to write to you, to call you, to
tell you... but then, I was scared. I didn't want to know you
had moved on, found new friends, got married. I didn't want to
know your research plans were falling apart, that your wallet was
stolen, that last Saturday's dinner burnt. I wanted to preserve
that perfect memory of you."

He tried avoid her gaze, shaping thoughts into words was hard
enough. Her hands here clasp tightly together on her lap,
fingernails biting into flesh. He thought of baby pink
dragon-scales, like those on the neck of the one rode. He thought
of the little red crescents it left in his skin where she had clung
onto him in fear. He thought of the red furrows they left on her
face when she watched him play Quidditch.

"I didn't want to let reality touch my memory of you,
Hermione. It was special, it was... sacred... I was scared.
I didn't even want the real you to touch it. I wanted to think
of you and know you were happy, content, with books. I didn't
want to know you were unhappy..."

"I was, Harry. I was unhappy, very unhappy. You abandoned
me." She didn't speak the words as an accusation, but
rather with a resignation to the fact.

"And... I'm not perfect, Hermione, I realised that in
the desert. I'm not a hero, I'm just the bloke things
happen to and things get to me, things I can't hex away.
I'm not a great wizard. I didn't want you to find you. I
didn't want you to realise that, realise that I couldn't be
and will never be everything that you think I am..."

"Harry... You don't have to be perfect. I never
expected, never wanted you to be... Harry..."

This was the same mouth that bubbled with excited, nervous words
when they first met, the same mouth he had seen enunciate thousands
of spells, dictate Potions homework and History of Magic notes, the
same mouth that brushed against his cheek and lingered for a moment
too long. These were the lips she gnawed on when she was thinking
hard, behind them the same neat, even teeth.

"Harry..."

Magic gathered and called for her - beckoning, beseeching,
begging. He sensed that magic nestled inside her, curled as a great
cat by a fire.

Her eyes met his and this time he didn't shy away. Her eyes
weren't their daylight brown that he remembered, but the warm
red-gold hues of living flame ensnared inside amber. The firelight
refracted in them and hinted at the labyrinth behind them, the
place that he had thought he knew. She once told him that ambers
were the golden tears of an abandoned goddess, searching the world
for her beloved. She once told him that amber was fossilised tree
sap - the ancient blood of ancient tree immortalised in stone.

And blood was memory. But this wasn't the black blood that
caked in one's hair, seeped beneath one's fingernails and
clawed its way under one's skin. This wasn't the blood that
oozed from fresh wounds and bloomed red roses on one's skin.
Neither was it the blood one choked on, spat out like a foul
aftertaste and plagued one's senses with its metallic taste
long after it had been washed away.

This was ancient sorrow eternalised through memory. Not diluted
by time nor numbed by distance, but only remade and wrought again
into something rare and beautiful, though no less painful. The
ancient trees with all its memories of those nameless giants
nibbling on its leaves and small creatures nestled beneath its
bark, was still within amber, remembering and mourning.

He tried to peruse from her eyes their past and divine their
future, but he could not read them.

Hands still loosely cupped to protect the burns inside, he
raised it to graze that unbandaged bit of flesh near his wrist
along the side of her face. It was a clumsy gesture, but she leaned
into his half-fisted hand, eyes-half closed.

What was an innocent, caring became something far more sensual.
Magic swirled, trickled from his skin to hers where flesh met
flesh, warming, blazing.

Harry kissed her.

Impulsively. Foolishly. Selfishly. Unthinkingly.
Desperately.

She tasted of that iron gall ink, of the pumpkin pie that they
had just eaten, of the essence - the quintessence - that was
Hermione, beyond and above the four earthly elements of
breathy air and bitter earth and gingery fire and lively water,
intoxicating in its intensity.

She moaned his name, rolling it out until the syllables became
palatable on his lips. Warm, magic-laced breath.

Magic purled and eddied around them, between them and where
their lips brush it flowed; tendrils of liquid lightning slithered
through that tenuous connection. It whispered, lapped at their
nerves in small curling waves, sprawling a lacework of effervesce
against their skin, like underwater sunlight on smooth, dark
sand.

Hermione lost balance and fell into him. Without breaking the
kiss he gathered her into his arms, pressed her against him,
willing his body to remember the soft contours of hers, to remake
himself around her.

Some wild fluttering thing within her knew his pulse better than
he did.

Magic fused. It was like sharing spells, only more intense, more
intimate. He willed that if stayed close enough, some part of her
magic will forget to whom it belonged and that when she left, he
could remember.

They parted for breath.

"Your hands... burns..." she objected weakly.

Magic crackled and spat and burned. Snake-tongued, it lanced
through the air. His magic - or was it him? - growled, impatient;
magic had no patience for foreplay. Their inborn magics, the source
of power that welled inside them, buried in the marrow of their
beings, that made the, shaped them, fuelled them and was them,
hungered.

He quieted her with light kisses, murmured, "I'll just
have to use something else, wouldn't I?" and ran his
tongue along the curve of her ear just to make himself perfectly
clear.

















For the first time in what was much too long, Harry woke up with a
smile tugging at his lips. The realisation and the panic and the
regret all came later. He was still warm, still happy, still
half-dreaming.

The idyll was soon shattered; the bed was empty. There was a
note on the pillow beside him.


Harry:




There's something I want you to see. Meet me at five
twenty three on the roof of-



He crumpled it and thrust the note into the fire. Excuses.

He had held her too close. He had wandered too far and allowed
himself to tumble right over the mile-high wall he had raised to
divide friendship and the something else which he barely
understood. There were two types of women in his life: those who
shared his bed at night and disappeared at dawn; and Hermione.

None of those other women whose names he could barely remember
had even come close to touching his magic, to warming anything
beyond his skin. They were distant, physical unpleasantries that he
needed to fill cold, empty nights, but the relief they brought was
fleeting, leaving a bitter aftertaste. They were not "perfect
moments," but moments of perfect deception.

But Hermione had stirred the magic inside, that core spark that
was twin and mirror to his soul, that defined him. She had kindled
flame in the cold ashes, breathed life into the barren graveyard of
his mind.

Their magics had mated and grown into something bigger than the
both of them. When she threaded her fingers into his hair, wrapped
her legs around him and arched her back with his name on her lips;
their magics spiralled in the air in a intricate mating flight,
like that of the gryphons in the days when they still ruled the
sky. They made thick the air with memories to bear their weight,
screeched passion and summoned wind to tail their flight. They
soared upward in ever tightening circles, tails trailing in long
plumes, necks outstretched, wings beating in perfect rhythm. Their
wings sliced through gauzy clouds and blotted out the sun, gilding
themselves a aureole, ever upward until the air was too thin to
hold them. And finally they met mid-flight, clung onto one another
and wings spread and tails entwined, talons embedded in the
other's skin, they dropped together. Plummeting, they rode the
currents of the air, relinquishing control to rapture of flight and
fall. They parted before meeting the horizon and climbed again
upward.

Exhausted and entangled, it took them a long time to sort out
whose heart was whose and in whom each of magics belonged. But
their magics had amalgamated; re-forged and welded together in the
painstakingly twisting, knotting patterns of damascened steel,
strong in its folding and re-folding of soft iron with brittle
steel. Swirls of his darkness intertwined with her light, creating
not grey by a myriad of new colours that one could not only see, by
feel. Like the iridescent streaks of dark oil on puddles,
separate yet not separable.

They had shared something too volatile, too powerful to be
constant.

The air was still thick with memories. He remembered her
whispering of arcane words, shaping the magics between them into a
river of stars, a flurry of rosemary flowers and a constellations
of crystalline snow. He remembered the sultry serpentine syllables
that he sibilated.

He remembered her beneath him, around him, beside him. Her
half-closed eyes had for a moment seemed emerald green as she threw
her head back in ecstasy.

He had fragments of memories that rightfully weren't his,
borrowed in the moments of soul-sharing and neglected to return. He
remembered the exotic smells of Snape's private stores and the
shelves crowded with tinted glass bottles and red-capped jars.
Paper-and-string packets labelled in smeared ink crammed into any
and all possible spaces between bottles and jars. One in particular
supported the uneven shelf, wedged underneath a regal paw. He
remembered too many instances of time-turning. The tying, untying
and re-tying of knots deep inside his stomach, lurching forward and
panicked disorientation.

She had disentangled herself from him as he slept, but as
carelessly as she had left her sash coiled around the bedpost, she
had forgotten fragments of herself and taken instead a part of
him.















He found the second note not long afterwards. It sat on his desk,
unobtrusively waiting for him to look up and notice it. The same
way she had waited for him to see her. Written on a torn piece of
parchment, it seemed rushed, but the care with which the letters
had been formed belied its purpose.


Harry:




I know for you, the chance for a "perfect moment"
comes often and easily, but for me, it only came once. It was that
five minutes, that dawn, on that rooftop. I waited for you until
noon, but you never came. I had something to say to you, but you
couldn't - wouldn't - hear me.



Hermione

Enclosed with the note was the peahen feather quill he had given
her one year ago on Halloween.

The thickness of the lettering indicated a fraying quill; it
hadn't been written with the peahen feather one he had given
her. It was a blow that hurt more than all the contents of the
letter itself. The slightly battered eagle feather quill, the one
that he had she had given him for his birthday all those years ago,
still resting in its inkpot, stared back at him with
accusingly.















He waited in his empty library, toying with the peahen feather
quill.

Waiting.

Books seemed to have a way of remembering. All places did, but
books remembered better than any, like staining blood and
magic-scared flesh, they remembered. The cracking leather and the
yellowing pages had an acute memory of things, albeit a strange
chronology and even stranger perspective on time.

Words. "Walks by the lake" is only four words, but
they held so many memories, far too distant and far too painful to
revisit. Four words and so much silence, like the comfortable
silence between them, when meanings would simply melt into gesture
and expression and she would simply understand.

Four words could mean an eternity in memory. Some books knew
this and remembered, yet others could not begin to comprehend what
four simple, far too simple words could hold in their black angular
strokes on page. Months could be skimmed through within a sentence,
yet some moments lasted chapters.

He had sometimes wished to live the elastic time of books, yet
the knowledge that some may belittle his seemingly empty memories
for their lack of words made him rethink such a fantasy. In books,
he could forgo his waiting, skip through the years of loneliness in
a page, jump to the end where she would have finally returned. It
would be easier that way.

But then how could anyone but he and she who shared those
memories with him understand that all too often, the epic battles
paled in comparison to the peaceful, painful, poetic moments in
between? How could seven years be written off with the same seeming
unimportance as the walks by the lake? The long moments of
wordlessness between them and their ten thousand silent ways to
speak with silence. The tight-throated twistings of tongue and the
sounds stunted by swallowing, stuttering and shivering. The silence
that waits after a question, the silence that labours, pregnant
with words and the comfortable silence of mute understanding. They
understood each other without the space between them cluttered with
convolutions, conceits or contrivance, allowed meaning to simply
melt into gestures.

If all he remembered from those beloved moments, those moments
without words was merely "a walk by the lake" or "a
kiss on the cheek," then he would rather remember it his way,
every detail etched in vivid memory, not squashed in the little
space between the lines and endure the long years of emptiness that
were part and parcel of real time.

The books would make her come back and when she did, she would
ask for her quill back.

She would arrive tomorrow, as though nothing had ever happened.
She would come in again, with her arm hooked around a small pile of
books. She would smile, unwind her pumpkin scarf and drape it on
her chair. She would wave off his help as she always did as she
piled books precariously high beside herself. She would welcome him
back into their little project and surrounded by mountain after
mountain of books they would talk about the Founding Four and
Hogwarts and what they thought the impact of Helga's
relationship with Salazar had on his decision to build a Secret
Chamber. They would discuss how Godric had known Rowena since they
were eleven and how they contributed to the development of
Apparating; whether Salazar had a hidden agenda when he joined the
founding Four and the origins of his fascination for snakes.

And things would return to the way they were. As though she had
never left, as though they had never shared souls and mingled
magics. He would be able to look up again from whatever he was
working on and find her eyes again as though they were just
friends. She would laugh with at their mistake, tease him for his
inability between the sheets and tell him about her love life -
preferably the lack of one.

This time, he'd look up a little more often, shut tighter
the doors when she was there and speak less of the past. This time
he'd joke more, watch her smile before averting his gaze and
lend her books. This time, perhaps, she would stay.













It was Halloween again. The year had slipped by too quickly, too
slowly, too painfully, too insensibly. A heady concoction of
contradictory emotions. It had been long year, a year without
moments, perfect or otherwise. It was a blur of parties and
cocktails, of various women hanging off his arm; the only memories
that were distinct were those of the library remembering
Hermione.

It had been too long, much too long. He couldn't remember
her, only the act of remembering her. He could recall her face, her
voice, her idiosyncrasies, but clearer still was the memory of
himself remembering. He had perused, dissected and analysed every
memory he had of her. He had unmade them, remade them, but no
longer could he remember the making of them, the actual
event itself with enough clarity.

He hungered for something to make those memories real again. He
had at first barred himself into the library, that sacred place
within the house, but somehow the memories of that perfect night
were corrupted by the knowledge that it was the last, the only. His
hope, which she carried within her, was gone. Uprooted, his
memories were dying. He came out again, attended social functions
in hope of finding something: a gesture, a murmur, a whisper of
fabric, a thoughtless gnawing of lower lip, the idle quoting of a
book or something that would feed his memory. Something that would
breathe life into scraps of story which had been reduced to a mere
collage of mental photographs that didn't even move. Something
that would make real those recollections, giving blood and sinew
and heartbeat to those skeletal remains of the past.

Still, Harry didn't know why he was there, on the rooftop of
a Muggle building, celebrating something he didn't believe in,
surrounded by oversized billboards.

It was all Kritzer's fault, naturally. It had always been.
After Harry threw away the invitation, it appeared again on his
desk. And again. And again. Even burning would not dispose of it
completely as the next they it was there again, smelling only
faintly of charred paper. It didn't take him long to get the
hint that he needed to be at this celebration planned to
take place atop a Muggle building.

The celebratory party had dragged on through most of the night
and the first blushing of dawn was creeping above the horizon. He
lingered there for he had no reason to leave. Firewhisky could no
longer convince his mind that anyone else was her. It simply
wasn't enough anymore. Sometimes he cursed himself for allowing
her to walk back into his life. Her appearance only ever implied
another departure.

The air was thick with magic. The place had been heavily charmed
as to keep Muggles from noticing the rowdy party on the rooftop was
anything more than a pumpkin-themed Halloween party. It was a
fashionable to gather these day, court the attention of Muggles, to
flirt with the non-existent danger of being discovered. It was
fashionable to stare at the huge billboards and comment on how
oblivious, how strange, how fascinating Muggle Culture was.

And so he stared. There was one that particularly caught his
attention. He didn't know why. Perhaps it was just the
Firewhisky. Or the habit of fashion was rubbing off. It stood on
the roof of an opposite building, with a static stylised rose and
bold lettering:

Madeline Bell-Potter

Read. Breath. Believe.

Enter a world filled with love and magic!

Available only at

Obscurus Books, Tessherm Grange.

Dawn was behind him, but he dared not face the light. It held
too many bitter memories. He saw now only a battlefield, the wide
gashes of light bleeding dawn and the clouds cleaning the fresh
wounds.

Harry squinted.

The rising sun behind him was reflected on the glossy billboard,
blotting out almost half its words with its blinding light.

"Stupid, stupid girl... why didn't you tell me? Why
didn't I notice? Why didn't I see?" He muttered
those words over and over again like a mantra as he stared
unblinkingly at the enormous sign. It shook him, putting into words
what he had known for so long, yet never expressed; for fear that
those fragile emotions would tear with the giving of breath and
voice. He feared that words would confide it, limit it, distort
it.

Memories flooded; the recollections he had drowned away with
Firewhisky, disguised with drapes of filmy illusion and excused
away by blatant lies he believed out of desperation.

This was what he had refused to see it shining in her and
choosing instead the perfect deceptions of other women. It was what
she had said with every gesture, with every word-framed silence. It
had had been in her memory-brown eyes, as a culmination of all she
had witnessed, not a blind faith to something she clung to despite
all that had transposed between them. It was so simple, yet his
thoughts complicated them by brooding.

Yet here it was, proclaimed - near shouted - into the concrete
jungle of Muggle rooftops every dawn what he had been so afraid to
hear, to believe.

"Why was I so blind? Why didn't I turn around and just
see? Why didn't I just... why did you wait? How did you
wait? I'm sorry... Hermione... I'm sorry... I don't...
I can't... Hermione... I... I do... I do, too..."

For just under a minute as the sun rose, twenty three minutes
past five in the morning, a random romance author's
advertisement was peeled away by the blinding sun to reveal a
message – her message:

l-Potter

Believe.


love and magic!



herm Grange.










































To share with Harry that minute with the rising sun, click
here. (You need flash for this.)

And of course this isn't the end. In the sequel,
Shadows of the
Endless Day, we have a chase through time, even more snogging,
deep introspections and a lot of seriously twisted mythology ahead
of us. Questions like "Why in the world does Kritzer have a
larger role than Ron?" would hopefully be answered.

And a happy ending, of course, but lots more angst en-route. The
various spin-offs planned are also in production to fill the gaps,
such as Ginny and Draco's romance, Snape and Trelawney's
arrangements and Ron and Luna's courtship, marriage and
children.

I'm not naturally sadistic (okay, I confess I am a little),
but that's not the only reason for this story. Some time ago
there was an article in the Times that got me thinking about the
post-Voldemort days:


NIGHT and day, sweethearts and wives of servicemen longed
only for the men they loved to return safely from the front. Now
the heroes are coming back, their women are struggling to cope with
broken relationships, suspicion, fear and men who want to spend
more time with old comrades than their families.




"In all the movies, people go through stress and fall
into each other's arms and everything is wonderful. It's a
load of crap. It doesn't happen that way. It always, always
happens to soldiers. It's the perfect tragedy. Everyone gets
excited when the bombs are going. For the soldiers, home life just
doesn't have it any more.



"Chaps who have been through a tough time, if they can stay
close to the chap they were with in the hard times, they might well
prefer that. They have lost the satisfaction of a dull
life."

Shortly afterwards, I had a little rant about it on HMS Pumpkin
Pie which got me thinking about the whole situation. Have the
darkest days just begun with the death of Voldemort?


What if it all goes all horribly wrong? I'm not
suggesting that H/Hr are going to break up because of the Voldemort
conflict in the Wizarding World, merely that fanfiction sometimes
belittles how much a prolonged conflict and absence changes
people.



I believe the H/Hr relationship will survive. Harry may need to
do the "rubber band" guy-thing and disappear to sort his
thoughts out. They will be closer because of it, since they are, as
often cited, soulmates. The rest of the world doesn't matter,
Hermione forms the fundamental, unchanging part of Harry. As does
he act as her anchor.


I can forsee trouble post-Voldemort. Harry not being able to
sleep. Nightmares and general angst of blaming himself. Hermione
wanting to be there for him, yet not fully understanding. In the
movie, Hermione tells Harry that he has to face Voldemort alone. I
have a feeling this will also apply to the final showdown. The war
will change them, and may even acts as a catalyst for their
relationship as pressured, extreme circumstances intensify
feelings. The same way near-death experiences call on one's
need to... reproduce.




Harry trusts Hermione implicitly. She understands him. She
knows him better than he knows himself. I can see him wanting
temporarily wanting to be with people who don't know him. Who
don't get under his skin and can see him inside out without
even trying. He might even mistake it for being predatory or even,
accusing.




But at the end of the day, he will see the light. As said.
However much someone changes, there is a static, unchanging part to
someone. Something that one instinctively clings onto, to remain
sane in a chaotic world, when sudden change happens. It might take
them a while to realise it, but they act as each other's
anchors. The bond they share is something that will keep them
rooted in face of opposition. Not quite love, especially if they
have yet to label it that, but their "bond" if you
will.
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