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            1. Revelation

 Disclaimer: The world belongs to JKR, unworthy as she’s proven herself to be of the honor of having created characters like Harry and Hermione and the foundation of a relationship like H/Hr’s.  (And yes, she’s still unworthy and still unforgiven, despite her recent confession of stupidity.)  


Author’s Note: Inspired after reading the Godric’s Hollow chapter of DH—that remains the only chapter of DH I’ve read and the only one I’ve planned to read.  Another story of what should have happened after Ron deserted Harry and Hermione, if JKR weren’t so blind and so stubborn.  


Revelation


A torrential rainstorm drove them to find shelter.  


Hermione half-stumbled, momentarily losing her footing, and Harry hauled her up against his side, keeping his arm around her as he peered through the downpour.  He squinted, thankful for Hermione’s foresight on seeing the darkening clouds a little while ago to cast the spell on his glasses that kept them clear of rain, focusing on what looked like a dark gash in the hillside.  


He was too out of breath to say much but he lifted his arm to point at it.  “Look!”  


With Hermione, he knew he didn’t need to say anything more and they changed direction almost in unison to head towards what he fervently hoped would be a cave.  He had the fleeting thought, not for the first time, how… easy… it was to work with Hermione like this.  It was probably the only easy thing about this entire bloody year so he appreciated it even more, the way he and Hermione could act and function almost as one, a team, without argument and often without the necessity of many words.  


It was a cave.  Tall enough that they could both stand without stooping, although he could reach up and touch the top of it easily, and deep enough to remain dry through the downpour.  


They both almost stumbled inside and felt the immediate relief from being in shelter.  They might themselves not be soaking wet—again, thanks to Hermione’s foresight—but it still didn’t make it much more pleasant to be out in the rain.  


Harry busied himself putting up the protective spells they always used while Hermione cast a warming spell on the cave against the chill in the March air and then conjured up what looked like a clear glass globe filled with what appeared to be flickering flames to illuminate the cave.  He turned back to see her using another spell to keep it hovering in the air and gave her a brief smile.  “Nice.”  


A fleeting expression of surprise mingled with pleasure crossed her face.  “Thanks.”  


He was suddenly vaguely ashamed.   Did he say something positive to her so rarely that she would look so surprised at a compliment, mild as it was?   Surely she knew—she had to know—how much he appreciated that she was there with him, that she had stayed with him.  Especially since Ron… had left—as always, he mentally flinched a little at the thought of Ron—but the fact remained that since then, every day, it seemed to mean more and more to him that she had stayed with him, that he wasn’t alone now.   


He might not feel like he had managed to do all that much—just staying alive until now seemed like the only thing he’d really accomplished at all and that only with a lot of help from Hermione—and he was painfully aware that he didn’t really know what he was doing.   But with all that, he knew that it would be ten thousand, a million, infinitely worse if he were alone, if he didn’t have Hermione.   And he was grateful.   With every day, he was more grateful.   He was terrified that Hermione, too, would leave him, would realize that she didn’t need to be here, going through so much for the sake of an idiot like him.   Terrified—and so grateful he didn’t think he’d ever be able to tell her how much and knew he could never make it up to her either.   


They each settled down on either side of the cave.  It wasn’t very wide but it was wide enough that a foot or so of space remained between them when they were seated.   


They didn’t have much in the way of food left, he knew, but she tossed him a couple granola bars and they each ate two in silence, both of them staring out at the rain and the deepening gloom of twilight settling over the Pennines.  


He glanced at her, noting that she looked thoughtful but not sad.  He was glad of that.  Sadness almost seemed to have been etched onto her face after R—well, for weeks now.   When she wasn’t otherwise guarding her expression, she’d looked sad and it had hurt to see it and oddly, seeing how upset she was over Ron’s leaving had started to bother him more than his own emotions when he thought of Ron.  (For once, the stab of pain at the thought of Ron felt somehow dulled.)  But the silence now was just comfortable, companionable.   And maybe it was something about the enforced intimacy of it—being in a cave with the rain pouring down outside, combined with the pleasant warmth of the cave thanks to Hermione’s warming spell and the sense that, at least for now, they were probably relatively safe—but he found himself relaxing a little.   Relaxing more than he had in days, even weeks.  The sound of the rain was oddly soothing in its steady monotony. 


It was dark enough outside now that he could no longer see anything of the landscape or anything much beyond the mouth of the cave so he turned his gaze inward, looking around the cave.   The stone floor was uneven but not terribly so and generally flat so it would serve their purposes nicely for the night.  


He heard her sigh and glanced at her.  “What is it?” he asked quietly.  


She glanced at him and tried for a slight smile but only succeeded in looking wistful.  “I just remembered that my parents used to talk about coming up here on holiday some time.  My mum wanted to see the Peaks and the Lake District.”  


His heart suddenly hurt, both at the mention of her parents and at the expression on her face.  And even though he almost never spoke about or so much as allowed himself to think about a time after the War, even though he could barely think ahead to the next day, he found himself saying, “After this is all over, you and your parents should take a holiday here.   It is really pretty.”  He had to comfort her somehow.  


Her lips trembled slightly and he knew she was wondering if they would even have an “after the War” to plan for, but all she said was, “You’re right, we should.  I’ll suggest it to them,” and she even managed a faint smile.   


And her courage, her strength, at that moment took his breath away, just awed him.   When they both knew that she might never see her parents again…  


And he wanted to tell her that she was the bravest and the strongest person he’d ever met.  That he was so grateful to her for staying with him.  That he didn’t know what he would do without her.  


But the words stuck in his throat.  He didn’t know how to say it, how to put words to all the emotions suddenly churning inside him.   


All he could say, all he did say, at that moment was, “You look tired.   Why don’t you get some sleep?  I’ll keep watch and I think we should be all right here for the night.”  


She looked at him, her eyes soft, and he had the odd sense that she somehow understood at least some of what he wanted to say even without his saying it.   And after all, maybe she did.   She so often seemed to have the knack of reading his thoughts.   


She pulled out a blanket from her pack and curled up in it, using her pack as a pillow, once she’d used a spell to make it feel soft.  “G’night, Harry.”  


“Good night.”  


She really was tired, he realized.   She fell asleep almost from the moment her head rested on her pack.  


After a moment, he used his wand to dim the light from Hermione’s globe, both so as not to disturb Hermione’s sleep and also to avoid the light serving as a beacon to anyone who might be outside.  That done, he found himself studying Hermione as she slept.  


He had said she looked tired without really thinking about it and because he knew she was tired.  They both were.  But now, looking at her, he noted the shadows under her eyes, the evidence of sleepless nights.  And—his eyes narrowed a little—it looked like she had lost weight with these past few months of constantly being on the run.  There were hollows in her cheeks he had not seen before.  


Just a few minutes ago, he’d been amazed at her strength.  Now, oddly, looking at her, he was suddenly struck by her fragility.  In sleep, her expression softened, her strength of mind and will not as apparent, she looked… smaller, somehow.  Vulnerable in a way that he wasn’t used to seeing, a word he never really associated with Hermione.  


He felt a swell of emotion in his chest, protectiveness and affection and sympathy and loyalty all amounting to a tenderness deeper and stronger than anything he ever remembered feeling before, for anyone.   It was so deep and so strong, it was, well, frightening.   Frightening and confusing.   


Hermione was his best friend.   Only his best friend.   And—in spite of everything—so was Ron.  For what felt like the first time in weeks, he found himself deliberately thinking about Ron, remembering all they’d been through, Ron’s humor and his blunt honesty and his loyalty—and tried not to wince at the word.  Of course Ron was still his best friend.   


And—as if the thought of Ron naturally brought her to mind—Ginny was… something else.   His ex-girlfriend, his friend—he supposed she was still his friend—his… dream…   She was a wish, a fantasy he turned to for comfort when the reality of the war felt too heavy for him.  


Suddenly, rather inconsequentially, he found himself remembering visiting Godric’s Hollow, visiting his parents’ graves—and remembering the way he’d cried, with a sort of wonder that hadn’t occurred to him at the time, preoccupied as he had been with everything else.   Remembered—and tried to imagine visiting Godric’s Hollow with anyone else—with Ginny—tried to imagine being able to cry like that, just… grieve… openly and without a second’s thought, with anyone else around.   He couldn’t imagine it.   He would not—he could not—have cried in front of Ron—or Ginny.   He knew that.   Knew he would never have wanted Ginny to see him like that.   Hermione was… different.   It never even occurred to him to worry about looking weak or uncertain or afraid in front of Hermione.   


Of course, he reasoned, Ginny was—had been—his girlfriend.  Naturally, he would care more about what she thought of him than what his best friend thought.   Of course he would worry more about Ginny thinking he was weak than if Hermione thought the same thing.   


Except… he didn’t worry about Hermione thinking he was weak or anything like that.   He didn’t worry because he already knew she wouldn’t.   He wasn’t so certain about Ginny or what she would thi—he cut off the thought, refusing to even finish the sentence in his mind, suddenly feeling rather as if he’d betrayed Ginny by even thinking that about her, by doubting her like that.  Ginny wouldn’t—Ginny cared about him, believed in him.   


Feeling as if he needed to, for… reassurance… or something… he tried, he really, deliberately tried, to remember all he had once felt—all he did feel, he corrected himself quickly—for Ginny.   Remembered watching her, wanting to see her smile and hear her laugh, remembered kissing her…  And he remembered how he’d felt when he’d broken up with her, the look on her face.  He cared about Ginny, he knew he did.  


And yet…  he could not remember ever feeling this same surge of emotion for her, when he was with her, as he had just now for Hermione.   


But that was wrong!   He knew that was wrong.   Whatever Hermione was to him—his best friend, his comrade-in-arms, his companion, his support—she could not be—he could not—he should not— care more for her than he did for Ginny.  


But maybe he did, a small voice whispered somewhere in the back of his consciousness—and he almost physically recoiled from the thought, his head jerking as he mentally backed away from the suggestion.  


Suddenly restless—clearly, sitting still and thinking… things… wasn’t good for him—he stood up hurriedly, going to the mouth of the cave to peer outside into the darkness.  It was still raining and showed no sign of letting up.  He would have stepped outside—thanks to Hermione, he wouldn’t get wet—but he had set up the wards right at the mouth of the cave so going outside would mean going beyond the wards and he wasn’t inclined to be that reckless.  


He heard a soft noise behind him and turned to see that Hermione had shifted a little in her sleep, moving one of her hands to rest before her pack, her fingers slightly curled.  A faint frown crossed her face, as if even in her sleep she was worried about something, and he took an automatic step back towards her.  But then after a moment, she let out a soft sigh and the frown cleared and he relaxed, feeling another dangerous rush of warmth in his chest. 


He tried to shove the emotion away, turning away and pacing inside the cave.   Deliberately, he counted his steps with as much concentration as if he would later be tested on it—eight steps from the mouth of the cave to where he now stood, four steps from one side of the cave to the other.  He turned his steps to pace deeper into the cave.  His step hitched as he frowned a little and then tightened his grip on his wand.  


The back of the cave that, at first glance, had looked solid, had a break in it, mostly hidden by an uneven spur of rock.  Slowly, keeping a good grip on his wand, he approached the gap in the wall, what had begun as idle curiosity deepening as he realized that the gap in the wall was deeper than he’d thought.  It looked like—it did lead into another smaller cavern.  


“Lumos,” he murmured. 


He had to turn sideways to sidle through the gap in the cave wall before the space widened, allowing him to move forward and see into the rest of the cavern—and froze.  


He swore he could feel his body ceasing to function, his mind recoiling, shutting down.  He was vaguely aware of hearing a hoarse, strangled sound halfway between a cry and a sob, the sound wrenched from his vitals.   Of a sharp clatter as his wand fell from his suddenly nerveless hand.  


And that was when his knees—not just his knees, his entire body—gave way, his bones seeming to turn into ice water, and he just… crumbled, collapsing onto the stone floor.  


No!  It wasn’t possible!  


Some dim corner of his mind tried to struggle past the soul-numbing horror and grief but it was no match for the visceral immediacy of what his eyes saw.  


It was Hermione.   And she was dead.  Lying there on the ground, her lips slightly parted as if in surprise, a thin trickle of blood coming from her mouth, making a vivid red slash against the pallor of her cheek.  And her eyes—oh God, her eyes… that was the worst of it.   He was riveted to her eyes, could not look away even as his entire soul shuddered and seemed to shrivel and die inside him at the sight.  Her eyes were open, wide and blank and staring sightlessly.   She was… gone…  All of her, all the things that made Hermione Hermione, were just… gone…  All her cleverness, her determination, her courage—her kindness and the warmth of affection—the strength of her belief in him—the sly, surprising sparks of humor and laughter that lit her eyes when she teased him…  All of it, all that he loved about her…  she was… gone…  


And so was he.  


It was the only thought remaining in his otherwise blank mind.  It was… over, done.  He was over.  Done.  That was it.  The end of… everything.  Of trying, of fighting, of… surviving…  The end of hoping.  


It was over.  He was finished.  


~ ~


Hermione was jerked awake by a noise that broke through her tiredness, tugging her out of sleep.  


What—where was—she was instantaneously fully alert at the realization that she couldn’t see Harry.  


She sat up and grabbed her wand in one smooth movement, glancing first outside to the mouth of the cave to see that it was still dark and still pouring rain.   So he wouldn’t have gone outside.  Besides, she knew he’d set up the wards at the mouth of the cave and he wouldn’t have gone outside the wards.  She turned to peer inside, deeper into the cave, and scrambled to her feet.  


Was there—her eyes were suddenly caught by a faint illumination from the back wall of the cave—yes, there was an opening in the cave wall.   Harry must have noticed it and gone to explore, or reconnoiter, more accurately.  


She moved quickly and quietly deeper into the cave.   “Harry?” she called cautiously, keeping her voice low.   (It was, she sometimes thought, a sad fact that they had both become so much more careful, even paranoid, always leery of making too much noise or doing anything else that might attract attention.  But if paranoia kept them alive…)  


There was no answer and the prickle of unease sharpened into outright worry.  Harry would not have gone far and she knew if he’d heard her, he would answer her.   


She tried just peering into the gap in the wall but could only see that it clearly widened into another cave and that was where the dim illumination was coming from.  Harry, she thought, it had to be.  But why hadn’t he answered her, she wondered with a stab of apprehension.  


She slid through the narrow gap and stepped carefully into the cave, her gaze immediately finding—she caught her breath sharply.  


It was… herself.  Lying on the floor a few feet away, and she was dead.  


It was an eerie sight and she had to wrestle her mind back into coherence.   It was only a boggart.   It had to be.   


Which meant—


Her gaze lowered—Harry!   He was on the floor slumped onto his knees.   She took a quick step towards him, which allowed her to see his face, and she stopped abruptly, her heart suddenly clenching.  


He looked…  broken… was the only word she could think of to describe it.   Rather like a puppet whose strings had been cut.   


“Harry?” she managed to say, hearing the tremor in her voice from a combination of fear and a sudden swell of another, softer emotion she didn’t try to identify at the realization that Harry’s boggart was of her now.  


He didn’t react.   Didn’t blink.   It was as if he hadn’t even heard her or seen her, wasn’t aware of anything at all.   He was pale, his hair and his eyebrows standing out in stark relief against the parchment-like pallor of his skin—but the worst part was his eyes, she realized, as she crouched in front of him.   His eyes—his normally vivid eyes—were dulled and vacant.  He looked like a shell of himself, hollowed-out and empty.  


Empty of life, empty of strength, empty of hope.   


“Harry!” she tried again with a little more urgency, forgetting all other emotions completely in her sudden panic, her voice sounding shaky and unlike herself.  


He still didn’t react.  He hadn’t moved at all, seemed as frozen in place as if he’d been petrified.  No, it was worse than that.   Being petrified affected the physical body; this… this was as if his mind was no longer in his body.   He looked… defeated.   As if he had already seen the end of the War and Voldemort’s final victory and, worse than that, as if he didn’t even care.  


She heard a sob and realized belatedly it had come from her and clamped one hand over her mouth, fighting back the rising sobs in her throat.   She couldn’t—she couldn’t break down.  


It didn’t matter if she was suddenly terrified—more terrified than she’d ever been—at this sight of Harry.   It didn’t matter if she was suddenly, starkly conscious that she couldn’t go on fighting this War, couldn’t go on trying without him.  Not because he was Harry-Potter-Boy-Who-Lived but just because he was Harry.   He was Harry and—and somehow, he gave her strength.   


She forcibly shoved the thought aside.   She would think about it all later, deal with this revelation and all its repercussions later.   


She had to deal with the boggart and then—she had to fix Harry, bring him back.   Somehow.   She had to.   Not even because of the War but because she needed him.   


She pushed all of her emotions and her terror over Harry out of her mind—or rather, she tried to.  She didn’t succeed; all she could really say was that she no longer felt on the verge of breaking down into hysterical sobs.  


For Harry.  She needed to be strong for Harry.  


She focused on the thought, clutched it to herself like a talisman, as she forced herself to stand up and turned back to the boggart.  


Only to take an involuntary step back as she saw that it had changed forms—had become Harry, lying there dead.  


She automatically glanced back down to Harry—the real Harry, who was still alive, she reassured herself fiercely—and then back up at the boggart, trying to steel herself.  


Something funny.  Something funny, she repeated to herself.   God, at the moment, she could hardly imagine laughing at anything again, let alone forcing her will on the boggart to change it into something funny.  


But for Harry…  


“Ridikkulus!”  


She flinched and stifled an involuntary cry.   The boggart had changed to become her parents, lying there dead.  Oh God…  


She swallowed hard and tried again.   “Ridikkulus!”  


It was Ron lying there dead now.   Oh Ron!   She flinched and closed her eyes to the sight.  Not that it helped much.  The sight of him, the thought of him, tore at her—as it had since he’d left them—regret and grief and guilt and anger and disappointment welling up inside her—and she forcibly quashed the emotions.   No, she couldn’t think about Ron now.   


She needed to focus!   She mentally shook herself.   She could do this.   For Harry’s sake.   She kept her eyes shut and focused on a mental picture of Harry smiling and happy, tried to remember one of those times when it had just been the Trio and they’d just been enjoying themselves, the three of them together.   A memory, images, crept into her mind—the three of them in the Great Hall, celebrating after Gryffindor had won the Quidditch Cup.   The twins had said something funny and Ron had choked on the butterbeer he’d been drinking, causing some of it to go up his nose, making him wheeze as his face turned red.   She and Harry and the twins had begun to laugh, Harry laughing hard enough that he’d been breathless afterwards.  Ron had pretended to glare at them for laughing but then, once he’d recovered, he’d joined in, laughing at his own predicament with the perfect good humor he exhibited occasionally.   She inwardly smiled at the memory.  


“Ridikkulus!”  She opened her eyes to see that the boggart had been turned into a small dog, dressed up in frilly clothing, and dancing.   And heard a rusty laugh break out in response.   


The dog vanished.  The boggart was gone.  


All amusement died as quickly as it had come as she knelt back in front of Harry, who still had not moved.  


She reached out, putting her hand on his shoulder.   “Harry!   Harry, wake up, it’s me, Hermione.”  


He still didn’t react—and the worst of it was that he wasn’t looking at her even though she was right in front of him.  It was like his gaze, fixed, vacant, was looking through her or inwardly, looking through himself.   As if he had retreated so far from reality that it could no longer impinge on him, could no longer affect him.  As if he was no longer in this world.  


She shuddered at the thought, terrified all over again.   Oh God, she couldn’t lose him!   She couldn’t!   


“Harry, come on!”  She shook him by his shoulder but she might as well have been shaking a corpse for all the reaction she got.  And then she hated herself for the comparison she’d just made.   “Harry, you’re—you’re scaring me,” she blurted out, something she would not normally admit to anyone else but this was Harry, who was probably the only person in the world to whom she could admit being afraid and she wasn’t just afraid.   She was bloody terrified, almost mindless with panic.


“Harry!” she cried again, a sob she couldn’t hold back punctuating his name.  “Harry, please, you—you can’t leave me!”  


She was pleading, begging him, some part of her sure that that would bring him back.  She knew how much he cared, how much he would do for others, for anyone he cared about—for her.   


Her breath caught and held as she stilled, her hand still on his shoulder.   He didn’t react overtly, didn’t move—and yet…  she swore she’d felt something, a tiny tremor go through him.   For the first time since she’d seen him like this, she felt the tentative beginnings of hope start to unfurl inside her.   He wasn’t entirely lost.  She could still reach him.   She had to reach him, to break through to wherever his mind had retreated to.  


He had seen his deepest fear—and it was of her being dead.  The thought, the realization, rushed in on her with renewed force.   His deepest fear was of losing her…  


And hers… was of losing him…  


She knew that now.   


She looked at him with that knowledge—the certainty that she would do anything for him and the accompanying awareness of all that he meant to her—settling into her heart.   She could not lose him.   Not now, not ever.  And on a desperate, reckless impulse, propelled by all her fear and all her emotion, she cupped his cheek with her hand, leaned forward, and kissed him.   She pressed her lips to his with more energy than skill, as if by kissing him, she could somehow will life and hope back into him.   It was crazy, of course.   Illogical and irrational and quite possibly the silliest thing she’d ever done to kiss him as if that would affect him when shouting at him, shaking him, and pleading with him hadn’t succeeded.   


For a long, interminable minute—or two—or ten, she really couldn’t have said—there was no response.   It wasn’t working.  She felt despairing sobs beginning to build up in her chest, tears pricking at the back of her eyes.  


And then…  it started out as the slightest softening of his lips against hers, a slow, gradual thing.  His lips softened and then she felt movement, a subtle increase of pressure against her lips.   


Her heart leaped.   He was coming back.   She hadn’t lost him.  


His lips softened and parted, his head tilting ever so slightly, as he began to kiss her back—he was fully conscious now!—and she found herself deepening the kiss almost automatically, pouring all her fears and all her emotions into the kiss.  Oh, she knew—she knew now—what he meant to her and, for just that moment, nothing else mattered but that she show him just how much she cared, how afraid she had been.  


She felt his hand come up to curve around the nape of her neck, his fingers tangling in her hair, as the kiss exploded from there, his lips and tongue almost taking possession of hers, claiming her, as he kissed her as if the world had become a vacuum and she the only remaining source of oxygen in it.  


And then with a suddenness that left her reeling, he broke off the kiss, almost tearing his lips away from her, his breath coming in quick, hard pants.  “Hermione—you—I—what—”   


His chest was heaving as he gasped for breath, his eyes wide and darting around the cave in sudden, almost frantic uncertainty.   


If the eyes were windows to the soul, it looked as if a part of his soul had died.   And her heart physically hurt for him, an ache so sharp it felt as if she’d cracked a rib.   


He was back, alert and conscious again, yes, but he was not entirely whole, entirely himself, yet.   


“It’s okay, Harry,” she said softly, soothingly.  “I’m fine.  We’re both fine.   It was only a boggart and it’s gone now.   I’m fine and I won’t leave you.”  


His eyes stopped moving, focusing on her face, studying her—more than that, his eyes were positively devouring her, greedily reveling in the sight of her.  The hand that had been on her neck moved as he touched his fingertips to her cheek with a feather-light touch.  He touched her as if he were afraid she might be an apparition that would vanish with too solid a touch.  


She felt tears pricking at the back of her eyes again, tears of happiness and relief this time, but she blinked them back, trying instead for a small, reassuring smile.   But all she managed was a slight quiver of her lips.   


“Hermione…” he breathed, his voice a little hoarse and wavering almost imperceptibly.  


“I really am fine, Harry.   It was only a boggart and it’s gone now,” she repeated quietly.  


His eyes darted over to where the boggart had been and then returned to her.   “Only a boggart,” he echoed a little hollowly, his voice still sounding unlike himself.  


A shudder went through him and then he hauled her into his arms abruptly enough that she lost her balance and ended up leaning against him, her face buried in his shoulder.  It was a rather awkward position but at the moment, she didn’t care, only wrapped her arms around him and savored the reassuring warmth of him, the solid strength of his arms clutching her.  


He took a few shuddering breaths.   “I can’t—I can’t do this without you,” he rasped out, his voice shaky.  


She turned her head just enough so she could speak without her voice being muffled by his shoulder.   “I know, Harry,” she said softly.  And of course she did know.  Harry needed her cleverness, relied on it.  He had for years and even more so now, when she knew he was so worried over the horcruxes and how he wasn’t sure what he was doing.   And yet…  somehow, now, she felt a ridiculous, irrational pang of something like hurt at the thought, at his words.  He needed her for her books and cleverness, as she’d once said to him—but now, she knew it wasn’t quite enough for her.  Not now, not anymore.   Not now when she knew what he meant to her and had begun to hope—just a little—that he felt the same way because of what his boggart was.  But his words now…   Sweet and precious as they were, more than he had ever said to her before, were still somehow not enough.   She pushed aside the little niggle of disappointment, of hurt.   She shouldn’t be disappointed or hurt by this.   He needed her.   And that was a lot.   “I know,” she said again.   “And I won’t leave you.   We’ll figure all this out together, the horcruxes, everything.”   


He stirred, putting his hands on her shoulders and gently moving her just far enough away from him so that he could meet her eyes.   “No, you don’t know.   That’s not—I didn’t mean that.   I don’t need you for that—for the War and all that stuff.   I mean—yes, I do need you for the War stuff but that’s not what I meant.”  


It was not a coherent speech and yet she felt hope unfurling inside her chest, tremulous and tender.   “What did you mean?”  


“I meant…”  He trailed off, visibly uncertain, and then abruptly kissed her, his lips finding hers and lingering and she felt herself melting into him, her thoughts dissipating so that she had to blink and grasp at coherence when he finally drew back.   He moved one hand to touch a finger to her cheek.  “That’s what I need you for.”  


She blinked.  “For… kissing?”   She suspected she was being uncharacteristically thick—amazing what being kissed by Harry did to her—but more than that, she was also afraid to hope.   He meant too much to her for her to feel comfortable assuming anything and, after all, she had years of knowing that she was only Harry’s best friend engrained in her.  


He didn’t smile—he was still a little too shaken, a little too haunted, to smile but the set of his lips eased a little and a tiny spark of something approaching amusement kindled in his eyes.  “No, I meant…   I need you for you.”   


“Oh.”   She almost mouthed the word rather than spoke it, her voice so soft it was nearly inaudible.  


“I—it’s not about your cleverness—not only about your cleverness—it’s…  when I saw—when I thought…  I just…  I felt like something inside me just… shattered… and—and I think, if—if anything happened to you, for real, I don’t think I could ever… put myself together or—or be… really whole... again.   It—it wasn’t about the War.  I mean, it was in that I… I knew we would lose but I just… I didn’t care about that.  I—I cared that I had lost you.”  


She felt tears welling up in her eyes and spill over and he stopped, sucking in a breath.  


“No, Hermione, I didn’t mean—I’m sorry.   I didn’t mean to make you cry.   I just—”


She cut off his words with her lips, kissing him with all the emotion bubbling up inside her—poignant happiness and some guilt and regret and so much love she thought she might burst from it—and he kissed her back, his hand cupping her cheek.  


She was the one to end the kiss, drawing back reluctantly, even though it was only enough to be able to look at him.  At another time, she might have imagined that hearing Harry’s confession—disjointed and halting and still somehow the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard—would have had her smiling but somehow, the moment felt too solemn for smiling.   It was too much, they both had experienced too much dizzying extremes of emotion to smile.  But she met his eyes and, as always, told him the truth.   “I feel the same way.  I need you too.”  


His eyes widened a little.  “You do?   But—but why?” 


Oh, Harry…   She felt a rush of tenderness—even as she hated his relatives for the way they’d treated him, there was something about this evidence of his insecurity, carefully hidden as he usually kept it, that made her melt.   Why did she need him?   Because of the way he talked to her, listened to her, trusted her, understood her, cared about her…   “Because you taught me about friendship and bravery,” she finally said.   


She could see faint confusion and then remembrance flicker across his face.  “You already knew about friendship and bravery.  You didn’t need me for that.”  


“Yes, Harry, I did, because neither is worth much without someone else to help you live it.”  She paused and then added, softly, “You and Ron are the first real friends I ever had, you know.”  


The mention of Ron slipped from her without thinking—she wasn’t used to watching her words with Harry, was too accustomed to total candor with him—and she found herself almost regretting it at the way his eyes darkened, his expression sobering, as he physically drew back, his hands dropping from her shoulders.  


“Ron,” he repeated with a sigh.  “How—what—what are we going to do?”  


Ron.   She felt a stab of guilt and regret—because as angry as she still was at Ron and in spite of how much he had hurt her, she would never have wanted to hurt him.   But this—Harry—meant too much to her.   She cared about Ron—she knew she did—in spite of everything, in spite of all he’d said and how he’d left them, but she knew too, now, that she loved Harry.   


But then she looked at Harry, saw the look in his eyes, and felt a pang of something like fear chill her heart.   She might be certain about how she felt about Harry and that he meant more to her than anything else—but what about Harry?   He had said he needed her and she believed him—she did—but she also knew how deep Harry’s loyalty to Ron ran.   Ron had been Harry’s first friend, had been the thing Harry would miss most—and she knew, too, that because of that, Harry would never go against Ron.   In all the years she’d known them, she could not really remember a time when Harry had gone against Ron; they disagreed occasionally and, of course, there had been that time in Fourth Year, but all of those times and even now, the estrangement had mostly been of Ron’s making.  She knew Harry needed her, cared about her, even more than she had thought—but Ron was…  Ron.   And when it came down to the two of them, to making him choose between hurting Ron and being with her…   


“I don’t know,” she finally admitted.  “What do you think—what do you want to do?”  


He sighed, briefly shutting his eyes, as a host of expressions chased each other across his face—regret and guilt and worry and pain.   Then he opened his eyes and met hers—and she knew, even before he said the words.   “I don’t want to hurt Ron but I can’t—I can’t lose you.”  


She felt the prick of tears again and blinked them back.   “Then I guess…  if Ron—when Ron comes back,” she quickly corrected herself, “we’ll tell him the truth.”  


“The truth…” he repeated.   “What… truth will we tell him?”  


“The truth that I…” Care about you, need you, can’t imagine losing you…  The phrases, other euphemisms, passed through her mind but, in the end, she found herself admitting the truth, the real truth, the whole truth.   “I love you.”  


He sucked in his breath, his eyes flaring with shock and emotion.  “You—you what?” he almost whispered.  


She felt herself coloring but she met his eyes honestly.  “I love you, Harry.”   


For a long minute, he only stared at her, blinking rapidly, his breathing shallow, as expressions she couldn’t quite read flitted across his face.  


“Hermione…   you…   I think…  I think I might love you too.”  His tone was diffident, one of uncertainty mingled in with wonder.  


It was her turn to stare.  “Really?”  


His eyes, his expression, the set of his lips, softened as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and then cupped her cheek with his hand in a gesture of infinite tenderness.  “I think… it’s the only thing that this can be, isn’t it?  I just… you mean… more to me than… anyone else…  That’s all I really know.”  


“That’s enough for me.”   And it was.  More than enough.   She knew him, knew how rarely he spoke about really personal things, knew how hard it was for him to do so.  So for Harry to admit that he thought he might love her—those words meant more than an epic poem from anyone else would have meant.   


She leaned forward and kissed him, softly, lingeringly.  


As she drew back, she meant to smile but then she felt a sudden flare of pain in her knees from shifting on the uneven stone floor and she suppressed a slight wince instead.   She hoped he wouldn’t notice any fleeting expression of discomfort but knew he had when his eyes immediately focused on her, quick concern darkening his expression.  


“What is it?”  


“Nothing really,” she reassured him quickly, any discomfort she felt mitigated by the warmth of his perception and his concern.  Ron had never, even at the best of times, been so attuned to her expressions or shown so much solicitude over her.  “Just… the floor’s hard, that’s all.”  


He glanced down at her knees, her position kneeling on the floor, and frowned slightly.  “That can’t be comfortable.”  He made a rather rueful face.   “Anyway, we should probably move, go back to where we left our stuff.”  


Almost before he’d finished speaking, he reached over to retrieve his wand from where he’d dropped it and then pushed himself to his feet before taking her hand to help her up.  


She had to admit she was a little stiff from kneeling so long, not that she’d even registered the discomfort in her complete absorption in Harry, but now she felt it and had to hide a grimace.  


“You okay?” he asked. 


“I’m fine.”  


Thus reassured, he was momentarily distracted, his gaze going to where the boggart had been, his expression darkening with remembered anguish, and she tightened her grip on his hand until he turned back to look at her.  “Hey,” she said softly.  “It’s all right.   I’m right here and I won’t leave you.”  


His expression eased a little as he tugged her close enough to brush his lips against her forehead.  “Do you promise?” he asked with an attempt at lightness that fell flat.  


“I promise.”  


“Thanks,” was all he said but his eyes were more than eloquent enough for her.  


He blinked and she could see him visibly steeling himself, the set of his shoulders changing as the rest of the world, the War itself, and all the other worries the War entailed, returned to his mind.   And then he led the way back to the front cave, sliding through the narrow passage, still retaining his grip on her hand.  


The emotional upheaval of the last minutes had made her feel as if days or hours, at the very least, had gone by since she’d first awoken and gone to find Harry so she was surprised to see that it was still the full dark of deep night outside, although the rain had lessened into a steady drizzle.  


By unspoken accord, they stayed side by side as they lowered themselves to sit on the ground.  Harry reached over to grab her discarded blanket, arranging it to cover them both as they sat with their backs leaning against the wall.  She rested her head against his shoulder and, after a moment, he put his arm around her shoulders, bringing her in just that slightest bit closer to him.  She felt him rest his cheek against her hair and felt a small bubble of warmth in her chest, a little amazed at how the one small gesture could make her feel so… loved…  


It was probably foolish and definitely irrational of her but Hermione was suddenly certain that Harry did love her.  He might not be consciously aware of it yet, might not be able to say the words, but he did love her.  It was in the tenderness of his arm around her, in the way he so evidently wanted to keep her close to him, in the way he was so attuned to her moods and her expressions.  


And it was in the way he worried about her, she thought, realizing after a moment that he was.  She could sense it, somehow, in the increase of tension in his hand where it rested on her arm, in his very stillness.  


“What if I can’t protect y—” 


She turned in the circle of his arm, touching her fingers to his mouth to stop his rush of words.  “Don’t, Harry.   You can’t—you shouldn’t think like that.”  


“How can I not?” he interrupted her as he grasped the hand she’d lifted to his mouth with his free hand.  “I wish… I wish I was strong enough to—” 


“No,” she cut him off firmly.  “Don’t even say it.   I won’t leave you.   You can’t make me leave you.”  


He let out a shuddering breath, his grip on her hand tightening rather convulsively.  “I just… I can’t lose you.”  


She opened her lips to promise that he would never lose her but the words stuck in her throat.  Because she couldn’t promise that nothing would ever happen to her.  Neither of them could promise that.  So all she said was, “We’ll protect each other, Harry, just like we always have.  That’s all we can really do.”  


He hesitated but then sighed, “I suppose you’re right.”  


“Aren’t I always?” she responded in an attempt to lighten his mood.  


He didn’t laugh but some of the shadows in his eyes lifted as he met her eyes.  “Okay,” he conceded.  “I’ll stop brooding.”  At another time, he might have sounded humorous; at that moment, he only sounded resigned and a little weary.  


She sobered as she looked at him.  “We’ll protect each other,” she repeated softly.  “And I think, I really think, that we should be all right if we do.”  It may have been uncharacteristic, irrational optimism on her part but somehow, right then, with Harry, knowing she loved him and he loved her, she could not find it in herself to believe that the worst might happen.   Could not find it in herself to feel so afraid of the future.  He was there, with her, and surely—surely—the two of them together would find a way…


His response wasn’t in words.  He just bent his head and brushed his lips lightly against hers.  And somehow, the brief kiss felt like a promise and an affirmation and a symbol of hope all at once.  


She nestled her head against his shoulder again as he settled his arm around her.   And then they both waited, in silence, for the start of the new day.  


~*~


The way of love is not a subtle argument.


The door there is devastation.


Birds make great sky-circles of their freedom.


How do they learn it? 


They fall, and falling, they’re given wings.  


- Rumi


~The End~
 
        
    