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Prologue


It was dark. A soft sound could be heard in the distance, like that of the splashing waves of the ocean or a flowing stream. This was the River Styx flowing through Reikai, the only noise in the eerily unusual silence about the World of Spirits.


“I can see your point, Botan, but who could possibly stand up to this challenge?” 


Koenma, lord of Reikai under his father Enma-daiou, spoke calmly, though his voice carried the lightest hint of impatience. His chief Spirit Guide, Botan, stood in front of him, her hands folded and her face molded into an expression of deep thought and confusion.


“Koenma-sama, I know that you don’t want to lose anyone else, but someone has to do this,” the Reikai ferry girl replied, her eyes glued to the floor and her voice small and worried.


“Well, who do you have in mind?” the Reikai prince replied.


“Well, Koenma-sama…it’s just…”


“Yes?” Koenma pressed.


“Sir, it’s only natural that so many people have died during this training. It’s very hard, worse than Genkai’s. I was thinking that since Yusuke survived Genkai’s training, maybe he or one of the others can take on this training…they could do it, any one of them…I mean—“


“Botan, it is absolutely out of the question,” Koenma interrupted. “I have released all four of Team Urameshi from my service and I cannot force them to do this.”


“Koenma-sama, you could at least ask one of them,” Botan replied. “It couldn’t hurt to do that. Besides, one of them might like to do it.”


“Well, which one should it be? I think we should rule out Yusuke, he’s busy enough as it is.”


“So desu, Koenma-sama,” the ferry girl agreed. “Kuwabara won’t be too willing to do this either, will he?”


“No,” Koenma nodded, looking through some papers while he spoke. “He wouldn’t…”


“Well, sir, that leaves Kurama and Hiei,” Botan said, her eyes now meeting those of the Reikai Prince.


“Yes, but which one should it be? Both of them are quite busy as it is,” Koenma replied, leaning his head on one hand as a sign of boredom and impatience. 


“Hm…” Botan mumbled, considering.


Koenma looked at his Spirit Guide expectantly, looking to her for an answer that may or may not come. Just as he was about to ask her what she had in mind, she spoke up.


“Well, Koenma-sama,” Botan said slowly, as though considering her words, “you know that Kurama has taken the life of a ningen now. I really don’t think we can ask this of him. But Hiei is still in Makai, working for Mukuro. I believe that Hiei would be willing enough to do this training, but he might refuse because of his duties in Makai. So there’s a down side to both of them, but I think Hiei would be the most likely choice. Of course, since he is also out of your service, I don’t see how this would benefit Reikai, sir, but…someone has to take this training.”


“I…agree,” Koenma said hesitantly, his eyes shining with anxiety. “But we need to get him here…do you think you could contact him, Botan? Or perhaps get someone else to go get him. It doesn’t matter…just get him here before the end of the day, will you?”


“Hai, Koenma-sama,” Botan replied obediently, turning around and walking out of the room, leaving the apprehensive Reikai Prince to himself.

Hiei arrived at Reikai not long after the conversation between Koenma and Botan had taken place. Botan had contacted him telepathically, asking him to come to Reikai in all haste. Hiei, his curiosity for once getting the better of him, came as requested, wondering what Koenma could possibly want with him after four years.


“Welcome, Hiei,” said a voice from in front of him.


Hiei looked to the source of the voice, meeting the topaz eyes of Koenma. He had made himself to look like a teenager, as he usually did when in front of his Reikai Tantei. He sat tall, sucking away at his pacifier, his brown hair falling into his eyes gracefully. He looked at Hiei with an air of one asking for a large favor, yet trying to keep cool.


“Hn,” Hiei muttered, using his usual greeting.


“Well, Hiei, I’ll get right to the point. I’m sure you remember Yusuke training with Genkai, ne?”


Hiei nodded shortly, putting his hands in his pockets and looking to the side with an aspect of being bored.


“Of course. Anyway, we need someone to go through similar training, though there will be no tournament to earn this training. This training is very difficult, harder than any training Genkai could come up with. Yet the reward for this training is great…the things one would learn in this training far surpass even the Spirit Wave technique. The thing is, this training is so hard that everyone we’ve sent to undergo it has died or given up. We need someone who can endure it and want to complete it.”


“I thought you said you were going to get to the point,” Hiei said tonelessly, not moving his eyes toward the Reikai Prince.


“Be patient, Hiei, I’m coming to it. What I want to do is send in the best we have…or, rather, the best we had. Would you be willing to undergo this training, Hiei? There’s no one else we can trust with it that is able to take it on.”


Hiei looked to Koenma. He was actually going to be given a choice? Hn…


“Why do I have to do it?” Hiei asked irritably. “Why don’t you just send Yusuke or one of the others?”


Koenma, surprisingly, smirked, something Hiei had never seen him do before.


“Well, Hiei, it was just the process of elimination. We knew we had to have one of the former members of Team Urameshi…you four would have been the only ones who could do it. Yusuke and Kuwabara would never agree…they’ve gone through enough of this sort of thing. Kurama has settled down as a ningen, and I could never ask him to take training like this when he just got himself out of his old world. You are the only choice. Besides, I wouldn’t think that you would pass up an offer like this. You can leave the training anytime you wish, but I would appreciate it if you took this offer, and go through with it to the end.”


Hiei considered this lot briefly, but it had nothing wrong with it.


“I completely understand if you don’t want to take us up on this offer,” Koenma continued. “However, if you feel that you would rather stay where you are in Makai for the time being, I can’t force you to do this. It’s your choice.”


“How long would the training take?” Hiei asked.


“I really can’t say, Hiei,” the Reikai Prince admitted calmly. “It all depends on how fast you can work with the trainer.”


“Who is this trainer?” Hiei inquired.


“You’ll meet her if you take up the offer. You can rest assured that she is quite the opposite of Genkai…I’m sure you two will get along just fine. If you need time to think, I will gladly give you all the time you need.”


Hiei realized at that moment that Koenma was desperate. He, Hiei, was obviously the last resort. Koenma was worried that he would decline and then be left with nothing at all. Besides, what could a little bit of training hurt?


“I don’t need time,” Hiei said briefly. “I’ll do it.”


“Very wise choice, Hiei,” Koenma said, a weight obviously lifted from him. “I knew that you would accept.”


“One more question,” Hiei cut in.


Koenma waited, not speaking.


“What do you stand to gain from having someone go through this training that’s not even in your service anymore?”


“Well, to tell the truth, nothing, if you so choose to make it that way. However, if I need any help on a large case, for instance, I would like someone to call on that may cooperate, or at least consider cooperating. The one that will training you, however, is a stubborn fool sometimes. She would never cooperate, let alone consider it.”


“When do I start?” Hiei said with an air of resignation.


“As soon as you’re ready.”


Hiei nodded lightly, indicating that he was ready.


“Botan, will you come in here please?” Koenma called. “I have a small job for you.” 

Chapter 1


The sun was incredibly bright that day. It was hot, hotter than it had been for a very long time. The winter had gone and spring had taken its place, replacing the desolate snow with newly grown grass and flowers, and the barren trees had flowered once more. Botan had taken Hiei to the Bara Shrine, where he was to undergo his training. 


As they approached the shrine, Hiei had to hold back a gasp. The shrine was possibly the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. It was enough to move even someone as unemotional as him. The walls around were pure limestone, surrounding a rather large area inside. The gate was an archway carved right out of the limestone walls, with carvings of rose vines climbing up the sides and disappearing behind. They walked through the entrance, stopping at the threshold to take in the scene before them. The ground was completely covered with an incredibly large slab of granite. Medium-sized squares were cut into the granite at regular intervals, serving as a containment for small gardens of varying type. One garden consisted of a large group of red flowers that looked quite like roses. Another was a dwarf ash tree with small white flowers growing around the base like a carpet. Yet another was filled with a bush containing some kind of brilliant blue flower that Hiei had never seen before, even in Ningenkai. Hiei noticed that a path was cut through the granite, and filled with what appeared to be sandstone tiles. They walked down this path toward a building ahead, which now took their attention off the gardens. 


It was a large building styled like a pagoda, two stories high, and made of what seemed to be white marble. The roof was bamboo laced tightly together with strong, albeit thin rope. The doorway stood a few inches set out from the white marble, and was made of green marble. Into the green marble was carved many small symbols that Hiei had seen somewhere before, though he could not tell what they meant. They saw that out from the building, running in either direction, were halls that made a kind of wall around an open, central area that neither Botan nor Hiei could see. Windows were to be seen along the halls, pouring light into them. In the back, a smaller building could just be made out behind the large front building. The halls ran into this smaller building, which was, though less extravagant, far more impressive than the front building. It was strange in contrast to the marble, being made of plain stone. Up the walls grew real rose vines, much like the carvings on the front gate. The roof of this also was made of bamboo, but it was loosely bound, quite unlike the roofs of the other structures around. The door had no carvings on it, nor did it stand out much from the rest of the building, but it was rather large for a door. The inside, however, could not be seen from Botan and Hiei’s position on the path, for the central area was too large, and the building was too far away to see inside. 


“Well, I suppose she’ll be inside,” Botan muttered, seemingly to herself more than anyone else. 


“Who?” Hiei asked, still keeping his eyes glued on the majesty of the shrine.


“Don’t be so silly, Hiei. The one who will be training you. She’ll tell you all about herself when you meet her,” Botan replied.


“Koenma said that she’s the opposite of Genkai,” Hiei said sardonically, “so I’m guessing I won’t have to train with some old hag.”


“Watch who you call hag, Hiei. You might offend someone.”


Hiei snapped his eyes to the side, stopping in his tracks. Botan had not spoken those words…

A young girl, perhaps no older than Yusuke, stood calmly next to one of the small gardens, one which held a small lilac tree. She was pretty, with ringlets of black hair falling to her shoulders, and mischievous, dark eyes. Her skin was olive-tinted, light and smooth. She wore black pants and a white shirt, which contrasted oddly against each other. She was well-built, albeit thin. She wasn’t tall, but rather short, only an inch or so above Hiei’s own height. She wore no shoes, but stood in her gardens barefoot.


“Well, I must be quite a sight, the way you’re staring. D’you know that if I was a normal ningen I could have slapped you by now?” the girl said lightly, smirking slightly and crossing her arms.


“Hn,” Hiei grunted, casting his eyes back to the shrine.


“Hiei, meet your new sensei,” Botan said. 


Hiei cast a withering look at Botan, which seemed to only amuse her. She smiled wryly, nodding her head toward the girl.


“Shut up, Botan,” the girl said good-humoredly, walking forward toward Hiei. “My name’s Tir. This, as you may well have guessed, is my shrine. I suppose you’ll want to look around?”


Hiei looked at the girl, Tir. She seemed quite strange to him, almost a contradiction of herself. She spoke lightly, almost pleasantly, yet she never smiled or looked remotely kind. She had the air of someone who knew how to take care of herself and commanded respect, and was proud as hell. And still, she talked to Hiei as though he were an old friend.


Hiei realized that she was right before…he was staring. He turned his head to the side and nodded, looking blankly at a garden of light green ferns. 


“Come on, then,” Tir replied. “You coming, Botan, or are you going back to Reikai?”


Botan considered.


“I think I’ll come with you. If Koenma-sama needs me, he can always call me.”


Tir snorted rather indelicately.


“If Koenma-sama wants you,” she sneered, “he can always screw himself.”


“Tir, don’t talk like that,” Botan said, her happy demeanor falling slightly.


“Lighten up,” Tir replied, walking forward and shrugging. 


Hiei and Botan followed the girl into her shrine, looking around as they entered. The inside of the front building was quite like a house. The room they saw upon entering was large, taking up what had to be almost all of the bottom floor. Off to one side, there was a doorway leading into what appeared to be a kitchen. Opposite the door to the kitchen was a ladder, leading up to a square hole in the ceiling that led to the second floor. The room they were in was quite humble, containing a small table in the middle with pillows arranged around the edge. The floor was carpeted, the carpet soft and grey. From what Hiei could see of the kitchen, it looked like a normal ningen kitchen, judging by what he had seen in the houses of Yusuke, Kurama, and Kuwabara. The ladder was simple, made of bamboo like the roofs, and looked sturdy.


“Well, you’ve seen this now,” Tir said with a bored sigh, walking toward the ladder. “Come on up and see the rest of this part, I suppose.”


Tir started to climb the ladder, soon disappearing into the rooms above. Botan followed her up, and Hiei soon followed suit and climbed up the ladder.


What Hiei had expected to see was something like the lower floor but with more rooms—like a ningen house. But there were only two rooms on this floor as well: one bathroom, off to the side, and a rather large bedroom. There was a single bed in the corner, a single mattress laid on the ground with only thin blankets on top and a single pillow. Set off across the room was another, similar bed, but smaller and looked quickly made. There was a chair off to one side, facing a fireplace that looked quite comfortable. There was a bookcase on one wall, filled with many books, and the floors were bare wood. 


Tir sighed again.


“This is the rest of the house part of the shrine…let’s go see the rest.”


Botan nodded, but Hiei didn’t make any move to let Tir see that he either agreed or disagreed. He just followed her down the ladder, as did Botan. 


The three went into one of the halls and started walking down it, Tir in the lead. The walls were blank, accept for a torch now and then, and those were not lit. They turned a corner and went down that hall as well. Hiei noticed that the windows were only on one side, facing out. He would probably see the inner area last, he supposed.


They came to the last turn and found themselves facing a small wooden door. Tir opened it and stepped into the room beyond, leading the other two into it with her.


Hiei stopped dead when he came into the room. He knew that he must be in the smaller back building, and his curiosity about what was within was now satisfied. The floors were bare stone, like the walls, and the loose bamboo roof let in the sunlight. In the center, a large circle, about six feet across, was carved into the stone, and in this was a pool of water, with lotus flowers floating on the surface. Under the water, Hiei could make out something reflecting the light—a cluster of crystals. Hiei saw that along the walls, the entire border was cut out of the stone, and filled with one single garden. But this was not lavish like the front gardens, but rather beautiful through its simplicity. It was regular grass, but through this grass grew a strange looking plant that Hiei knew was nothing native either to Ningenkai or Makai. The plant consisted of a small spread of silver-green leaves, the center of which was occupied by a small flower. This flower was pure silver in color, the petals thin and round. They formed a flower similar to a rose, but the petals were arranged differently than a rose’s petals. It was strange to look at, yet at the same time arresting. These flowers grew about four inches apart all the way around the room. When Hiei finally tore his eyes away from the strange flowers, yet another area of the room caught his attention. On the back wall, a sad, beautiful statue stood, large and conspicuous. It was the figure of a young woman, kneeling on the base of the statue. Her arms were at her sides, set slightly apart from her body. Her wrists were chained to the ground, as were her ankles. Her eyes were closed, her head bent forward. The carving of the hair was so realistic that Hiei almost thought that it was moving with the slight breeze that carried through the room. On the statue’s face, Hiei could make out tears, falling down the high cheekbones and down to the jaw line. On the base in front of the statue’s knees, a small puddle was made of part of the stone, showing where the tears would have fallen had this figure been real. There was no paint, but Hiei felt that the stone was somehow alive. It was haunting the way the rags on the statue’s body were carved, it seemed to be about to fall from her beaten body. There were scratches in the statue’s arms and face, and Hiei could well see why whoever sculpted this would leave tears on the face. He could not help but stare at it. It was so eerie how the statue affected him, he couldn’t take his eyes off it.


“That is Seira,” Tir said quietly. “The Goddess of Truth.”


Hiei looked to Tir.


“The Goddess…of Truth?” Hiei asked.


“I’ll tell you the tale sometime, if you wish. But for now, we still have a little bit of a tour to go,” Tir replied.


Tir walked to the large door in front, walking out into what had to be the inner area. Hiei, with one last glance at the dark statue, followed her out into the area beyond.


Hiei, when he saw the inner area, wondered how the shrine could have so many wonders within it and still be real. The whole floor was pure sand, the tan color burning his eyes in the sun. The sand was raked over, the large lines curving like waves over the surface. There were four stones in the four corners, each a different color with a different symbol on them. In the center, Tir stood alone, her back to them, her face tilted toward the sky. Hiei watched her for a moment, wondering what she could possibly be doing, when he realized that the entire scene looked surreal. Everything he had seen that day at the shrine seemed like a large painting that he had just happened to see and forget himself in. The contrast of the different types of beauty he had seen that day—from the gorgeous gardens in the front to the absorbing statue in the building behind—had left him dazed. It was like he had seen two paintings, each magnificent beyond imagination, yet each so different from each other that it seemed impossible that they could be in the same place at the same time, and that in looking at each of them, he found himself unable to decide whether they were real or not and whether he would ever be able to look at them again without taking hours to wonder about them. He felt somehow out of place as well.


Hiei was just running these thoughts through his head when he was interrupted.


“Oh, I should go,” Botan said abruptly, putting out her hand and summoning her oar. “Koenma will want to know where I am.”


Tir looked to Botan with an annoyed look on her face.


“When are you going to break the rules for once?” Tir asked, her voice exasperated. 


“Bye, Tir,” Botan said. “I’ll come see how you’re doing tomorrow, Hiei. Behave yourselves, try not to kill each other, alright?”


Without saying another word or waiting for an answer, Botan mounted her oar and flew away, disappearing into the bright sky.


“Well, what do you think?” Tir asked, breathing deeply and looking around her.


Hiei found himself answering her truthfully, instead of saying what his pride would allow, and it affected him strangely.


“I can’t grasp that this is real,” he said tonelessly. “Everything is so strange, and when I thought I’ve seen something that has to be the strangest I’ve seen I find something even more bizarre.”


Hiei twisted his face in confusion after these words. Normally, his words would have come out cold or indifferent, but to his own ears they sounded rather stricken. Tir, however, took no apparent notice of this.


“A demon named Lenko built this shrine for me,” Tir said wistfully. “My mother knew him well. He asked me what I wanted, and I said that I wanted whatever he thought I was like. This is what he built.”


Hiei took in this information slowly, as though his mind were too tired to want to comprehend it all.


“How long ago was it built?” Hiei asked, the words bubbling unheedingly from his mouth.


“It was built when I was…oh, I think twelve,” Tir said. “That was eleven years ago now…yes, I was twelve.”


Hiei nodded. He had so many things to ask, yet he didn’t know where to start. However, Tir took these thoughts away from him with her next words.


“I suppose you want to know about that statue now?” she asked.


Hiei looked her straight in the eye and found himself surprised to see grief in them. It was strange, as she was smiling. Hiei nodded wordlessly, not taking his eyes away from hers.


“Alright,” Tir said, walking back into the small building. Hiei now guessed it to be a temple, and he was well right.


When he entered the room, Hiei found that Tir was kneeling in front of the pool, opposite the statue. She looked back at him a moment, and then pointed next to her. Hiei, getting the point, kneeled down next to her, looking up at the statue.


“Seira, as I said before, is the Goddess of Truth,” Tir began without prelude or warning. “She lets us know when lies are being told or we are being deceived, and that includes when we lie to or deceive ourselves. She is shown chained down because when we don’t know ourselves, we aren’t truly free…so she is shown as a manifestation of our souls. Those who worship Seira must seek one thing through life—themselves. They can travel and try to find out what that means through experiencing, or they can meditate their whole lives, or even just give up and wait for it to come to them on its own. Any way we can, we have to find the truth of ourselves. Seira wants us to know all the truth that exists…about ourselves, others, nature, everything. She wants to teach us her secrets. Yet while we don’t yet know ourselves, or if we lie or deceive ourselves or others, we remain ignorant of her teachings because we can’t be close to her if we don’t follow her teachings. Still, even if we know our true selves, or if we don’t lie and deceive, we must find what we want most before she can teach us. That is her greatest truth. Before we can even call ourselves her followers, we must find what our greatest desire is and try to achieve it. If we can’t achieve it, then we cannot follow her teachings, because we set the goal higher than any could achieve anyway. I know no one that has known her truth. Yet I strive to achieve it. I’m getting closer, even though I am so young, but I don’t really know why.”


“I’ve never heard of this Goddess,” Hiei said, “either in Ningenkai or Makai.”


“That’s because she isn’t a Goddess of everyone. She is the Goddess of fire apparitions, so I am quite surprised that you don’t know her.”


“I am not all that I seem,” Hiei replied, instantly wondering why he said that.


“I know what you are,” Tir said quietly. “I know more about you than most. My mother told me about you.”


“Who is your mother?” Hiei asked, suddenly taking his mind off the statue.


“Her name was Aneria,” Tir said. “She was a fire apparition. She came to Ningenkai when she was young, and met my father—a ningen—and fell in love with him. She died when I was six.”


“But how does she know about me?” Hiei asked.


“I’m not quite sure, but I believe she knew your father.”


Hiei couldn’t hold back a gasp. His…father…how?


Hiei came to his senses a moment later to find that something was touching his hand. He looked down only to see that Tir had placed her hand on his. He looked up at her face and, seeing that she was concerned, calmed himself down and took his hand away gently, placing it in his lap.


“It’s painful for you, isn’t it?” Tir said, then added, “Sorry, that was rather tactless. You don’t have to answer that.”


Tir looked down into the water, truly regretting her words. She stared down into the water, her eyes sad and slightly worried looking, but still masked.


“Hiei, trust me, if you tell me anything I won’t speak a word. Whom can I tell? I know what it’s like to hold something in and I hate to see others do it to themselves. Please, just trust me…I won’t betray you, no matter how much you may not—“


“I don’t need to confide in anyone,” Hiei said coldly, standing up slowly and staring at the statue. He had meant to leave, but something in that statute held him back. Why couldn’t he leave?

Tir, sensing this conflict within him, looked up at Hiei. Given that he had not noticed, she had a chance to look at him closely, as she had not earlier. When given time to think about it, Tir found him quite handsome, though his face was pulled down into a confused scowl. His ashen colored skin and high cheekbones accented his blood-red eyes nicely, and his angled face was intriguing. Though slightly shorter than her own height, Tir noticed that his body was perfectly proportioned. His muscles, from what glimpse she saw of them, were not overly large, yet he was still quite well-built. He was quick-footed, as he must be, she remembered, and still very graceful in his angry ways. His hair gave him the illusion of being a little bit taller, and the wisps of it brushed the bridge of his nose smoothly. The cloth on his forehead, which she knew to conceal his Jagan eye, suited him well. 

Tir, with a slight blush, realized that Hiei had just looked at her and knew that she had been staring. She turned her eyes back to the statue of her Goddess and began to pray silently, asking for help in allowing the man beside her to trust in her more.

Hiei was confused when he saw her looking at him. No one had ever looked at him like that before. It was as though she were studying him, yet she did not seem to scorn him as did others. To most, he was that dangerous criminal who was not to be trusted or even approached in the slightest, and was some disgusting fighter who was at the end of his rope. But the look Tir had on her face was one of confusing and slight reflection. It was a strange look he had never met before. Slightly shaken by the strange look and the effect of the statue on him, Hiei turned and walked out of the small temple, heading quickly down one hall and into the front yard, leaning slightly against a large cherry tree, which was now in full bloom, the pink petals spreading over him like a shield.

Hiei was thinking deeply about Tir’s words when he heard her voice from behind him.

“I remember planting this tree myself,” she began from behind him, her voice becoming slowly larger as she came quietly closer to where he stood. “It took years to grow this large, and I’m surprised it survived. It’s the only one to survive that I’ve planted.”

Hiei could sense a strange tone in her voice, like one trying to change the subject. He also knew that she was trying to mask it, making her voice light and airy, calmer than even Kurama. Her voice, though conversational, still held a kind of strained tone, as though she were talking about something important, albeit tedious.

“Hn,” Hiei mumbled, not looking in her direction or even making any move at all. He could just hear her bare feet on the granite, walking slowly closer. Before she came too near, he jumped swiftly up into the tree, landing on a branch in the middle of a large spread of the pink flowers.

Suddenly, and absolutely unexpectedly, he heard a rustle from somewhere beside him. Upon looking around, he found Tir crouching silently on a branch nearby, giving him a reproving look.

“That was quite rude,” she said, her voice sharp and cold as his own.

“I don’t care,” Hiei sneered, not looking in her direction.


Tir scowled at him a moment, but then softened her look.


“I see now,” she said. “It’s getting late. I’ve set up a place for you on the second floor. If you need anything, I’ll be up there. Don’t make trouble.”


Without waiting for a reply, Tir jumped down from the tree and disappeared into the house. Hiei, nonplussed at her words, stared in her direction, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly ajar. What did she mean, she sees now?


Hiei stayed seated in the tree for a while after Tir had left him alone. He went into the house as the sun was sinking behind distant mountains, tinting the sky red and ending another day. He climbed silently up the ladder into the rooms above, stopping abruptly as he looked before him. 


He had expected Tir to be reading one of her books or sitting in front of the fire, but he had not expected her to be asleep at such an early time. Ningens, he knew, especially young ones such as Tir, tended to fall asleep very late. However, upon thinking about a past conversation with Tir, he remembered that she was only half ningen, and she worked differently than most did anyway. 


She lay prone on her bed, turned on one side and breathing deeply and rhythmically. Her mouth was slightly ajar, her hair spread out across her pillow. Her chest rose and fell softly with every breath, giving her a peaceful, almost serene appearance. 


Hiei ripped his eyes away from her and walked toward the fireplace, sitting down in the chair and staring into the dying flames. He thought over the day’s events, and how quickly they had moved. He began to, for the first time, feel the effects of having so much happen in such a short space of time. When left alone to think in the cherry tree, Hiei had thought of the past, and reflected upon what Tir had said about his father and trusting her. His father…he had rarely thought about him, feeling content to push the bastard to the back of his mind. Now, the subject was brought up again, against his will. This young girl, who was barely older than twenty years, was about to train him…what could such a weakling teach him? And yet, she knew more about him than he knew about himself, as she had as good as said, and she was such a hard person to figure out. He had thought about how she had acted, contradicting each and every action she made in so many ways, leaving his head spinning with the very thought of it. She had acted distant and preoccupied one minute, then becoming saddened and reflective when speaking about her religion, and then becoming understanding and compassionate when she had accidentally brought up a painful subject, yet at the same time staring at him as though he were an actual living being with emotion, quite unlike everyone else had looked at him—as an indifferent asshole who couldn’t really give less of a damn about the world around him. That was the kind of attitude he wanted to give off, to keep himself distant and keep himself from getting hurt again. 


Now, when he thought about the day’s events, he became confused and so deep in thought that he didn’t notice the darkness that enveloped him as the fire died completely. He turned his thoughts once again to how Tir had acted, his head once again starting to ache. And then, something occurred to him…


Tir had said ‘I see now’ to herself before she left him to himself. That had left him confused and frustrated, wondering what she could have possibly figured out. All he had said was that he didn’t care…


That was it. She had realized that he was only wearing a mask of a sort when he acted distant and standoffish. He didn’t want anyone to get close to him so that he wouldn’t get hurt, so he let everyone think that he was just the bastard who didn’t care. That was what she meant when she said that she saw something. She had seen the mask when he had said that he didn’t care that he was rude, and she had figured it out in an instant. She was so complex and hard to figure out, it almost drove Hiei mad. He had always been able to figure someone out, right from the start. He had known what Yusuke was like the moment the Spirit Detective came to his hideout on the night they first fought. He had known what Kuwabara was like when he met him at Maze Castle. He had even known Kurama from the moment they met, though he was harder to figure out than the other two. Yet Tir, whom he had now known for an entire day, was still a mystery to him. She had spoken of her Goddess and beliefs, and her mother’s connection to his father, and everything else she had said in such a way that he could not read her emotions or even have the slightest inkling of what she was really like. He had tried to get into her head at one point with the help of his Jagan, but he had only discovered that she had put up an extremely powerful mind block, and he could not break it down. She was driving him insane without even trying.


Hiei was just about to give up thinking about everything altogether and go to bed when he fell asleep, right in the chair where he had been sitting for an hour now. His sleep was restless and confused. He dreamed of watching an empty road until Tir ran down, meeting him happily as he himself laughed, suddenly gasping as a knife was driven into his back and Tir was gone, only to be replaced by Yukina, her tears falling and her sobs just audible as he lay helpless on the ground. His dream faded and his world was black as he slept the rest of the night on the chair, oblivious to the girl who had just risen from her bed and held his hand a moment until she then left the room.

Chapter 2


Tir had risen in the early morning to see Hiei asleep in the chair beside the fireplace. The fire she had lit the night before was now dead, the embers glowing faintly as they struggled to rekindle. Hiei was in the grip of a nightmare, as his face was tightened up and his fists were clenched. She could see his eyes moving beneath the closed lids, indicating that he was having a dream of some kind. She had moved forward, holding his hand in hers for a moment, expecting him to wake any moment and reproach her for thinking him ‘weak’ and unable to cope with a dream on his own. However, he did not wake, but calmed down, his face smoothing out and his fists unclenching. When she saw him asleep like that, peaceful and not thinking of his pride, he looked much younger. She had guessed him to be some years older than her, though she could not tell because of his demon heritage. Yet now, as she saw him unable to control his emotions in the grips of sleep, he looked her age, possibly younger. His scowl was smoothed out and his face showed no scorn to the world. His eyebrows, usually pulled down, were now normally placed on his forehead, and he looked almost ningen. Feeling slightly unreal as she saw Hiei calm, which she knew was not part of his reputation, she stood up and left the room, making coffee for herself to get her ready for another—she suspected—long day. 


As she was about to sit down at her table and drink her coffee, a soft noise from behind her startled her. She turned her head around sharply, settling down as she saw Hiei straightening up. He had not bothered to use the ladder, but jumped down from the rooms above.


“Morning,” she said sleepily, setting coffee down on the table and getting another cup for Hiei.


Hiei looked at her a moment, as though wondering whether she was talking to him, and then nodded his greeting and thanks, sitting himself down at the table and taking a sip of the coffee Tir had just brought him. Tir also sat, sipping at her own drink, looking thoughtfully at nothing as she remained silent in the early hours. Looking out the opened door, Hiei could see the sun just rising. He realized dully that the whole place faced east, possibly to catch the sun as it rose. 


Hiei looked up at Tir, who was also looking casually out the door. 


“It’s a good day to train,” Tir noted quietly.


“So desu,” Hiei muttered apathetically, sipping at his coffee. 


“You seem to think that I’ll be an easy master, ne?” Tir said, one eyebrow lifted.


Hiei didn’t answer her. He sipped slowly at his coffee again, sighing quietly as he set it down.


“Don’t underestimate me, Hiei,” Tir said warningly, smirking slightly. “I won’t go easy on you.”


It was Hiei’s turn to cock an eyebrow now. Tir said calmly, draining her coffee and staring listlessly out the door, squinting her eyes against the sun. Hiei gave a small “hn” and drained his coffee as well, standing up. Tir, standing also, smiled.


“You won’t find this easy, Hiei, I promise you. However, if you want me to go easy—“


“Talking is a waste of time,” Hiei cut in coldly. “Why don’t you just prove that you’re worth it?”


Tir smiled wider still.


“You are the first person I’ve trained that has any spirit. The rest are just ‘yes, sensei’ and ‘of course, sensei’ and it annoys the hell out of me. I’m relieved to have someone like you to train…it makes things more interesting.”


Hiei didn’t reply, only followed Tir as she led the way down the hall and into the central area, where Hiei now knew they were going to train.


“Well, since this is your first real day of training,” Tir said softly, “why don’t we just skip the actual learning part for today and just spar? It’ll let us learn each other’s technique, and so on, and so on, ne?”


Hiei smirked, taking his hands out of his pockets and folding them across his chest. Tir smirked back, not containing a contemptuous snort.


“You seem confident,” Tir commented. “Let’s just find out more before we get cocky, shall we?”


At this, Tir jumped forward, landing a flying kick to Hiei’s face. Hiei, however, had moved, giving Tir the after-illusion of him still being there. Hiei jumped in to try and hit Tir, but she was also fast. She turned just in time and caught his fist, throwing it away and causing Hiei to spin toward the ground. He twisted himself around as he started to land and put one hand down to steady himself, but still sliding backwards, creating a large scrape in the ground where his feet and hand had made contact. 


To Tir’s surprise, Hiei laughed. 


“Is that the best you can do?” he asked arrogantly, standing up. Though he had laughed, his face was entirely straight, betraying no emotion.


“Not quite,” Tir said casually.


Hiei, again, did not reply to Tir’s words. He wasn’t exactly going to waste any time talking. He was eager to spar and see just how strong this girl was. He leapt forward, using his incredibly speed to confuse Tir, but it didn’t seem to work. She dodged out of the way, and when he repeated leaping forward, she repeatedly dodged. Hiei leapt forward one more time, throwing off his cloak and drawing his sword, just as she drew two smaller swords out of somewhere he could not see.


“I see it gets serious,” Tir muttered to herself, breathing heavily, holding up the two swords in a readied position. 


Hiei’s countenance remained emotionless, but he nodded and grunted slightly, for his sign of agreement.


Tir laughed rather wildly, flipping the swords around in her hands so the blades faced to her back, and ran forward once more, ready to put her all into seeing just how Hiei fought. Hiei, ready, felt equally eager as he blocked one of her hits and replied with another attack.


Three hours later, Tir and Hiei were finally resting, breathing heavily and stopping the flow of blood from various cuts over their bodies. Tir, who was seated against one of the rocks, looked over at Hiei, who sat down with one leg curled under him and one leg bent up, the knee now playing a resting place for his arm, which was bleeding heavily. She smiled her approval, rolling her head to stretch her neck. Hiei smirked for a moment, and then picked up his normal manner, staring blankly into space.


“Well, I have to say, you well live up to your reputation,” Tir said breathlessly, shaking some hair out of her face. “I was expecting no more or less than what you just showed me, and believe me, I am impressed.”


Hiei looked up at her. This was warm praise from his point of view. He realized shortly that he was beginning to respect and trust Tir, quite against his will.


“And I must admit that I underestimated you,” Hiei said. “I figured that your ningen blood would have hindered you, but I was only partially right. However, I have yet to be impressed.”


Tir, to Hiei’s amazement, smiled and nodded thanks. Had his cold words come out warmly, or even slightly complimentary? Or had this enigmatic girl really figured him out already, reading past the cold words into the real meaning behind them?


“Well, would you like a break now?” Tir asked. “We’ve been sparring for three hours, and I want to get both our wounds dressed.”


She stood slowly, touching her ankle lightly, and then straightening up and stumbling slightly. Hiei, who had been struck with a rather uncharacteristic sense of compassion, had been about to help her, as she appeared to be wounded, but was left speechless as she pushed his hand away.


“I can make it on my own,” Tir said slowly, a slightly stubborn tone lacing through her voice. “I’m not some helpless child.”


Hiei felt admiration course through him. She was obviously wounded somehow…why didn’t she accept help? She was proud, he knew, and seemed quite independent. That was commendable.


They went slowly back to the front house, the pace so slow because of Tir’s wounded ankle and her refusal to any help whatsoever. When they arrived back at the house, Tir had to give in to help as she toiled vainly up the ladder, her ankle giving way every time she tried to get up the first rung. Hiei had to climb up to the top and help Tir to climb using only one foot, and it turned out to be a rather difficult and silly-looking process.


When they finally reached the top floor, Tir ordered Hiei to sit down and let her dress his wounds. Hiei, after some angry persuasion, complied reluctantly, sitting down on his bed and wincing as she started to clean the wounds.


“Work with me, Hiei,” Tir said irritably as Hiei pulled back a painful wound in the crook of his left arm.


Hiei snorted, holding his arm forward again, trying to retain his pride and still get his wounds cleaned and dressed.


“Well, this works out interestingly,” Tir remarked as she wound up his left arm in some gauze.


“What?” Hiei asked bluntly. 


“Both your arms are bound. But he binds on your right hand just happen to take up almost all of your arm. The new ones only bind the area right around your elbow. It just works out to look strange.”


Hiei looked down at both his arms, seeing what Tir had meant. 


“You’re right,” he mumbled, shrugging shortly and regretting it instantly. He had a shallow but painful scratch on his shoulder that Tir had just bound. 


“Well, in any case, you’re wounds are cleaned and dressed,” Tir said, sighing and setting the roll of gauze down. She stood shakily, limping painfully over to her own bed. As she sat down, she would have cleaned and dressed her own wounds, but Hiei intervened.


“Let me do that,” Hiei said, the strange compassion coming to him again.
“I can do it—“


“—‘myself’, I know,” Hiei interrupted, “but you shouldn’t strain yourself more. It would be pitiful if, after all the people who have died or given up your training, you were injured so badly you couldn’t move after only one day of training with me. Give me the gauze.”


“You’re very strong…stronger than I expected. I’ve heard that my training is harder than Genkai’s, but you seem to be taking it on incredibly well.”


“Stop talking and give me the gauze,” Hiei replied coldly.

Tir resisted for a very long time before she finally gave in, turning her nose up as Hiei started to clean and dress her wounds. He did it quickly and deftly, binding up her gashes and cuts in no time. When he came to her ankle, he paused, looking it over. It was red and swelled, and Tir cringed horribly anytime it was even close to being touched. She was in terrible pain.


“You should have someone look at this,” Hiei said.


“I’m—“


“No, you’re not,” Hiei cut in, feeling stupid in ordering her around as though she were a child.


“Well, who do you suggest looks at it?” Tir asked.


“For now, Botan will have to look at it. If worse comes to worse, then Kurama can check it.”


Tir looked at Hiei a long while before snapping “fine” and laying down on her bed, placing an arm over her eyes and resting quietly. Hiei sent a telepathic message to Botan to come to the shrine, which she replied to immediately by showing up.


“I don’t think I can do much, Hiei,” Botan said to the Koorime, looking over Tir’s ankle as she tried to ignore the Deity of Death and the fire demon altogether. 


“Then get Kurama,” Hiei said.


“Alright, I’ll try, but wouldn’t it be easier to get Yukina? She’s with Kuwabara, and he lives closer—“


“Get Kurama,” Hiei said darkly, moving his eyes to meet Botan’s in a menacing glance.


Botan looked back at Hiei unflinchingly, but said nothing to argue. She left shortly, pulling out her oar and sailing off to find Kurama.


Botan returned about a half and hour later, with Kurama in tow. He came in wordlessly, only nodding his greeting to Hiei and smiling warmly before he climbed up the ladder into the rooms above.


When Hiei arrived in the upper rooms, Kurama had already greeted Tir, introduced himself, started a conversation, and started to look at her ankle. He amazed Hiei sometimes. His charisma was something of note, as was his efficiency in healing. Both were currently at work.


“Well, then, I have yet to learn your name,” Kurama said, smiling amiably at the half-demon girl. 


“You can call me Tir,” she said, “and I think that you, Youko, already know that name.”


Kurama stopped his work for a moment, his smile turning into a confused frown before lightening slightly, though his smile did not return.


“Yes, I do know that name,” Kurama agreed, “though I haven’t heard it in a very long time.”


“Can’t be more than twenty years ago,” Tir said. “How old are you now, Suicchi?” 


“In my current ningen body, I am twenty-one years old,” Kurama said. “So you were…two when Youko died?”


Tir nodded. 


“You knew my mother very well,” Tir said. “Sadly, she died shortly after your own death.”


“I’m sorry to hear it,” Kurama said. “Aneria was a good friend of mine.”


Tir nodded once again, smiling wistfully.


“What of your father?” Kurama asked conversationally. 


“He left a year after my mother’s death,” Tir said impassively. “I heard from Lenko that he died a couple years ago. He was killed by some fire demons that apparently didn’t like my mother much. Lenko would have helped him, but by the time he got there, all he could do was give my father an appropriate funeral.”


“He built him a pier?” Kurama asked casually, trying to keep his voice even as he bound up Tir’s ankle.


“Yes,” Tir said. “I wasn’t there for it, though.”


“I see,” Kurama said kindly, tying the gauze around her ankle and lending some energy for her to heal.


“Thank you,” Tir said, sitting up and smiling at Kurama.


“Your quite welcome,” Kurama said. “My condolences for both your mother and father. How is Lenko, by the way?”


Tir paused. She looked sadly at Kurama then, her smile fading completely.



“He…he died as well, last year,” Tir said dejectedly. “He was very old, you know. I built him a pier, as he did for both my mother and father. It was a simple ceremony, but it was what he would have wanted.”


“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Kurama said. “He was a good man for being a demon.”


Tir nodded.


“Well, Kurama, I’m sure you’re quite busy, so I thank you again for healing my ankle,” she said.


“It was no problem,” Kurama said. “Stay off it for another day or so, and I hope to see you again. It was nice to meet you once more, Tir, though, thankfully, this time you can talk intelligibly.”


“As can you,” Tir joked.


Kurama laughed, and then held Tir’s hand for a moment before standing up and walking toward the ladder.


“I’ll see you another time, Hiei,” Kurama said as he walked toward the ladder. “Make sure you don’t push Tir to train with her ankle in that state.”


Hiei nodded, smiling ever so slightly at Kurama before turning his gaze to Tir, who was looking biting her lip in a preoccupied manner.


“You know,” Hiei said, “I think I can understand you a little bit better now.”


Tir looked up at him. He walked over, kneeling next to her bed, where she sat silent. Hiei, who was waiting for her to reply, found himself at a loss when she didn’t. However, after a few moments, she spoke.


“Perhaps,” Tir said, “you do.”


Hiei looked up at her with no emotion, hiding his feelings through his usual cold manner. He suddenly found himself wondering what she may have meant.


“You know that I know about you,” Tir said, as though reading his mind (which, from what Hiei had discovered of her mental powers, she might have). “So this is how we’re alike. We’re both orphans. We’ve both lost many people we’ve loved. That’s life.”


Hiei now found himself, instead of wondering what she meant, understanding this part of her completely and respecting her for it.


“Kurama said that he knew your mother,” Hiei said, changing the subject.


“Hn,” Tir said. “He did. I have no idea how they met or where or even when, and I never bothered to ask. I just knew that I saw Youko Kurama once or twice when I was very young, and then learning from my mother that he had died. Later on in life, when I first started to work a little bit for Koenma, he told me that Youko had been reincarnated into a boy named Suicchi Minamino. When Kurama came in here today, I knew it was the same one, mostly because of the name, but otherwise because I had seen his file in Reikai. Don’t tell Koenma that, by the way.”


Hiei smirked, shaking his head.


“Well, anyway, it was really good to see him again. It feels kind of good to be older than him this time, too,” Tir said. “I was about two when I last saw him, and he always acted older and superior…well, that was Youko. In any case, he’s become infinitely more pleasant.”


“Hn,” Hiei grunted.



Tir sighed.


“What can I do for an entire day now?” she said, more to herself than anyone else. “This is boring.”


“You have an entire bookcase full of books,” Hiei said suggestively. “Why not use one of them?”


“Because I’ve read every book in there at least four times,” Tir said in a wearied manner.


Hiei waited. He had nothing to say, and it obviously annoyed Tir that this was so. It somehow satisfied his strange sense of humor to see her annoyed over such a small thing.


“You are such a baka,” Tir said as soon as she realized this, frowning at the Koorime.


Hiei smiled slightly. Damn. She had figured out more about him.


“You really should read some of those books, you know,” Tir said dimly. “They’re pretty good.”


Hiei cocked his head to one side, raising an eyebrow.


“What?” Tir asked, looking at him incredulously. “Don’t you read?”


“I know how,” Hiei said, leaving it at that.


Tir laughed. 


“That’s not what I asked,” she said.


“I know what you asked.”


“And your answer is…”


Hiei stayed silent for a minute or so, seeing if Tir would become impatient, but she kept herself down.


“I have read very little, because very little interests me,” Hiei said matter-of-factly.


“Oh, well, what have you been reading?”


“Nothing you’d like,” Hiei replied.


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“Nothing.”


Tir burst out laughing, much to the confusion of Hiei. What had been so funny?


“Look, go through the bookcase if you want, see if you like anything, I’ll be walking around the gardens,” Tir said.


“No, you’ll be resting. You heard what Kurama said.”


“Yes, I did hear what Kurama said,” Tir agreed, “but I’m ignoring what Kurama said as well.”


Hiei chuckled shortly, watching Tir as she stood up, tested her ankle, and climbed down the ladder. He had no choice but to respect her…it wasn’t voluntary…yet he didn’t seem to mind that much. She deserved it. 

Chapter 3


Tir walked back into her room after some amount of hours of walking through her gardens. It was late afternoon, but still some time before dusk. It was colder out than usual. She walked back into the house, up the ladder, and into to her room, only to find what she would never have expected.


The fire was already lit in the fireplace. Hiei was sitting in the chair, his legs crossed and something in his lap. Upon closer inspection, Tir saw that Hiei was reading a book. When she looked at her bookshelf, one of the books was out of place, one of her favorites.


“So you chose that one, hn?” Tir asked as she walked forward, her arms crossed. 


Hiei looked up at her, not replying but returning to reading his book. 


“I always loved that book…a strange choice for you, though,” Tir went on, leaning on the side of the chair and looking into the fire.


“Why?” Hiei asked.


Tir looked down at the book. “Watership Down by Richard Adams” was written across the cover.


“Well, Hiei, I never thought you’d like to read a story that has rabbits as the main characters. What chapter are you on?”


Hiei paused for a moment, and then spoke.


“Chapter 40,” Hiei said. 


Tir smiled and laughed shortly. 


“That’s good…” she said lightly, still staring into the fire.


“How’s your ankle?” Hiei asked. Tir noticed that he could ask a question that shows concern yet still be the biggest asshole in the world. It was rather funny.


“It’s feeling better than before,” she replied, not taking her eyes away from the fire, though they were beginning to hurt. 


“Will you be able to train tomorrow?” Hiei inquired. “You have yet to teach me anything.”


“Most likely, yes,” Tir said. “I’ll start teaching you something tomorrow, I promise you that.”


“Hn,” Hiei murmured. 


“You use that word too much,” Tir noted.



“You use it as well,” Hiei retorted calmly.


“Good point.”


“Hn.”


Tir smiled. Hiei went on reading, flipping the pages as he went, absorbed in the book.


“I love that book, you know,” Tir said. “The author is amazing.”


Hiei didn’t reply, so Tir went on.


“I’ve read it more than any other book…I think it has to do with the evils of mankind, but I was never really sure. A lot of the book adds up to that, though. Maybe, maybe not. There’s no real way to tell.”


“I can see what you mean from what I’ve read so far,” Hiei said slowly. 


“Well, tell me when you finish, it seems you’ve read quite a bit in a very short space of time.”


“Hn.”


Tir sighed at that familiar noise. 


“I’ll be back,” Tir said. “If you need me for any reason, I’ll be in my temple.”


Hiei finished reading the book an hour later, as the sun was starting to set. He began to wonder what Tir was doing in the temple, besides praying and the like, and decided to go visit her there.


When he arrived, however, he stopped dead, checked by the sight before him. Tir was kneeling in front of the pool, as she had done the previous day, but now had her hands flat on the ground to support her form. She was staring into the pool, biting her lip and shaking. When Hiei looked closer, he saw a single tear fall down her face. He looked up at the statue, wondering if somehow it could have something to do with this, but then found that thought silly. What could a statue do?


But he knew how he had been effected the day before, when he saw that statue for the first time. If he hadn’t schooled himself to forget emotion from the moment he could understand it, he would have cried. However, for him, it was not possible, so far as he knew. Yet why would Tir, a strong girl if he ever knew one, be kneeling in front of it, breaking down?


A soft splash was heard as her tear fell into the pool, followed by others. She made no sound, but let the tears fall peacefully into the pool. Tir’s gaze lifted up from the water to the face of her Goddess’s statue, which was crying also. Was Tir mourning someone? Or was she hurt? It was hard to tell, given there was not a sound coming from her, and her eyes just let out hurt, yet nothing specific. Hiei could not tell whether it was grief, pain, frustration, or pity that moved this girl to tears, and somehow, he did not want to know, but only to find out how extreme such a thing that could move Tir to break down could be. 


Tir stood slowly, wiping her eyes and walking toward the door. Hiei, not wanting to be caught seeing her like that, turned and sprinted down the hall. He jumped up to the second floor without the use of the ladder and sank into the chair, waiting.


Tir came into the room about a minute later. Her eyes were now freed of all tears and anguish, to be replaced by a blank look that Hiei found only too familiar.


“Did you finish the book?” Tir asked without preamble.


Hiei nodded, looking back at her. He was trying to forget how she was crying, but it wasn’t working.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking down at him.


Hiei shook his head, turning back around to face the fire. Something was still wrong with her, but he just couldn’t place it.


“Well, anyway, has Botan stopped by yet? She said she’d come tonight,” Tir asked casually.


Hiei shook his head again.


“You’re very quiet tonight, Hiei,” Tir said suspiciously. “Why?”


Hiei didn’t answer, or make any move to show that he had heard her. He was trying to avoid going anywhere near the subject of what he just saw. 


“Alright,” Tir said, sitting down on her bed and crossing her legs. She put her elbows on her knees and rested her face on her hands, looking thoughtfully at the floor.


The two remained silent for a very long time. The fire was now the only source of light, as the sun had gone completely down. When Tir was just about to go to bed, a sound stopped her.


“Tir?” a voice called from below. 


Tir stood, walking to the ladder and jumping down. When she turned, she saw that Botan was standing in the middle of the room, with a small number of people behind her. 


“Hello,” Tir said slowly, hearing Hiei jump down behind her.



“I brought some friends,” Botan said mischievously. “I was hoping you and Hiei could come with us. Unless you’re ankle is bothering you…”


“It’s not. Where are we going?” Tir asked, lighting a lamp. Hiei did not see how she did it.


Tir looked over at the group of people behind Botan. She heard Hiei’s small gasp, though she doubted anyone else even bothered to notice. Botan had brought no less than five people with her, all of whom Tir knew about. Yusuke Urameshi, Kazuma Kuwabara, Keiko Yukimura, Yukina, and Kurama made up this group of people, all standing quietly around Botan.


“Well…” Botan began.


“Where do you want us to go, Botan?” Tir repeated.


“Well, we’re all going to a club for a while,” Botan said hesitantly, eyeing Hiei nervously, as though she were afraid that he would blow something up if she went on. “We wanted to know if you two would come…if you don’t want to, we—“


“I’ll come,” Tir said immediately, then added, “but Hiei’s a big boy, I think he can make his own decision, ne, Hiei?”


Hiei looked at Tir and saw that she wanted him to come. Thinking of what he saw in the temple earlier and what he had to lose (nothing, he thought) he nodded his head shortly, staring moodily off to one side.


“Hey, Hiei,” Yusuke said, holding something up in his hand, “catch.”


Yusuke threw whatever it was at Hiei, which the fire demon caught. It was clothes.


“You don’t want to go to a club dressed like that, do you?” Yusuke asked as Hiei gave him a questioning look.


“I don’t think he’ll care, Urameshi,” Kuwabara said under his breath. “No one’s going to bother with him, anyway.”


“Watch what you say, baka,” Hiei snapped, just catching Kuwabara’s words.


Kuwabara looked like he was going to retaliate, but Yukina laid a soft hand on his arm and turned to Hiei.


“Please, you two, don’t argue,” she said softly in her sweet, gentle voice. “There’s no reason to.”


Kuwabara said nothing for a moment, but just nodded briefly, looking irritable. Yukina smiled at the two in thanks, taking her hand off of Kuwabara’s arm.


“Well, this has been nice,” Yusuke said after a pause, “but I think I’d like to go now.”



Hiei, who had jumped briefly up the ladder to change, now came down in a rather small white t-shirt and dark jeans, along with his own boots. Tir then went upstairs and returned wearing long black pants, a blank tank, and shoes.


“I guess that works,” Yusuke said with a sigh, looking at Hiei. “This would be an insult to anyone but you, Hiei, but you don’t pull off ningen clothes as well as others.”


“I think he does,” Botan said.


“Yeah, he looks fine,” Keiko commented. “You don’t know much about this sort of thing, do you?”


“And what makes you guys such great judges?” Yusuke asked sharply.


 “We’re female,” Tir cut in, earning a small chuckle from the other girls.


“Well, no use arguing,” Yusuke said in a resigned voice. “I learned that the hard way too many times to do it again.”


This also earned a collective snicker. The group of eight walked out, heading through the shrine entrance just as the stars were beginning to appear.


When they arrived at the club, Yusuke and Keiko immediately left them to go and dance. Kuwabara and Yukina, both of whom did not want to dance at that moment, went to sit alone in a corner. Kurama and Botan went to dance as well, Botan winking comically at Tir as she left. Tir and Hiei, however, went to sit in a booth.


“Watch me get a free drink,” Tir said to Hiei, smiling roguishly.


Hiei, who was about to ask her what she meant, was only able to watch as she lifted an arm and waved to someone across the dance floor. After a moment a tall ningen man of about 25 came over, smirking.


“What can I get for you and your boyfriend here, miss?” he asked playfully.


“You can get me…anything. Surprise me. But I don’t think you can get my boyfriend anything, seeing as how I don’t have one,” Tir replied, smiling.


“I see,” the man said. “I’ll be sure to get you something good, sweetheart. And you, sir?” he asked, turning to Hiei.


Hiei said nothing, just glared at him. The waiter, who saw the look in Hiei’s eyes, knew better and went to go get Tir’s drink, winking at her on his way off.


“I thought you said you’d get a free drink,” Hiei said. 


“Be patient, Hiei,” Tir said. “Things like this take…well, time, but a couple of other things as well.”


The waiter returned, carrying a glass full of a red drink.


“Strawberry daiquiri, huh?” Tir said, draining the cup in one sitting. “Thanks.”


Tir licked her lips, smiling up at the waiter and winking flirtatiously.


“What do I owe you?” she asked in a mockingly sweet voice.


“How ‘bout a kiss, and the rest is on the house?” the waiter asked.


Tir smirked a moment, shrugged, and then stood up. She kissed the waiter on the cheek and then sat, shaking some hair out of her eyes.


The waiter smiled, walking off to another call from across the room.


“And that, ladies and gentlemen,” Tir said humorously, “is how the game is played.”


“What game?” Hiei asked, suddenly wondering why he asked that in the first place.


Tir shrugged, listening to the loud music. Suddenly, in the midst of the fast-paced music and wild dancing, everything died down a little bit as a slow song came on.


“I love this song,” Tir said quietly, listening to intro to the music with a happy look on her face. The lights were going down to enhance the effect of the song. Tir looked at Hiei strangely for a moment, and then smiled.




“Dance with me,” she said, nodding her head to the floor.


Hiei hesitated, then shook his head.


“Come on, Hiei,” Tir said. “Look, even Kuwabara and Yukina are dancing. Why don’t you keep an eye on her under the pretense of dancing?”


Hiei looked over at the couple…they were in fact dancing slowly, but they seemed happy.


“No,” Hiei said. The song was beginning now.


“Hiei, please,” Tir said, looking at Hiei sadly. “What have you got to lose?”



“My dignity,” Hiei said, joking.


“That wasn’t funny,” Tir said.


Hiei paused for a moment in thought. Saying nothing to keep his own pride, he stood, holding out a hand to Tir.


Tir didn’t say a word either. She took Hiei’s hand, standing up, and then leading Hiei out to the middle of the floor. 


“Do you have any idea how to dance?” Tir asked him quietly. 


“Very little, but I can learn easily enough,” Hiei said.


Tir nodded, placing Hiei’s hands around her waist and telling him what to do. He started dancing, Tir leading, and then leading himself before half the song was over.


Soon, Hiei and Tir were looking quite normal dancing. Tir was about the same height as Hiei, so they looked natural, except for the fact that Hiei was scowling. Tir, noticing this, spoke up.


“Don’t look so constipated, Hiei,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”


“I never said I didn’t want to, but if I didn’t, I would anyway. You would never give up.”


Tir smirked. It was true, after all.


“Fine,” she said, sighing. She looked dreamily into space, and Hiei found himself wondering what could possibly be running through her mind. 


From a few feet away, Botan was still dancing with Kurama. She glanced over at the two, giggling, and pointed to them wordlessly to show Kurama.


“You know,” Kurama said thoughtfully, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hiei dance.”


“I’ve never seen him dance either,” Botan said. “Or Tir, for that matter. It’s strange, but it fits.”


Kurama nodded, smiling, thinking of how Tir could have possibly persuaded Hiei to dance at all, let alone in public.


However, this thought had not occurred to Hiei himself. Hiei was simply enjoying it as much as he could, thinking that he would never live this up in the eyes of Yusuke or Kuwabara. Another slow song was coming on…he would dance this one too, unless Tir had an objection. He was too damned nice…


Then Hiei had a strange thought…he had been drinking too much. He had ordered a good amount of drinks throughout the night, though not enough to make him drunk. Maybe he was getting drunk, why else would he do something so completely out of character?


Yet that thought didn’t satisfy him.


The second song ended before he had more time to think. Had they really been out there for two songs? The slower songs were replaced once more by fast songs, the sound of which drove both Hiei and Tir off the floor. When they sat down, they were also joined by Kurama and Botan.


“Well, Hiei, I have to say that you looked surprisingly natural dancing,” Kurama said as he sat down, calling over a waiter to get him a drink.


“You two looked—“


“Say cute and I kill you here and now,” Tir said calmly.


Botan looked over at Tir reproachfully, but said nothing. She took a sip of her own drink, looking out onto the floor.


“Where’d Yusuke and Keiko go?” she asked suddenly.


“They’re long gone,” Tir said. “Apparently, they couldn’t wait to tell any of us, but I saw them leave.”


“At least they left this time,” Botan said, snickering. Kurama joined in the chuckling for a moment, and even Hiei let out a small laugh…they had all been there for that incident…


“I can imagine what happened,” Tir said, holding up a hand as Botan was about to explain. Botan giggled more at this. Kurama smiled, while Hiei shook his head and took another drink.


“Did Kuwabara and Yukina leave too?” Botan asked.


“No, but they’re leaving,” Tir said, pointing to the back entrance.


The two were, in fact, on their way out the door. Tir turned her pointing finger into a wave as Yukina looked back, waving as well.


“Don’t do anything, Hiei,” Tir said, looking over at the Koorime with a commanding look.


Hiei looked defiant, but stayed where he was.


“You guys want to go?” Botan said, yawning. “I’m tired.”


“How long have we been here?” Tir asked.


Kurama checked his watch.


“Almost four hours,” he said, sounding shocked.


“Wow,” Tir sighed.


“Well, aren’t you two tired?” Botan asked Tir and Hiei.


“I’m not,” Tir said. Hiei shook his head.


“That’s because you two only danced those last two slow songs,” Botan said. “Why wouldn’t you dance any other time?”


“Because we have pride,” Tir said simply.


“Ha ha,” Botan said sarcastically.


“Well, if you want to leave, we can go,” Tir said.


“Are you sure? I’m sure Hiei will make sure you two get back alive if you stay a little longer,” Kurama said, glancing shortly at Hiei before draining his drink.


“More like I’ll watch over him,” Tir joked, grinning at Hiei.


“Yes, I need much watching over,” Hiei said wryly, finishing off his drink as well.


“Hn,” Tir said. Hiei smirked at her, then forced his face straight.


“Well, we’ll see you two another time,” Botan said. Kurama stood, giving Botan his hand, and the two left.


“They’re together, you know,” Tir said.


Hiei nodded.


“Well, can’t say I didn’t expect it. They’re perfect for each other.”


Hiei nodded again.


“Let me get one more drink, then we’ll leave, ok?” Tir said, calling over the waiter again.


“What can I get you this time, hun?” he asked.


“Surprise me again, but give me lots,” Tir said. “I’ll pay cash this time.”


“Yes, you will,” the waiter said impishly.



Tir smiled, but then it turned into a grimace as the waiter turned and walked away.


“Pig,” she sneered.


“Why do you play along, then?” Hiei asked.


“I don’t know,” Tir said. “To appease my strange sense of humor and get a free drink or two.”


“Do you have any money?” Hiei asked.


“Nope,” Tir said. The waiter came over with a tall glass of some drink or other. Tir took a small sip, grinning at the waiter.


“Thanks,” she said. She leaned forward a little bit.


“Nice cash,” the waiter said, looking her up and down, walking away. “You’ve paid.”


Tir drained her glass quickly, squinting for a moment and running her fingers through her hair.


“That was strong,” she said.


“That baka is trying to get you too drunk to think straight,” Hiei said, helping her to stand.


“He succeeded,” Tir said hoarsely. She smiled, looking at Hiei. 


“So, shall we go, or would you like to give that waiter a tip?” Hiei asked sardonically. Tir gave him a nasty look and stumbled.


“I’m drunk,” she announced quietly, walking forward with Hiei guiding her silently.


“Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” Hiei said impassively.


“Shut up, baka,” Tir said lightly, almost falling.


“Am I going to have to carry you or can you walk straight?” Hiei asked.


“Uh…” Tir muttered.


With this, she passed out.


Tir woke up about six hours later. The sun was just rising, making the sky a light grey. It was going to rain. 


She looked around. It was about five in the morning, give or take. She sat up, realizing that she was still in her clothes from the night before, save for her shoes, which were beside the bed. She was covered with her blankets, comfortable in bed. When she glanced around, she saw that Hiei was asleep in his own bed, peaceful. She noticed that he had changed into his own pants, discarding the clothes Yusuke had lent him off to one side. He wasn’t wearing a shirt.


She could fully realize what a good person Hiei really was behind his normal attitude. She knew that she had passed out the night before…she was having one hell of a hangover. He must have carried her all the way home, put her into her own bed, and then made her comfortable before sleeping himself. The embers in the fireplace still glowing red, so he must have lit a small fire to keep the room warm. No one had done anything so kind for her before. Now, she knew, he must still be exhausted…he deserved a little bit of sleep.


She walked into her bathroom to take a shower. Bringing a change of clothes with her, she turned on the hot water, letting the hangover wash away with some dirt as well. However, she noticed that her clothes from the night before had no traces of filth on them at all, save for a bit of drink she had spilled. Hiei must have also caught her before she fell. Why would he do such a kind thing for her?


She stepped out of the shower a few minutes later, drying off and getting dressed. She walked out into the other room after brushing out her hair and tying it up, feeling refreshed if not completely recovered. She saw that Hiei was still asleep. Something else hit her as well. He must have collapsed where he had stood after changing, or else didn’t bother to make himself comfortable. He was on top of the covers, and, as she saw, shivering slightly. 


She moved forward and pulled an extra blanket over him. His slight shaking stopped immediately. He was a sound sleeper, she noticed. 


Ouch. Bad headache. She stood up, climbed down the ladder, and walked around her halls until she came to her central area, kneeling in the center and holding out her hands, cupping them as though receiving something. Between her palms, a soft, silver light appeared, glowing momentarily before it was lost.

Chapter 4

[A/N: In this chapter, Hiei learns something. What he learns works if you do it right, but there is no light, just warmth (you’ll see what I mean). Email me for full instructions. I also changed a bit in here…those who know about this stuff already will know what I mean.]
Hiei woke slowly, lifting himself off the bed and dressing quickly, searching for something that was missing. He found that Tir was not asleep in her bed as he had left her, but must be up and about somewhere in the shrine.


He climbed down the ladder and walked through the halls, wondering if she was in her temple. She wasn’t. He continued his search until he found her, kneeling silently in the central area, which he figured were training grounds. She opened her eyes gradually as he approached, as though she found his sudden appearance completely expected. 


“Thank you,” Tir said softly.


Hiei did not pretend that he did not know what she meant. He nodded wordlessly, standing straight with his hands in his pockets as she rose and looked thoughtfully at him.


“Have fun?” she asked casually.


Hiei smirked. He nodded reluctantly. He did have fun…


“Good,” Tir said. “Hopefully, you don’t have a hangover as bad as mine.”


Hiei let a small snicker escape his lips before pressing more down and straightening his face.


“Time for training, I suppose,” Tir said with a small sigh.


Hiei still said nothing, but nodded, taking his hands out of his pockets.


“Well, anyway, we’ve tested each others’ strength already, so I should just start from the beginning of your training. Nothing else to do.”


Tir sat back down, crossing her legs, and motioned for Hiei to do the same. When he sat, she cupped her hands out in front of her like she was holding water and didn’t want it to spill.


“What I want you to learn today is just to do this,” Tir said. “Focus on the point between my hands and concentrate on it.” 


He did. Within seconds, that small, silvery light appeared between her hands, glowing serenely and lighting up the dark space between her hands. 


“How…how did you do that?” Hiei asked slowly.


“I’m going to teach you, remember?”


Hiei snorted shortly.


“Then teach,” he said shortly.


Tir nodded.


“What I want you to do first, however, is learn what that light is. This will take a little bit of a lecture, so bear with me.


“That light you just saw was not spirit energy. It was the energy of the body. Normally, one cannot use that energy, because they tend to use it as much as they use their spirit energy, or they just let it all out at once. This will kill someone. Letting all your spirit energy will most likely kill you—but not every time. If you give all your body energy away at once, it always kills. It’s called ‘ki’ by the way. 


“Now, to learn how to just find your ki, I want you to sink into meditation.”


She waited until Hiei was fully concentrated and meditating before going on.


“What you do now,” Tir whispered, “is concentrate on your center of balance. Visualize a small spark there. Let the spark grow slightly, but not too much. Imagine the spark is gold, silver, any color you want…whatever suits you. Visualize it shining, glowing. Do you feel a warmth or tingling there? Good. That is your ki. 


“I want you to imagine this ki to start flowing through your body, into your hands. Hold them out like I did. Ok. Imagine the light flowing like a stream or river, but never let it disconnect from that original spark. Once the light reaches your hands, imagine your hands filling with the light. Imagine them glowing with the light, whatever color you chose. Now, concentrate on the point between your palms, right in the center. Visualize the ki flowing out of your hands and into that central spot. Now, when the ki from both your hands hit that spot, imagine it one size. Keep the ki flowing, but don’t let the light get bigger. Imagine the light packing into one area. Now open your eyes.”


Hiei complied and stared unbelievingly into the center of his hands. There was a small red light there, glowing peacefully. It felt nothing like spirit energy…it was different, it felt more…natural. He did not feel the slightest drain from holding the light there or adding more to it. He felt at peace as well, though he could not understand why that was happening.


His concentration slipped and the light disappeared. He growled in frustration and earned an abrupt laugh from Tir.


“I can’t believe you’re enraged at this,” she laughed. “No one has ever gotten it that quickly. I’ve had to encourage them or even yell, but you did it exactly right. You’re too hard to please, Hiei.”


Hiei didn’t say anything, but ignored her and tried to put the light into his hands with his eyes open. It worked. Tir stopped laughing and watched. Hiei then tried to do it faster. It came, but not fast enough for him. He tried once more, and then again, until he could make it come immediately.


“Hiei, not even I learned that fast,” Tir said, awestruck. “You can manage bringing out your ki that fast after less than an hour’s practice.”


Hiei did not comment, but set his hands down and looked at Tir. She was looking at him with an appraising stare, and it disturbed him.


“What do I learn now?” Hiei asked impatiently.


“Well, I wasn’t expecting you to get it that fast, so I guess…I’ll just continue.”


Tir held out one hand, palm facing up, and let the ki light up there. Her other hand was in her lap, resting.


“Do this if you can,” she said tonelessly.


Hiei copied her after a small matter of moments. She then nodded and let the light grow. Without waiting for instruction, Hiei also let his light grow. Then, Tir put her ki to her lower stomach, where her center of balance would be. Hiei mimicked her action. She then pushed the ki into her stomach, but held up her other hand to stop Hiei as he would have done the same.


“You might hurt yourself if you don’t know how to do this,” Tir said. “Just let me explain.”


Hiei let his ki disappear and then watched her intently.


“Hn,” she went on, “you may learn quite a bit. But anyway, this is something that you have to listen to very carefully before you try it, otherwise you might get very injured, and we can’t have that. What you do is with your ki in your hand, imagine the light glowing in your center again, but not attached to the ki in your hand. Imagine them the same color, imagine them the same size. Make them identical. Then, when you put the ki into your stomach, imagine them joining as it touches your body, and visualize them becoming one. Then, take away your hand, letting the ki detach from your hand, and let it join the rest in your center. Try it. If you fail, I’ll heal you so you can try it again.”


Hiei tried it. He immediately felt a terrible pain running through his body. He felt himself fall, but then a sudden warmth and feeling of relief flowed through him.


When he sat up, he realized that Tir was kneeling next to him, looking at him apprehensively.


“You failed,” she said suddenly, blanking her face and sitting back again. 


Hiei tried again. This time, however, no pain flowed through him, but he felt slightly refreshed.


“Ok, good. You did that.”


Tir was looking relieved.


“That’s how you heal, by the way, or lend energy,” Tir said. “When you do it with someone else, you should be able to feel your energies connect. Their bodies will accept it if you will your energy to heal instead of hurt. Your lent ki should join with theirs and they will use that energy to heal themselves or just feel refreshed. Sometimes, you may just lend a little bit, but sometimes you have to feed them more energy. Just imagine your own ki flowing to your hand and then all that flowing out of your hand. But don’t keep your ki connected when it hits your hand, because if your centers connect, something weird always happens, believe me. I’ve never made that mistake, but people I know have, and I don’t like the stories.”


Hiei nodded.


“That’s enough for today,” Tir said, stretching her arms above her head and then standing. Suddenly, though, she fell again.


“Tir!” Hiei called, rushing to her fallen body. 


He looked at her. Her side was pierced by a short dagger. She was dead…


Hiei jumped up and saw the attacker fleeing. He rushed after it, catching it some ways away outside of the shrine. He looked at it, and not recognizing it, immediately snapped its neck. He let it fall and then rushed back to where Tir’s body lay, finding another demon looming above it.


“Move and I cut your throat,” Hiei growled, whipping out his katana and readying himself to throw it at the demon.


“That was rather cocky, Hiei,” the demon said. His voice was low and smooth. He looked rather ningen, but his skin was completely black and his eyes matched. He had spiky blue hair, and his arms appeared to be covered in scales. His clothes were a white training gi, and he held a staff.


“Who are you?” Hiei asked.



“It’s no use wasting your time, Koorime,” the demon said carelessly. “She will die soon and you have no control.”


Hiei threw his sword at the demon. It would have hit its target and sliced the demon’s head off, but he disappeared.


Hiei looked sharply around, looking for the energy signal that had been there only moments before. He could not sense it, even with his Jagan. The strange demon was gone…


He picked up his sword and sheathed it. He knelt over Tir. She was…


No. That demon had said that she would be dead soon. Not that she was already dead…Hiei took the dagger out, stemming the flow of blood with the only thing he had at his disposal…the cloth about his arm. He flipped her over gently, feeling for a pulse. It was there, but it was slow and soft. She was fading…


He quickly placed his hand over her lower stomach, where she had only minutes before placed her own hand in demonstration. Hiei let ki flow through his hand into her, praying to her Goddess that he was healing her and not hurting her.


His prayers were answered. Tir coughed shortly. Hiei felt for her pulse, which was now quick but steady. She opened her eyes and looked around. They were not focused.


“Look…dagger…” she mumbled, and then fell into unconsciousness.


Hiei felt for her pulse again, wondering if he had only temporarily healed her. The pulse was not as quick, but it was normal. It was just as though she were sleeping. He looked at her wound shortly, and found that though it was still bleeding, it wasn’t fatal.


Hiei took the meaning of her broken words in immediately. He picked up the dagger and examined the blade, closely looking at every aspect of it. It was a common dagger that lower assassins carried with them at all times, for any quick jobs they needed to do. Hiei recognized this blade, for he had carried one when he was a child until he replaced it with his katana. When he recognized it, he also felt a sharp pang of panic. The blade was always—always—poisoned.


Hiei threw the blade to the side, snapping it in two before he did so. He lifted Tir into his arms and ran to the door-less back of the house. He jumped gracefully to the top and then leapt to the ground, sprinting forward faster than the eye could see. He rushed away from the shrine and thought of where to go as he made his way. He could go to Kurama’s, but it was too far. The only other place was…


He knew that even though he did not want to go there, he had to. It was the only way to save Tir’s life. As he made his way swiftly through a small village, jumping across house roofs to keep completely unnoticed, Hiei made his way through the rain to the house of Kuwabara, where he knew Yukina to be.


When Kuwabara heard the knock at the door, he decided to ignore it. It couldn’t be anyone good. Yusuke and Kurama always just entered, and Hiei never bothered to come over. Koenma or Botan would just appear in front of him. It couldn’t be someone important or worth his time.


But then he heard a yell.


“Open the goddamned door, baka yaro!” 


He wouldn’t have known who it was had it not been for the last two words of that sentence. He had heard them so many times that they had become only too familiar.


Kuwabara jumped and ran to the door, whipping it open and suddenly stopping in shock. It was Hiei, he had known from the yell, but he had expected to see anything but this. Hiei was not standing in his usual proud manner, his contemptuous manner was lost. He was standing at the door, his face panicked, his body slightly bent with the weight of an unconscious Tir.


“Whoa, Hiei, what happened—Tir—“


“Where’s Yukina? I need someone to heal her now!”


Kuwabara took in the seriousness of the situation and needed no further persuasion. He led Hiei quickly into the house, up the stairs, into a spare bedroom. He motioned for Hiei to set Tir down on the bed, which the fire demon did.


“Where—“


“What’s going on? Hiei-kun? What are you doing here?” 


Yukina had appeared at the sound of someone running up the stairs. She took one look at Tir and then her gaze went back up to Hiei, her eyes filling with tears.


“Hiei-kun?” she whispered.


“Yukina, can you heal Tir?” Hiei pleaded. “I’ll explain everything later, but she’s been poisoned by a Makai blade and I couldn’t bring her anywhere else.”


Yukina was shocked. She couldn’t reply for a second.


“Please.”


This single word from Hiei’s mouth brought her to herself. It was filled with a desperation and hopelessness so unlike Hiei and so sad that she found herself back to reality and rushing to the bed where Tir lay unconscious. She leaned over the girl, removing her shirt to search for and treat the wound. When she found it on Tir’s back, she placed her hands to work and started to draw out the poison. Thankfully, something—she didn’t know what—had stopped the poison from going further into her blood, so she was able to extract the poison quickly and entirely.


“Could someone get me some fresh cloth?” Yukina asked no one in particular. Kuwabara rushed out of the room and returned seconds later with a roll of gauze. He handed it to Yukina, who wrapped it about Tir’s wound. She pulled out a fresh shirt for Tir to use, her other one being stained with blood, covering the girl’s naked torso. Yukina then stood and faced Hiei.


“Arigato,” Hiei whispered, looking at the unconscious Tir.


“What happened to her, Hiei?” Kuwabara asked quietly.


Hiei sighed quietly and then spoke.


“We were training,” he said, his normally empty tone picked up once again. “When we had finished, she stood. Instantly, she fell again. Someone had thrown a dagger at her and hit her. I thought she was dead, so I pursued her attacker. The poor baka didn’t make it very far. I returned to find another demon standing over her. I didn’t recognize him. He said that she wouldn’t live very long. When I tried to kill him he simply disappeared. I couldn’t find his energy or any sign of him. I tried to heal Tir, but it only worked a little bit. She woke and told me to look at the dagger, and then fell unconscious. When I saw what kind of dagger it was, I broke it and then brought Tir here.”


He considered adding that Kurama’s was too far, otherwise he would have gone there, but thought better of it. He owed Yukina too much to be slighting her in any way.


Yukina and Kuwabara remained silent. Yukina looked slightly sick at the mention of Hiei killing the unknown demon, but Hiei had moved on quickly to spare her all the knowledge.


“Why would someone do this?” Kuwabara asked.


“I don’t know,” Hiei said coldly, instantly calming down when he realized that the situation did not call for his standoffish manner.


“She’ll heal, but she needs rest. She can stay here a few days if you like…” Yukina said softly.



Hiei looked at her kindly.


“I think I should bring her back,” Hiei said. “Thank you.”


Hiei approached the bed and gently lifted Tir back into his arms. Tir, who was sleeping, unthinkingly put her arms around his neck and leaned in, allowing Hiei more freedom of movement, if only little.


“I’ll come and check on her later,” Yukina said to Hiei. “Ja ne.”


“Bye,” Hiei said in a hushed voice, walking out of the room and then out of the house. He took off again, going quickly but smoothly back to the shrine.


It was three days before Tir woke again. On the second day, Yukina came as promised to check on Tir. She said that the half-demon was recovering, but would need some more time. Like Hiei needed to be told that…but he kept his mouth shut, nodding silently and becoming immersed in thought.


Yukina had suddenly sat beside him and took his hand in her own.


“Gomen nasai, Hiei-kun,” she had whispered sadly.



“Why?” Hiei had replied in shock.


“I’m sorry that she had to be hurt like this. I couldn’t do anything more to heal her and I know that I should—“


“She’ll survive,” Hiei said flatly. “You’ve done more than I could ever have asked for.”


Yukina had withdrawn her hand at that, standing solemnly and staring down at Tir before taking her leave of Hiei and returning home.


When Tir did finally awake, however, Hiei was still sitting next to her bed, keeping an eye on her. She had stirred quietly, opening her eyes before she moved any other part of her body. She then sat slowly, supporting herself on her elbows. She had brought her arm up to her eyes and held it there for a moment before dropping it and looking over to Hiei.


“You idiot,” she said weakly as he stared at her. “Why the hell didn’t you wake me up? What time is it?”


Hiei had shaken his head at that.


“It’s been three days,” he said gravely.


Tir looked at him wide-eyed as he told her the story of her wounds, and the strange demon that had stood over her and predicted her death.


“But…no,” Tir mumbled, looking down and thinking hard.


“What is it?” Hiei asked, wondering what she could possibly know.


“I…I don’t think I can tell you why they attacked me, Hiei, but I know who that demon was and pretty much everything about him. I’ll tell you what I know if you wish.


Hiei looked at her for a moment, trying to weigh the situation, but just nodded as his head spun.


“His name is Ibir,” Tir said slowly. “He’s a very rare and strange kind of demon that call themselves the Gokkan. It means ‘bitter cold.’ This race is a very old race, from a time very long before the ningens ever existed. They occupied most of Makai at one point, but they were reduced in number and forced into a very secluded part of the Demon World…it’s basically a giant marshland, and it’s called Hisshi.”


“’Desperation,’” Hiei said.


Tir nodded and went on.


“They are ruled by a female Gokkan named Yonaka, a very strong and powerful being. She’s quite old…older than anyone I know of, even Kurama, but she retains her youth. Ibir is a very powerful demon…he’s Yonaka’s head general. I have no idea why they would do something like this to me…they have no reason, so far as I know.”


“Well, apparently, they do,” Hiei noted. “They tried to kill you.”


“Hiei, that’s my point,” Tir replied impatiently. “They tried to kill me, so they have a reason…but the thing is, I don’t see what it is. Why would someone try to kill me?”


“You tell me.”


Tir glared at Hiei. They stared at each other for a long time before they finally stood. Tir, who had been asleep for three straight days, had trouble for a minute or so, but upon refusing help from Hiei managed to get down her ladder and to the temple without sustaining any more injuries.


“Leave me here,” Tir said. “Go meditate or something.”


Hiei seemed about to reply, but Tir cut him off.


“Go,” she replied stubbornly.


Hiei had left at that, figuring it was wiser to comply than to defy her. He went into the training grounds, doing as she suggested and trying to meditate.


However, he found himself preoccupied and distracted. He couldn’t meditate. Whatever reason these Gokkan had for trying to assassinate Tir, it had to be important, otherwise they would never have tried it. That demon he had killed was just a lowly weakling…no more than an amateur assassin that probably had no other work to do and felt that it would be worth the payment. And that demon…Ibir. He seemed to know Hiei, much as Tir knew Hiei when he first arrived. It was disturbing…


He heard footsteps behind him and leapt to his feet, spinning around to face whoever was behind him. It was Tir.


“How are you feeling?” Hiei asked slowly.


“A little confused, a little frustrated, but that’s nothing I can’t deal with.”


Hiei didn’t reply.


“Well, anyway, I think that—“


Hiei held up a hand. Tir looked at him reproachfully, but then tensed as she realized why he silenced her. 



There was someone walking down the halls of the shrine. The footsteps were barely audible, but they were there. Tir turned around and backpedaled to where Hiei stood, taking up a position just behind him. They both knew that she was still too weak to defend herself…it seemed to take some of her pride away, but she had silently accepted that Hiei was her only means of defense for the time being. Hiei, sensing this, readied himself to draw his katana at any given moment. 


The footsteps reached the temple and stopped. After a few moments, they resumed. A shape was coming out from the temple doors, approaching. Why couldn’t they sense whoever—whatever—this was? Hiei felt himself on the edge of reaching for his sword when the figure stepped into the light and revealed itself.


It was Kurama. He smiled his greeting and walked forward a moment, stopping a few feet from where Hiei and Tir stood. Hiei, relaxing, felt Tir do the same behind him. 


“Hello,” Kurama said amiably as the other two did not speak.


“Hey, Kurama,” Tir said, shaking her head softly and smiling a very forced smile.


“How are you doing, Tir?” Kurama asked, looking at the half-demon. “I heard what happened from Kuwabara.”


Baka ningen can’t keep his mouth shut, Hiei thought. He had seen that look that Kurama had given him…obviously, Kuwabara couldn’t resist telling Kurama every detail either…



“I’m better, but still not fully healed,” she said.


Kurama nodded.


“How is your training, Hiei?” Kurama inquired, turning to the Koorime.


“Enough small talk, Kurama,” Hiei replied irritably. “Why are you here?”


Tir looked at Hiei with a resentful look, but, to her surprise, Kurama laughed.


“You must learn to know what Hiei means, Tir,” the kitsune said conversationally, and then in response to Hiei’s question answered, “I have a message for the both of you, from Koenma.”


“Since when are you his messenger?” Hiei demanded sarcastically. 


“Well, Botan was visiting me when Koenma appeared,” Kurama replied quickly, though masking any reason why. “He wanted a message delivered to you two, but also had another job for Botan. With her being busy, I volunteered to take the message here.”


Hiei waited. 


“What’s the message, then?” Tir asked when Kurama did not go on.


Kurama, strangely, smirked. 


“He said that you two will have to go to Tir’s village to discover the answers you are searching for,” he said.



Tir tensed from her position behind Hiei. The Koorime, however, did not move.


“What does that mean?” he asked. 


“As to that, I do not know,” Kurama said truthfully. “He left me with no other information.”


“Arigato, Kurama,” Tir said. “Koenma likes to keep mysterious sometimes, ne?”


“So desu,” Kurama said. “Feel better, Tir. I must go now.”


Hiei nodded to his friend, who returned the nod and smiled at Tir. Then, as abruptly as he came, the kitsune left.


“What did that mean, ‘return to your village?’” Hiei questioned, turning to Tir.


Tir looked incredibly distressed.


“He wants us to go to my mother’s village, on the outskirts of Makai,” she replied. “I believe he thinks we will find why I was to be assassinated there.”


Hiei nodded solemnly, his mind reeling. 


“Well, there’s nothing more to do, then,” Tir said.


Without waiting for Hiei to respond, Tir walked out of the training grounds and into the temple. She plucked one of the strange silver flowers out of the ground and held it loosely in her hand, turning and walking out of the temple and toward the house. Hiei followed.


Tir had gained a large lead, and by the time Hiei entered the house and went to the second floor, she was placing some things into a small leather pack and throwing on some boots.


“Gather whatever you want,” Tir said. “It seems we have something of a mission, I would say.”


“Mission,” Hiei repeated the word with disgust.


“Yes, mission. My mission has yet to reveal itself, but yours is to continue training on our way and to protect me, I’d guess. I’m still too weak to defend myself.”


She said the work ‘weak’ with such deep contempt that Hiei was momentarily taken aback. However, the sight of her packing up various things made him come back to himself and grab the extra pack that Tir had tossed to him and go down the ladder. 


He went into the kitchen and grabbed food and a canteen that he found hanging on the wall. He also found a pile of spare blankets in a corner he had not noticed before. He packed two of these blankets into his pack, along with some other things he found that might help, and met Tir at the door.


“If we travel quickly,” she said without preamble, “the trip to my mother’s village will take three days and four nights. We should get moving.”



Hiei, wondering what he possibly could gain from doing this, nodded. It was like this was not his own will, but he was under control. He felt unnerved. Everything that had happened was so bizarre.


Before he had more time to think about it, Tir had fastened a cloak about her neck and stepped outside. Hiei, still feeling not quite like himself, followed her, wondering what he might have to face going into Makai with a weakened girl and demons most likely hunting them down.

Chapter 5


Hiei and Tir had crossed through the portal between Makai and Ningenkai without any trouble, landing somewhere near a forest of sinister-looking trees. Hiei, knowing his way about Makai very well, avoided this forest, thereafter following Tir through Makai until they stopped to rest.


“How long have we been travelling?” Tir asked.


“About two hours,” Hiei replied tonelessly. 


“Think we should camp for the night?” she said.


Hiei nodded shortly. He knew she was still weak…she needed more rest than he did. 


They gathered some stray wood from gods-know-where and set up a small fire. Tir, having lit the fire, asked Hiei if he had brought any food. The answer was yes.


“I’m going to get some water,” Hiei said, grabbing the canteen. “Stay here, and if anything happens, run like hell.”



Tir smirked at these words. Hiei knew why—she would never, under any circumstances, run away. Hiei felt that this piece of worthless advice would probably cheer her up by giving her some confidence in her own courage. It worked.


Hiei found a stream on the far side of a small hill they had camped near. He filled the canteen with water, drinking some from his hands as well, and then looked up. On the far side of the river, Hiei was shocked at what he saw.


There was a camp on the opposite side of the river, containing a considerable number of demon soldiers. Thankfully, Hiei was hidden in some reeds…they couldn’t see him, but he could see them. That seemed familiar enough, he thought somewhat bitterly.


He slipped back to where Tir was still sitting by the fire, eating a sparse meal and staring into the flames.


“Put out the flames,” Hiei instructed, pulling out the blankets and smother the flames. Tir copied him, helping to put it out.


“Why did we have to do that, Hiei?” Tir asked, whispering…she felt that Hiei was trying to be quiet as well.


“Gather everything up and stay close to me,” Hiei ordered. Tir, normally, would have retaliated and refused to take orders, but something in Hiei’s look made her obey, if a little incredulously.


She followed Hiei as they slipped back soundlessly among the reeds. Tir saw the large camp and stayed completely still, staring out from their hidden position.


“Who could they be?” she said in a barely audible whisper.


Hiei shook his head.


“Anyone,” he replied grimly. “They could be friendly, but I wouldn’t bet on it.”


Tir gave a hushed, wry little laugh at that. Demons being friendly…he might as well have said that ningens were intelligent. Of course, that was less likely that friendly demons, but anyway…


“We have to do something…” Tir said.


Hiei nodded.


“What do you have in mind?” she asked.


“Follow me, but stay absolutely silent,” Hiei advised, slipping through the reeds and across the narrow stream on cat-like feet, light and silent. Tir did the same, with no less grace.


Hiei nodded forward, walking slowly and staying out of sight behind some scattered trees. This was a good area to hide…there were trees and bushes everywhere and the ground was so devoid of other vegetation that it was easy to stay silent while walking. 


When they reached the edge of some rough tents, Hiei motioned for Tir to stop. There were voices drifting out of the center of the ring of tents. There was a large fire to be seen, and a larger group of demons surrounding it. One voice stood out from the rest.


“Alright, that’s enough,” a familiar female voice called. “Clear out and go to sleep.”


A whisper of retaliation broke out, but none openly defied the female voice. Hiei instantly knew who it was. 


He walked forward into plain light, Tir following uncertainly behind him. The group of demons turned around and fell immediately silent. The female voice now had a face as it spoke and Hiei found the source to his left.


“Hiei? What the hell are you doing here?”


Hiei smirked knowingly at the source of the voice. He knew this group of demons and the woman who had spoken. 


“I could ask you the same thing,” Hiei replied, cocking his head slightly to one side. He felt Tir shift nervously behind him. From the left, the woman looked over at him skeptically, narrowing her eyes.


“Follow me,” she said to Hiei and Tir, turning and stepping into a rather large tent at the head of the circle. Hiei, with the half-demon girl in tow, followed Mukuro into the tent.


“I’ll ask you again, what are you doing here?” she asked as they entered the tent. 


“We’re going to a village on the outskirts of Makai,” Hiei said, “about three days’ journey east.”


“Why?” Mukuro pressed.


“We’d like to know that ourselves,” Hiei replied sardonically.


“Who is this with you?” Mukuro asked briskly, nodding to Tir. Tir stared back at her unflinchingly.


“Tir,” Hiei said shortly. “She’s training me.”


Mukuro looked doubtful.


“Training you?” she repeated. “A little ningen? Isn’t that below you, Hiei?”


“I am not ningen,” Tir said dangerously.


Mukuro raised an eyebrow.


“Really,” she replied uninterestedly. “In any case, it doesn’t concern me. If you don’t know why you’re going to this village, why are you going?”


“Koenma decided to give me a little mission,” Hiei sneered.


“You’re still working for him?”


“Not quite.”


Mukuro stared back at Hiei questioningly.


“Why are you here?” Hiei asked.


Mukuro snorted lightly.


“We’ve had some trouble with a gang of demon rebels out here,” she replied casually. “They’ve killed a good number of our troops and they don’t seem to be getting bored with it. I’ve come out here to see what’s going on and get rid of the bastards causing the trouble.”


“Do you know what these demons look like?” Tir asked suddenly.


Mukuro raised an eyebrow at her again. She was looking at Tir like she was an insolent child that was somehow amusing.


“Reports from some of my troops say that they’re black with blue hair,” the woman replied reluctantly. She did not appear to like Tir very much.


Hiei tensed at these words, however.


“If they’re in the area, we can’t stay,” he said suddenly.


Mukuro didn’t even say anything. The look she gave Hiei was enough to make him explain.


“Koenma wants me to protect Tir on the way to this village,” the fire demon said in a resigned voice. “She was wounded by a Makai blade about three days ago, and she’s still too weak to defend herself. Koenma told us to go to this village for answers, so we’re going. The demon who tried to kill Tir looks exactly like your reports say. If they are here, they are probably searching for us, so we can’t very well stay here, now can we?”


Tir looked angrily at Hiei when he mentioned her temporary weakness. Mukuro looked strangely pleased, though she tried to mask it.


“Hn,” she said lowly. “That seems strange…”


Neither Hiei nor Tir made a comment at these words. Of course it was strange.


“You say that the journey will take three days?” Mukuro asked.


Hiei nodded wordlessly. Mukuro nodded as well.


“Do you have food? Supplies?”


“Some,” Tir answered.


“And you’re travelling in the open without any weapons?” Mukuro said in an almost mocking voice.


“We’re hardly defenseless,” Hiei retaliated. He moved his cloak slightly aside to show his katana and then flashed his Jagan eye momentarily.


“I see,” Mukuro muttered. “You were never one to appear helpless anyway, Hiei, let alone actually be helpless.”


Hiei smirked and grunted noncommittally.


“We can give you a tent for the night,” Mukuro said after nothing else was brought up. “After you get one, Hiei, I want to talk to you here…alone.”


Mukuro turned around, dismissing them. Hiei turned and walked out, Tir following him after throwing a nasty look at Mukuro’s back.


One of the demon guards gave Hiei and Tir a tent to themselves, almost opposite Mukuro’s personal tent. After casting an interested look at Tir, the guard went to go sit back down in front of Mukuro’s tent and proceeded to fall asleep.


Hiei and Tir set down their blankets on the ground, putting down their packs. Hiei, who knew that he had to go see Mukuro, whispered to Tir.


“Don’t let your guard down until I get back,” he said. “Watch the packs and if anyone comes in here, call for me. I’ll be right back.”


Hiei walked out of the tent feeling, once again, completely unlike his normal self. He was not acting nonchalant as he usually did, or keeping remotely distant, or even just staying quiet. Something about Tir made him different…almost tolerable by normal ningen standards.


He kicked the guard before entering Mukuro’s tent.


“Wake up, baka, and get back to the watch,” Hiei snarled.


The guard looked like he was about to snap at Hiei, but upon looking at him and seeing whom he was, looked quite frightened.


“Yes, sir,” the guard said in a small, pathetic voice.


Hiei swore at the miserable demon on his way into the tent, looking up to see Mukuro standing against the center pole of the tent with her arms crossed and an irritable look on her face.


“Finally,” she said, her nose in the air.


Hiei didn’t comment. He just stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets and his eyes to the side, as he usually stood when around authority…he may not have regarded authority much, but he knew where it was. 


“That girl you brought with you…Tick?”


“Tir,” Hiei corrected.


“Hn. Tell me about her.”


Hiei told her very little, which, in the bigger picture, was what he knew…not a lot. He said that she was half fire demon, half ningen, and lived in a shrine in Ningenkai. She was training him to use ki and who-knows-what else, and she had been given to his protection in her recovery from her wounds.


“I know that this isn’t the whole story,” Mukuro said after Hiei had finished speaking. “However, I get the feeling that you know very little about this girl.”


Hiei nodded his agreement. It was, in fact, nothing more or less than the truth.


“She’s pretty…is there anything between you?” 


Hiei was taken aback by this question. Where had she gotten that idea?


“No…why do you ask that?” Hiei replied. He had the sudden realization that he was back to his normal manner again.


“She looks at you strangely, Hiei,” Mukuro said. “She feels something.”


“And what does it matter to you?” Hiei asked abruptly, speaking the words before he had thought about them.


“Well, I would like to know whether my head general is going to go traipsing off with some lowly half-breed, it tends to be an important topic,” Mukuro snapped.


Hiei didn’t reply.


“Well?”


“I said there was nothing,” Hiei said coldly.


Mukuro stared at him distrustfully, but did not argue the matter further.


“You know that I could care less where you are, as long as you report every once in a while,” she said. “My next question is why did you not report this training? It was obviously Koenma’s idea, seeing as how you got that message from his ferry girl.”


“It was a sudden thing,” Hiei said. “And as you said, you don’t care where I am as long as I report.”


“But you didn’t report,” Mukuro said acidly. “All I ask is that you report back sometimes.”


“There wasn’t exactly time, with all that’s happened,” Hiei shot back, his voice calm but his temper rising. What was he doing, getting so pissed off, anyway? 


“And exactly what has happened that has kept you from—“


“Reporting back?” Hiei finished for her in a waspish voice. “Well, from training to having someone attempt to assassinate Tir, there hasn’t been much freedom to make the trip.”


Mukuro looked at him questioningly. He was so damned difficult, she thought…asshole.


“From now on, I want you to give me a report every two weeks at most, do you understand me?”


Hiei glared at her for a moment, then nodded once and stared off to the side again.


“Now, one more thing,” Mukuro said, her voice calming down. “How long will you be gone, with your training and mini missions from Koenma?”


“I don’t know,” Hiei admitted harshly. 


“I want you back within a month,” Mukuro said. “While you’ve been off to wherever you please, I’ve had to take full command, and I expect you to take over your position again soon. You may go.”


Hiei turned and left the tent without comment. He kicked the guard again, who was sleeping, and walked back to his tent, finding Tir sitting on her blanket. She started when he came in, but relaxed when she saw his face.


“So, how was your meeting with Mukulu?” she asked.


“Mukuro,” Hiei corrected. Why did they keep getting each other’s names wrong? “And it was…”


What was it? It certainly wasn’t ‘fine’ but it wasn’t anything he hadn’t faced before…


However, Tir did not seem to expect an answer. Clearly, she was only asking for the sake of asking and did not seem to care that he had no response.


“So, are you here for good, or are you going to be summoned off again?” Tir asked apathetically.


Hiei didn’t answer. Once again, Tir did not seem to expect him to. 


“Get some sleep,” Hiei said, laying down on his blanket and putting his arms behind his head.


Tir seemed to want to say something, but all she said was “goodnight” and turned over irritably, falling asleep within a short space of time. She left Hiei awake, wondering why women, both ningen and demon, were such idiots sometimes.


Hiei woke to find that Tir was gone from the tent. Jumping up immediately, he walked out of the tent to find what he was fearing…


Tir was struggling against three demon soldiers—just new recruits who didn’t know their place by the look of them. One was holding her from behind as the other two were preparing to have some fun with her. Hiei drew his katana and threw it at one of the demons, killing him instantly. The other two stared at him in disbelief.


“Why you little—“


“Care to finish that sentence?” Hiei asked as he picked up his sword and put it back in its sheath. They looked angry and about to attack, but Tir slammed her elbow into her captor’s stomach and jumped back, almost falling. Steadying her, Hiei pushed her back behind him and readied himself for a fight. If these weaklings wanted to mess with him, let them.


“What’s going on here?” 


Shit. Mukuro was approaching them, her eyes blazing.


“Why don’t you ask your wonderful troops here?” Hiei raged quietly, glaring daggers at the two remaining demons before him.


“Well?” Mukuro demanded, staring at the two soldiers.


“We were just out here, finishing our watch,” one said, “when this girl comes walking out here like she owns the place. So the three of us decides that we’ll have a little fun with her…she’s alone, defenseless, and we’ve never seen her before, so we decides that we’re going to get her. We were just about to have her when this baka comes out and kills him.”


The guard pointed down to the body of the demon that Hiei killed. A rather large group of demons had now gathered, coming only as close as they would dare. They all knew who was involved, and they were not siding with the guards…


“You ignorant little disgrace,” Mukuro growled. “This baka just happens to be Hiei, my second in command and your head general.”


The guards’ face’s were drained of color at these words. They both stared over at Hiei, their eyes wide. 


“Clean up this mess and get the hell out of here,” Mukuro snapped at them. “I won’t have bastards such as you in my command…bastards who can’t even recognize their betters when they see them.”


“But the girl…how was we supposed to recognize her?” the guard spoke up.


“You should be smart enough not to start raping a girl that’s under Hiei’s protection. I hope you all remember that.”


Mukuro returned to her tent. The two guards stared over at Hiei, who was still glaring angrily at them. They froze in terror…they knew the stories. Everyone knew Hiei’s name. At Mukuro’s announcement of his identity, Hiei had caught voices saying such things as ‘part of Team Urameshi’ and ‘Jagan’ floating around. Tir was silent and impassive the entire time, crossing her arms. The demons had created a rip across the chest of her shirt. 


“Are you going to clean this mess up or not?” Hiei sneered.


“Yes, sir,” they both said, bending down to pick up the body. They would probably dispose of it in the stream, Hiei thought emotionlessly. He turned and walked into his own tent, feeling Tir right behind him.


“Arigato,” she said quietly as they entered the tent.


“What were you doing out there, with the knowledge that you are still recovering your strength?” Hiei asked.


“The demons out there were talking about the Gokkan…I heard them describe them,” Tir replied unperturbed. “I went out there to hear better. They caught sight of me and rushed me. I manage to hit that one you killed a couple times before the other one caught me from behind. I know that I’m not recovered, otherwise all three would be blasted to ashes.”


“But they’re not, and that’s the point,” Hiei said coldly. “Never go among demon males alone and helpless.”


“I’m not helpless!” Tir snapped angrily.


“Until your strength is fully restored, you are,” Hiei said, turning around to prevent more arguing.


He picked up his pack and started putting the blankets back into them when someone appeared at the entrance to the tent.


“Uh, sir,” a soldier said, “you’re wanted.”


Hiei didn’t ask who wanted him. He gave a meaningful look to Tir and walked out, heading towards Mukuro’s tent.


“That was an interesting sight to see right after waking up,” Mukuro said before Hiei had a chance to walk fully into the tent, let alone speak. “You standing in front of that girl like you owned her, protecting her from two lowly demons and one promising guard dead. Would you care to explain your side of the story or will I just have to rely on some pathetic guard’s excuse?”


“I knew that if Tir went out into the camp alone, she would be attacked like that,” Hiei began heatedly. “When I woke this morning, she was outside, so I knew what to expect. I walked out of the tent to see those three readying themselves to ‘have her’ as they put it, so I killed the one closest to her. She managed to escape from one of them holding her down before you came out and made quite a display out of what could have been finished in about five more seconds, ten at most.”


“I don’t care how quickly you could have finished it,” Mukuro said. “Those three guards were very promising soldiers that would have made a nice addition to the unit. Now, because your little charge had taken it into her head to go walking around a demon camp unarmed, I’ve lost all of them. One is dead, and the other two are banished from camp from being so stupid. I suggest you teach her her place.”


“Her place?” Hiei snapped back. “You said yourself that they were stupid. If they attacked her, then they aren’t as promising as you supposed, now are they?”


Mukuro cast a warning glance at Hiei, but he did not heed it.


“If she is such trouble to you and your camp, then we’ll take our leave,” Hiei said. “You know that she is under my protection, yet you start scolding me for protecting her. I’ll be sure to report within the next two weeks.”


Without waiting to see if Mukuro would reply, Hiei stalked out and went back to his tent, where Tir was standing with her pack over her shoulder. Hiei picked up his own pack and walked out of the camp, Tir falling into step beside him, the gaze of a large group of demons following them as they went.


Hiei and Tir traveled all that day and the next day, resting only for a couple of hours before going on, training every once in a while. At the morning of the fourth day after leaving the camp, Tir stopped suddenly and stared out ahead of her.


“What?” Hiei asked. He had been more introspective since leaving the camp, his mind wandering more frequently. Mukuro had acted quite strangely and it bothered him until his thoughts were turned somewhere else.


“Look ahead,” Tir said simply. 


Hiei did as she said. Ahead, Hiei could see the outline of something unmistakable—a town.


The two looked at each other. After long moments just staring at each other, Tir and Hiei began walking forward quickly, intent on getting to the town.


They reached the village in short minutes, walking in only to attract the gazes of many of the inhabitants. The villagers were mostly fire demons, but there were a few other kinds scattered here and there. The village was quite simple, but pleasant enough for Makai. The buildings were made of stone and clay by the looks of it. The day was bright and warm, with reddish clouds overhead. Hiei and Tir walked among the dry paths between buildings quietly, keeping their guard up. Then, suddenly, an older looking fire demon came up to them and stopped before them.


“I’m sorry if I’m mistaken, but I wonder…is your name Aneria?” the demon said. She was very old by the look of it…fire demons did not age quickly and she was beginning to look sick and weak.


“I’m sorry,” Tir said.


“Yes, that was a silly question,” the demon said. “Aneria has been gone for over twenty-seven years…you look hardly that old.”


Tir nodded. The demon woman looked over at Hiei in shock, as though she recognized him, but said nothing, and just walked on.


They reached a small building at the end of the path that had a word written over the door. Hiei, who had grown up reading and writing very few languages, could not read it. Tir, however, pointed out that it was an inn of some kind.


“Come on,” she said.


It was, in fact, an inn. They walked in and found a young fire demon—a boy, by the look of it—was sitting on a chair looking bored. 


“Want a room?” he asked without looking at them or waiting for them to speak. “Pay up if you do.”


Tir tossed some coins into his lap. He smiled at them and pocketed the money.


“Last door on the right,” the boy said, looking Tir up and down. Tir narrowed her eyes at him and he got the message, also giving Hiei a cautious glare.


They entered the room to find that it had one bed, nothing else. Hiei set his pack down in one corner as Tir set hers down against a wall, kneeling down next to it.


“Hiei, do me a favor,” Tir said. “Stand outside the door until I call you back in. Make sure no one comes in here.”


Hiei nodded and stood outside the door as she had asked, casting a short glance down the hall to where the demon boy still sat, counting out his coins and laughing to himself.


“Hiei, come back in here,” Tir said after a moment.


Hiei walked in and stopped dead, as he had when he walked into the temple at the Bara Shrine for the first time. Tir was standing in the center of the room, her clothes changed and her hair loose. Her normal shirt was discarded and replaced with a vest-like bodice, one that tied up in back. It was white, and embroidered with silver flowers. She was wearing loose, almost-transparent gauze pants and black boots. She turned her head to Hiei, but kept her back to him.


“Can you tie this?” she asked. 


Hiei walked up and tied the back of the bodice, lacing it together and tying it at top.


“Thanks,” she said. She reached into her pack and pulled out the flower she had taken from her temple garden and then placed it carefully in her hair behind one ear. 


“What is this outfit?” Hiei asked.


“This whole thing signifies that I am a priestess of Seira,” Tir said simply. “We’ll get a lot of respect this way and what we’re looking for will probably pop up a lot sooner than it would have otherwise. But still, be on your guard. I’m recovering, but I’m not quite there yet.”


Hiei nodded, still amazed at the sight before him. Tir looked absolutely beautiful…not even he could deny that.


“Are you sure it’s wise to look like that in a community of demons?” Hiei asked, half-seriously and half-humorously.


“Well, Hiei, normally, you’d be right,” Tir agreed, “but no one would dare touch a priestess of Seira…especially fire demons.”


“You never said you were Her priestess,” Hiei said.


“Uh…I am, but only partially. My mother taught me about Her early and I would have become a priestess by full right at thirteen, but my mother, who was a full priestess, died before she could do the rights. But in any case, I can still be counted as a priestess. These clothes were hers.”


“That woman on the street asked you if you were Aneria,” Hiei said. “Did your mother look like you?”


Tir considered.


“Exactly like me, actually,” she said distantly, “except her eyes were red.”


“That seems to be a common trait,” Hiei noted, remembering that the old woman and the boy had both had red eyes…he had red eyes too, he thought blankly.


“Well, let’s go,” Tir said.


“Where?” Hiei asked.



“To the Temple of Seira,” Tir said matter-of-factly, leading Hiei out of the inn, leaving the demon boy staring after her speechlessly.


On the way to the Temple, many fire demons stared after Tir but made no comment. A couple bowed there heads down, a couple backed away, a couple just stared at Tir with admiration and at Hiei with envy (most of these were males). When they reached the temple, Hiei was feeling slightly embarrassed at all the attention, though it was only partially focused on him.


“We’re here,” Tir said needlessly. They walked in, but this time, Hiei did not stop in awe. This Temple, thought extravagant, was not as beautiful as Tir’s humble Temple at her shrine. This only had a painting of Seira in her chains, but it did cover the entire back wall. The other walls were completely black, but around them were tables on which clusters of the strange silver flower were placed. White candles were burning all around the walls, lighting up the Temple. The floor, which was made of limestone, Hiei noticed, made their entrance conspicuous as their shoes clicked on it. 


There were a few demons in the Temple, kneeling in front of the painting at front, making an offering at a large bowl in a back corner, or even some playing idly with the flames from the candles.


Tir walked to the front of the room with her head held high, knelt in front of the painting for a moment, and then tossed something into the offering bowl. She walked to a cluster of silver flowers with a candle in the center and started playing with the flames until a young woman dressed much like her came up and spoke.


“Come with me, please,” she said softly. 


“This man here must come as well,” Tir said commandingly.


“I’m sorry,” the woman said, “but, as you know, this is a temple of Seira, and males are not allowed into the sanctuary.”


“He is a servant of Seira as much as am I,” Tir said in a calm yet firm voice. “Seira is not a Goddess who will shun her servants simply because of gender.”


The girl nodded solemnly, beckoning for Hiei to come as well. Tir followed her, Hiei closely behind.


“Don’t speak back here, no matter what,” Tir said quietly as they walked through a small door off to one side.


When they entered, Hiei was caught off guard. This room’s floor was completely covered with grass and that silver flower that he had come to associate with Seira. A small pool lay in the corner, a waterfall flowing into it from the wall, and a very small channel leading out through another wall. A statue of Seira, like Tir’s, sat in the opposite corner, and though it was not large, it was still as beautiful as the one in Tir’s temple. Otherwise, there was nothing else in the room besides a couple more fire demons…all women.


They stared at Hiei as he walked in. He kept his face completely cold and straight as he walked in, ignoring the stares.


The young priestess who had brought them spoke a few words in a language Hiei could not understand and then turned to them.


“My name is Shinjugai,” the priestess said. “I am the high priestess here.”


“I am Tir, daughter of Aneria,” Tir said proudly. “My companion is Hiei. I’m sure you know that name.”


There was a murmur of surprise at the mention of Hiei’s name. Was he really that well known?


“If I had know earlier, I would not have presumed that he could not come to the sanctuary,” Shinjugai said apologetically. “There have been many that have tried to seek sanctuary here.”



“Don’t apologize,” Tir said kindly. 


Shinjugai nodded appreciatively. She called forward a young girl of about seven or eight, a pretty young fire demon with black and white hair and purple eyes. She was a healthy little girl, though somewhat slim, and moved quickly, quietly, and gracefully. She looked importantly up at Hiei and Tir, nodding her head slightly and smiling brightly.


“This is Mankai,” Shinjugai said quietly. “She is half fire demon, but we do not know her other half. We found her as an infant on the step to our temple, and we took her in. She will keep you company while I speak with my priestesses. There is much to discuss, but I will be with you shortly. Mankai, take them to the Room of Eien, please.”


Little Mankai took Hiei’s hand and placed it in Tir’s, then taking Tir’s hand and leading them forward into another room. There, they released hands and sat down as Mankai motioned to them. This room was plain, the walls made of clay and the floor of white sand. They sat in a small circle, facing each other. Mankai made a signal to Hiei, who looked to Tir in confusion.


Tir motioned something back to Mankai, who nodded in understanding. She drew a picture in the sand with her small fingers and pointed from it to Hiei. Hiei, looking down at it, saw that she had drawn an eye, and was pointing at his forehead. He felt slightly annoyed, but felt that it was prudent to keep his temper down and nodded shortly. Mankai gave him a reproving look at his brisk manner, signaling something to Tir, who laughed.


“She says ‘lighten up, baka,’” Tir said, giggling slightly.


Hiei glared at the little girl, who laughed silently. 


Tir signaled something to Mankai, who nodded.


“She’s mute,” Tir said to Hiei, who did not reply but looked down at Mankai. Mankai pursed her lips and crinkled her nose, trying to imitate Hiei’s scowl. Hiei pushed down a smile at the little girl, who was quite silly looking while doing that.


Mankai got up and walked toward Hiei, putting up a hand to keep him sitting. She took one of his hands and kissed it shortly, holding it for a moment before letting it drop. Then, she walked around behind him and swiftly removed his katana from its sheath and ran it over to the opposite side of the room before returning. Hiei looked at her inquiringly, but she just shook her head at him. Tir looked amused, but stayed silent.


Mankai then pointed to Hiei’s right arm. Hiei cocked his head to one side, in a questioning manner. Mankai copied him mockingly, as though calling him stupid. Hiei held up his arm, which Mankai took and pulled the sleeve up off of, touching the cloth that Hiei had tied there. She looked at him curiously. Hiei shook his head, and Mankai shrugged, pulling the sleeve back and letting his arm drop.


“I think she just wants to know if it’s really you,” Tir said. “You’re a legend among fire demons more so than anyone else, you know.”


Hiei stared at Mankai, who was now staring at him. She bent and kissed both his cheeks in turn, then turning around and sitting down in their little circle again.


“She blessed you,” Tir said with a small hint of a laugh in her voice.


“What’s so funny?” Hiei asked.



“It was cute,” she said.


Hiei looked over at her expressionlessly, then turning his gaze to Mankai, who was drawing pictures in the sand.


Then, the door opened to reveal Shinjugai. She walked in, closing the door behind her, and sat down between Mankai and Tir, across from Hiei. 


“I’m sure Mankai kept you busy, ne?” she asked, obviously less formal now that she was alone with the two, besides Mankai.


“You could say that,” Tir said. “She blessed Hiei.”


“Well, then you can receive the blessing of the whole temple,” Shinjugai said, smiling over at Hiei. She then turned to Tir.


“We know of you here, Tir, as you well know. Aneria was the high priestess when she was young, as I am now. I am sorry for her death.”


“It was long ago, Shinjugai,” Tir said kindly. 


“Yes, it was. For three years after she left, we were without a high priestess. None of us were initiated. But after two more years, we found that Aneria had a daughter…you, of course. We waited for you to come, Tir, we’ve always waited.”


“Is that pool in the corner you’re Mirror of Ummei?” Tir asked.


Shinjugai nodded and then turned to Hiei.


“Ummei is Fate,” she explained. “The Mirror of Ummei shows you whatever it wishes…past, present, future, or other things. This room is called the Room of Eien…Eien means Eternity. This room holds all the secrets of this world and the old world, and all who enter here leave a piece of themselves as well. Oh, not enough to be noticed, but if you are in here at night you can feel all the souls combined…it’s beautiful.”


She turned back to Tir.


“We saw what was shown to you, Tir, and we know the purpose given,” Shinjugai said. “I’m sure nothing was altered?”


Hiei could not make out what this question meant. Feeling unlike himself for the hundredth time, he stayed silent.


“Nothing,” Tir said, not looking over at Hiei. 


“Good. Who knows what could happen if something was,” Shinjugai replied. Tir nodded agreement.


“Well, Koenma knew what he was doing when he sent you here,” Shinjugai continued. “You will find your answers now.


“The creatures that attacked you…well, you know about them. The Gokkan search after you for a very good reason, at least to them. You know that the purpose is essential to endurance, but to them extinction. This has to come to pass, Tir. You know that as well as I do.”


Hiei was thoroughly confused. None of this made sense to him. What the hell were they talking about?


“I know now,” Tir said. “And everything is set.”


Hiei was about to speak, but something from the way Tir was looking sideways at him made him stop. Shinjugai spoke instead.


“Alright,” she said. “Would you like me to speak to you first, or Hiei?”


“I think that I can wait,” Tir said. She moved over to Hiei and whispered in his ear.


“I’m going to leave you here, but I will be right outside. Trust her, and listen to what she says. I’ll be back.”


Tir stood and walked out, leaving Hiei alone with Shinjugai and Mankai.


“I suppose you’re feeling rather absurd right now, Hiei,” Shinjugai said softly. “I know about you, as does everyone. But the priestesses of Seira always know more, because we serve the Goddess of Truth. Tir, if she survives her ordeal—don’t ask, Hiei—will become high priestess here, as her mother was. I will readily give up the position to her. She would do better than I.”


Hiei didn’t respond. Mankai walked over to him and sat down next to him, holding his arm in both her hands.


“Mankai is a blessing to this temple,” Shinjugai said. “She knows more than we do about everything to do with the Goddess, and has already found her Truth. Of course, she cannot speak. Disabilities always enlighten one to the world. I cannot explain this. But she seems to like you, Hiei. I have never seen her act like this before. She’s usually cold and distant, but now she acts warm and childish, like she used to, when she was still an infant. Then, when she was about three, she became standoffish and aloof. But now…she acts herself again.


“I got off subject, though. Seira, Hiei, has placed a purpose on you and Tir…each a separate purpose, but nevertheless linked. I cannot tell you Tir’s purpose, and do not ask. Promise me you will not ask about it.”


Mankai nodded to Hiei, who promised.


“Good,” Shinjugai said, nodding as well. “But your purpose, Hiei…Seira favors you, though you do not know it yet. You will see soon enough. But anyway, your purpose in this is to protect Tir no matter what. This is a classic case of all-or-nothing, which you’ve faced many times. If she fails, it’s nothing. But if you protect her and help her to succeed, it’s all. If you wish to know more, I cannot help you. Just stand by Tir and lead her on. Protect her and care for her, Hiei.”


Shinjugai stood, offering her hand to Hiei, who took it.


“It is an honor to have you here in this temple,” she said quietly, looking up at him. She was slightly shorter than he was. “I never knew your father, but he was spoken of. I’m glad I never met him. He was an asshole, I’m told. But I’m glad to have met you.”


Mankai said a similar thing by just kissing Hiei’s hand and smiling up at him. Hiei knelt and kissed both her cheeks, giving her his blessing. She blushed, and ran out of the room. Shinjugai nodded her approval and walked out with Hiei, motioning for Tir, who was standing against a wall, to come in.


Hiei took up a spot against the wall, Mankai choosing to stand next to him instead of to listen to the talk between Shinjugai and Tir. Within two minutes, Tir was back out, smiling sadly at Hiei.


“We have to go,” she said, taking his hand and leading him out. He followed obediently, watching Mankai as she waved at him on his way out. 


 They made their way to the inn again, and to their room. Tir, while Hiei’s back was turned, changed quickly into her other clothes, taking the flower out of her ear and setting it carefully back into her pack. Then she started to cry.


Hiei was at a loss. What was he supposed to do? He had never been in a situation like this before. But Tir solved his problem for him.


“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes fiercely. “I shouldn’t have cried. I’m stressed out and still healing.”


“You should rest,” Hiei said, sitting her down on the bed and kneeling next to her. 


“Don’t babysit me,” she said.


“Get some sleep,” Hiei said.


“Not yet,” Tir replied stubbornly. “Did Shinjugai bring up anything about a purpose?”


Hiei was reluctant to speak, remembering that he promised not to speak about it.


“Hiei, I know how to eavesdrop,” Tir said exasperatedly. “I heard everything you two said.”


“Then why did you ask?” Hiei retaliated calmly.


Tir looked as if she was about to reply but then just scowled and snorted, turning her head.


“In any case, I wish she wasn’t so obvious…” Tir said suddenly, her voice just calmer than a snarl.


“Who?” Hiei asked. 


“Shinjugai!” Tir cried softly, looking at Hiei in disbelief. “Don’t tell me you couldn’t see it?”


Hiei shook his head in confusion. Tir let out a frustrated sigh and clarified.


“Men! Didn’t you see the way she was looking at you? She couldn’t keep her eyes off of you! True, being a priestess, she probably hasn’t seen a guy in months, but honestly…she really was pushing it.”


“You speak like you own me,” Hiei said flatly, his voice devoid of emotion.


Tir blushed for a moment, trying to hide it by swinging her hair in front of her face, but Hiei saw...he saw…


“Well, she had no right,” Tir said lamely, her voice struggling to keep even.


Hiei reached out his hand and tilted up her chin. He realized that she was crying again and he was again at a loss. What was he supposed to do this time? Was she crying because of him? Why?


“Seira is the Goddess of Truth,” Hiei said, barely heeding the words bubbling from his mouth, “as you, above all others, should know. If you truly follow her, then stay true to her teachings and tell me the truth—what’s wrong?


Seira looked mortified.


“Hiei, please don’t ask me—“


“What happened to your strength?” Hiei sneered. “I thought you were strong. Now you’re sitting here, crying your eyes out and keeping the reason a secret when your very belief system revolves around the contrary. What kind of bullshit is that?”


Hiei stood.


“Hiei…” Tir began, but stopped, her eyes angry and her tears stopping. She bit her lip, watching his wooden face without saying more. Hiei, feeling rather annoyed at her silence and reluctance to speak the truth, turned and walked toward the door, pondering going back to the Temple.


“I care for you, Hiei,” a whisper said from behind him.


Hiei froze. Did Tir just speak, or was he imagining things? It had to be the latter…why would anyone care for him? He was just an aloof asshole. 


The answer came to him. It didn’t matter to Tir how he acted, she could see past it just as well as Kurama or Yusuke could. But how did Hiei feel?


He turned his head, looking at Tir. She wasn’t looking at him, but staring blankly at the ground, her eyes dry and her voice silent. She looked beautiful sitting there, more beautiful than her extraordinary shrine and yet so simple in herself. Hiei suddenly remembered Tir speaking about the demon who made her shrine for her and why he made it the way he did. She told him that he had said he built it the way he thought Tir was. It had baffled Hiei then, but he instantly understood upon looking at her and having her words ringing in his head.


I care for you, Hiei…


I care for you, Hiei…


I care for you, Hiei…


Hiei couldn’t control himself. He had never acted the way he always did around this girl…he lost his distance, he lost himself. He never had control over his emotions as he always had when in her presence, he probably never would. It was so in this case. Hiei walked forward, knelt before Tir again, and looked straight into her eyes. She looked shocked to see him there, wondering what in the world he was going to do next. Only one thing came to mind. 


Hiei leant forward until their faces were less than an inch apart and met her lips with his own, closing his eyes to enjoy the kiss.


Hiei pulled back suddenly, wondering what the hell he had been doing. What was he doing? This mysterious girl, who knew so much about him and was so strong in her own way that could make him change his whole perspective in an instant, had drawn him in. He knew it. The words she had said as he was leaving the room were to be echoed by his next actions, and he knew that what he was doing felt right.


Hiei leaned forward and kissed her again, softly, feeling her respond almost instantaneously. The kiss turned gradually deeper as he lowered Tir down onto the bed, slowly shifting to lay above her. She ran her fingers through his thick hair, pulling him down further to lay against her. She slipped her hands to his shoulders and removed the black cloak that he wore, revealing a well-built chest and hard muscles. He peeled her shirt off, parting lips for only moments to lift the shirt over her head before meeting them again. All other clothes were tossed to the side and all restraint was gone as the two lay naked, entwined together and reluctant to ever let go. 


Hiei looked deep into Tir’s eyes as he lay poised between her legs, seeing the need burning there as it must burn within his own eyes. He braced himself against her and thrust inward, growing more passionate with the small gasp of pleasure that escaped her lips as he entered her. Suddenly, Tir flipped him over, sitting astride his body, looking down at him roguishly. She grabbed his hands in her own and laced their fingers together, restraining Hiei. Slowly, she moved above him, forward and back, up and down. She pulled ever so slightly on his hands, allowing herself to thrust down harder and more easily. Hiei clenched his teeth to prevent a groan as Tir sent wave after wave of pleasure coursing through him, increasing each time she moved. His desire for her grew even more, and he released her hands and sat up, holding her against him as she moved forward against him, trying to have him further inside her. She clutched at his back, her body moving in a wave-like motion against him, her smooth stomach rubbing teasingly against his hard muscles, dripping sweat. He ran his hands down her back and rested them at her smooth bottom, pulling it towards him in accordance to her thrusts. He then flipped her back over to their starting position, kissing her on the neck and hearing her moans.


“Hiei!” Tir shrieked his name in pleasure, pulling him against her.


She ran her hands up and down his straining back, drawing intricate patterns with her fingertips and sending shivers down his spine. His hand ran down past her ass to her thigh, stroking it softly and lifting it up slightly. He continued to stroke it gently as he drove in and out of her over and over again, his fingers occasionally straying to her center, teasing even while he strove against her. She moved with him, biting back harsh cries of passion as she clutched to him, her head buried at his collarbone. He thrust further still into her, unable to hold back his emotions, groaning in her ear. She met his now pounding lunges, moving with him in their pleasure. She called his name as she was hit with an almost unbearable climax. He cried out as well with an equally intense orgasm, but did not release as they continued to strive against each other in sweat-soaked labor. 


Tir writhed beneath Hiei as she felt almost unendurable desire push through her. She pulled him back, propping herself against the wall as he pushed himself into her further, feeling the pleasure flow through her and into him and back again with each drive, each moment that they were together. She felt another climax coming, yet not quite reaching it and tormenting her while she lay beneath him. A single tear fell down her face, betraying the incredible amount of pleasure she felt. Hiei, as another climax took them, stopped his thrusts and held Tir against him as he drove in as far as he could go, filling her to the hilt, holding himself there as he cried out and Tir shouted in passion as well. A final wave of pleasure coursed through the both of them, far surpassing the rest, as a release finally came, and they collapsed into a sweaty tangle, struggling for breath and laying exhausted against each other. Hiei pulled out and rolled off of Tir, breathing heavily, feeling more exhausted than he had in a long time. Tir, also gasping for air, turned over and lay down, her head resting on his chest. Hiei, wrapping his arms about her, felt her fall asleep next to him. As he shuddered briefly in the aftermath, he knew he would soon fall asleep. While wondering whether or not he did the right thing, he fell asleep as well, lost in sweet dreams and forgetting about the troubled world as he lay content in her arms, finally at peace.

Chapter 6

The next morning, Hiei was woken by the sound of footsteps outside the door. He was warm and comfortable, the light covers drawn over the bodies on the bed. Tir lay with her head on his chest, her arms wrapped about his neck. His arms were wound around her middle, holding her tight to him. She was sleeping lightly, her hair soft against his chest and her breathing slow and shallow in her rest. Hiei, not wanting to wake her but still wanting to see who was approaching their room, was thinking over whether to get up or not when the door suddenly opened to reveal whose footsteps Hiei had heard.

“Good morning,” Shinjugai said from her position at the door. She walked in and shut it behind her, looking suspiciously at the scene before her. Hiei pulled the blanket further up, glaring at the uninvited interruption. Tir moved slightly, but did not wake.

“Please don’t tell me that this was you’re first time together,” Shinjugai said incredulously, narrowing her eyes questioningly and raising one eyebrow.

Hiei did not answer. What business of hers was that?

“Well,” she replied in a light, almost strained voice, “I thought you may have been lovers when I saw you at the Temple yesterday, but apparently I was mistaken…”

Hiei began to ask her what the hell she was doing here, but she raised a hand to restrain his words.


“Don’t bother, Hiei,” Shinjugai whispered, perhaps trying to keep Tir from waking. “I came to speak to you, obviously. I wanted to let you know that you should begin your journey soon…this morning, if possible. When you two have finished what you need to do this morning…” (a very poorly concealed look of jealousy crossed Shinjugai’s face) “…you should stop by the Temple. We have something to go over with you two, regarding your journey.”


“To where?” Hiei asked.


“Hisshi, of course,” Shinjugai said with a careless shrug. “Let her know when she wakes.”


With that, Shinjugai turned and left the room, closing the door behind her. It was this that woke Tir.


“Who was that?” she asked softly, looking up at Hiei questioningly.


“We’ve just had a visit from Shinjugai,” Hiei said indifferently, looking at the door without further comment. Tir, however, had more to say on the matter.


“What did she want?” the girl asked, a hint of resentment in her voice. “What did she say to you?”


“She only said that we should go to the Temple,” Hiei said, “and that we should leave for Hisshi as soon as possible.”


Hiei was careful to leave out all other parts of the conversation. If Tir knew that Shinjugai had thought they were lovers—before they actually were— and still showed open interest in Hiei, Tir would probably become angry and possessive. If Tir also knew that Shinjugai had told Hiei very suggestively that they should ‘finish what they need to do’ and thrown a jealous look at Tir, the half-demon would dislike Shinjugai even more, although they needed the priestess’s help. 


“Hn,” Tir grunted, glaring daggers at the door. However, when she had finished staring it down, she turned slightly with her mood lightened and kissed Hiei softly.


“I suppose we should go to the Temple now…” Tir said softly.


She sat up, and just as she was about to rise and get dressed, a hand caught her by the arm. Hiei pulled her back down and kissed her again, smirking against her mouth, running his hands through her hair. She laughed softly, kissing back, and pulled him down, letting all thoughts of the jealous Shinjugai and their dangerous journey flow out of her mind.


About a half an hour later, Tir was lying quietly on the bed, wrapped in Hiei’s arms. She had been drawn to him from the moment she laid eyes on him at her shrine, feeling something like attraction that steadily grew to near adoration. By the time they had reached the village of fire demons, she had grown to care for him greatly, and after the previous night, she knew she loved him. Little did Hiei know that he was an enigma to her as well as she was to him, though she knew everything about his past. She had never acted such as she had when she was with Hiei, and it startled her. Botan had caught on fairly quickly, and Tir knew that to be the reason she had invited the two to that club. They had grown somewhat closer after that night, after dancing together and after Hiei carried Tir home. Tir had looked at him differently that night…before, he had been cold and aloof, but still so fascinating to her. But when she woke up and realized that he had taken her home safely and she had seen him sleeping peacefully, she found something in him she had not known existed—compassion. It was hidden so well within him, but it was there…as was all emotion that he tried to hide from everyone, and she knew that it was in him somewhere. She just wanted to find it and learn what Hiei was really like behind his apathetic exterior.


While she thought through all of this, the two rose and dressed, not speaking. As Tir pulled on her last bit of clothing, she turned and found Hiei looking at her. His eyes held no hate to the world and his scowl was all but gone. He had the slightest play of a smile around his lips, though it was pulled back, and his eyes weren’t narrowed, but rather large and deep. He saw that she had caught him looking at her like that and studied his face into his usual scowl, but still walked up to her and kissed her softly before leading the way out the door.


They made their way to the Temple, still left in slightly awkward silence. As they walked to the sanctuary within the Temple, suddenly something pulled at Hiei’s hand.


Hiei looked down. Mankai was holding his hand in both her own, smiling up at him. She pulled him to the sanctuary with Tir shortly behind, closing the door behind them and pointing to the pool in the corner.


Shinjugai was kneeling in front of the pool, staring thoughtfully into its depths.


“Do you see anything?” Tir asked, and Hiei found himself wondering the same thing.


“Nothing new,” the priestess replied, standing up slowly but still staring into the pool. She tore her eyes away and smiled at the two of them, putting her hand on Mankai’s shoulder as the little girl ran toward her.


“You both know what there is to do now,” Shinjugai said. “You must go through Hisshi and complete your tasks. Hiei, you know what yours is, as do you, Tir. But there is more that the Temple can do for you.


“We have some provisions for you…food, blankets, clothes, weapons, and other things you might need on your journey. I’ve also got your katana here, Hiei, which you left in the Room of Eien. Apparently, Mankai wanted to keep it, but we’re giving it back to you.”


Hiei shot a small look at Mankai, who looked at him nervously and then broke out into a rather large grin. Hiei smirked and muttered “thief” before turning his attention back to Shinjugai, who was obviously amused.


“Well, the only thing left to do is give you our blessing…Seira will be with you on your journey to show you the way, I’m sure. Of course, that way has been marked by some stop sites, you’ll find each stop and a set of directions at each. It’s been set in riddles, however, so that if anyone finds them, only you will be able to figure them out. You’ll see what I mean.”


Two priestesses came out with packs, and handed their burdens to Hiei and Tir. The two took them and threw them over their backs. They were surprisingly light. Hiei was about to thank Shinjugai when she put up a hand.


“There is something else. You can’t be expected to know the entire way without a little help. Mankai will be going with you. Don’t argue, she will be quite a useful asset. We’ve only set up markers to the edges of Hisshi…no further. She somehow knows the way, so she will be your guide. And, by the way, someone showed up here late last night and asked to accompany you. He will be waiting at the first marker, which is about two miles east. Good luck.”


Mankai walked forward, carrying a pack of her own, and led the way out the door. Left with no other options, Hiei and Tir followed. It was sudden, and a little bit confusing, but they left, following Mankai out of the Temple and out of the village into the wastelands beyond.
Chapter 7


The three travelers reached the first marker shortly before dusk. Mankai was, as Shinjugai said, a very valuable asset, and led them along quickly and quietly. Upon looking through their packs at a rest about halfway to the first marker, they found all that Shinjugai mentioned and more. There was a very generous amount of food that could last the three for weeks. There was one blanket in each pack, along with a traveling cloak. There were spare boots and clothes. There were weapons as well…in Hiei’s pack, he found his katana as well as a Makai blade, which gleamed with a sinister glow as he placed it carefully under his belt behind his katana. For Tir, there were two beautiful short swords, both matching and made with amazing workmanship. Each handle was very smooth and carved out of ebony, with a slight curve and the hand guard made of what seemed to be ivory that curved downward toward the blade. The blade was bright and strong, with carvings in that language that Hiei remembered was carved on the door of Tir’s shrine. They looked so familiar…


“What are those carvings?” Hiei asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.


“These?” Tir asked, pointing to the blade. “They’re runes…have you ever seen them before?”


Hiei knew he had seen them somewhere before, and the name popped into place…runes. Hiei remembered visiting Kurama’s apartment once and seeing a book with those runes in them. That was where he had seen them before. They were carved into the blade and the walls…but then another curious thought ran through his head.


“What do those mean?” he asked, looking at the blade.


“It says ‘hope’,” Tir said.


Hiei nodded blankly at that and just admired the blades indifferently after that. He looked over at Mankai, who was playing with her weapon quietly…a bow and arrows. The bow was quite beautiful, carved out of some kind of wood very extravagantly. The curve of the bow was carved to resemble those silver flowers Hiei had seen everywhere…what were they?


“What are those silver flowers that were in the Temple?” he asked Tir. “They were in your shrine as well.”


“They’re called Moon Tears,” Tir said. “They are symbolic of Seira…very beautiful, aren’t they?”


[A/N: Yes, Moon Tears. Those of you who have read my other stories know that name…but these flowers don’t do anything…like the Moon Tear in the story of that name…lol]


Hiei nodded again and looked to the arrows. They were regular wooden arrows with straight metal tips…they looked more like very large darts than arrows. The end was not covered in feathers, as were arrows he had seen, but just a blood red ribbon wrapped tightly about it. Mankai was dipping the arrows into some kind of potion…Hiei stared.


Mankai saw him staring at her work and smirked impishly. She pointed to the potion and then to the fire that they sat around, still smirking.


“Is that Fire Oil?” Tir asked Mankai.


Mankai smirked wider and nodded, going back to her work.


Hiei looked over at Tir. 


“How did she get a hold of Fire Oil?” Hiei asked.


“I have no idea…Shinjugai may have given it to her, but—“


Mankai was making signs with her hands now.


“She…” Tir said breathlessly, as though surprised. “She made it herself…”


Tir seemed shocked, and Mankai seemed pleased at the reaction. Hiei looked over at the girl with an approving look.


“I must learn to be careful around you,” he mumbled, falling to search through his pack some more. Mankai giggled silently, returning to her arrows. 


They left their little campsite a small time later, making their way to the first marker in amazingly short time. Mankai pointed to what seemed to be a broken-down old shack, and they made their way to it.


A large rune was carved into the side of the shack, though, which Tir smiled at and translated it to mean ‘1’ and therefore their first marker. They opened the door to the shack and stepped inside, suddenly checking themselves at the sight before them.


A small fire was burning at the center of the room. A young man was cooking something over the fire, a distant look on his handsome face. He looked up at the three with a warm smile playing on his lips. He blinked his soft emerald eyes at them from beneath scarlet-colored hair, laughing.


“Hello,” he said lightly, his voice calm and quiet, not making a move to stand up or even move from his place by the fire.


“Kurama!” Tir cried in surprise, her eyes wide and a grin making its way to her countenance.


“I hope your journey hasn’t been to hard,” the kitsune said politely, indicating them to sit and join him.


“So you’re the one who showed up at the Temple last night!” Tir declared, sitting down across the fire from Kurama.


“Indeed,” Kurama said with the slightest hint of a laugh and a warm grin on his face. “Koenma wished me to come find you…Shinjugai told me that you two should not be bothered, however, and sent me on to come here. I’ve been here since early this morning, waiting for you to come. I knew you would make it, though, with Mankai to guide you.”


Mankai nodded small thanks to Kurama, pulling out her blanket and wrapping herself in it.


“I’ve already got the next set of directions from Shinjugai,” Kurama said. He pulled out a piece of paper, reading aloud from it.


“’North until the wind stops blowing and the way forward does not exist,’” he read, handing the paper to Hiei so that he could see for himself.


Hiei and Tir both read it over, confusion spreading over them.


“Where does the wind not blow?” Tir asked.


“Under water?” Hiei suggested humorously, earning a playful push from Tir.


Mankai looked at Hiei comically, sticking her tongue out and puffing out her cheeks.


“What was that for?” he asked.


Mankai shrugged, signaling something with her hands again. 


“You’re going to have to teach me how to sign,” Hiei said to Tir before she could translate.


Tir nodded, and then spoke.


“She said that she felt your comment deserved a rude face,” the half-demon said, smirking and leaning back against a grimy wall.


They ate Kurama’s food and wrapped themselves in their blankets, sitting around the fire and speaking calmly. Tir tried to teach Hiei some signing, and he learned enough.


“I don’t think that Mukuro will be very happy,” Hiei noted quietly once.


“Why not?” Kurama asked.


“She ordered me to report at least once every two weeks,” Hiei said.


“How long has it been since you saw her?” Kurama asked.


“We saw her about five days ago on our way to the village,” the Koorime replied, staring into the fire.


“Well, hopefully it will take less than ten days to finish our journey,” Kurama said, “and then you can report.”


Hiei snorted quietly, falling silent. Tir had sighed heavily, staring into the fire with tired eyes.


“I think I’m going to sleep now…” she said, leaning back and into the shadows. “Wake me for a watch.”


Hiei looked back at her, shaking his head. Mankai had also fallen asleep, leaving Kurama and Hiei alone to talk.


“So, has anything interesting happened since you set out?” the kitsune whispered, raising a curious eyebrow.


Hiei thought…yes, quite a lot of interesting things had happened…


Hiei looked up at Kurama. Kurama had seen him smirking mischievously, and now nodded his head in understanding and glanced at Tir.


“I see,” he said, smiling. “Congratulations.”


Hiei smirked.


“And to you,” the Koorime said cryptically.


Kurama narrowed his eyes in confusion.


“Tir told me that you and Botan—“


Kurama sighed and shook his head.


“Well, it’s rather twisted around at the moment,” he said wistfully. “Koenma wasn’t too happy when he found out and almost fired Botan. She managed to keep her job, but it still hasn’t been easy with Koenma’s interference. Botan has been strained to her limit…and Koenma is trying to keep us apart so that he can still have Botan as a Spirit Guide and me as a ‘valuable asset that could be useful at times’ as he put it.”


“Is that why he sent you to accompany us?” Hiei asked.


Kurama shrugged one shoulder.


“It’s possible,” he admitted, resting his chin on his palms.


“Hn,” Hiei grunted.


“Well…I’m not the only one in a rather twisted relationship,” Kurama commented mysteriously.


“What does that mean?” Hiei inquired.


“It seems you have many admirers lately, Hiei,” the kitsune clarified. “You and Tir are together now, that’s obvious, but it seemed to me that Shinjugai was quite jealous of her.”


He nodded over at Tir, who was still sleeping. Hiei did not reply.


“In any case,” Kurama went on, “I am glad that you’ve found someone, Hiei. The others—myself included—were quite worried you wouldn’t become involved with anyone.”


Kurama said this good-humoredly, smiling at Hiei. Hiei gave a very quiet snort and fell into another silence. 


“I’ll take the first watch,” Kurama said.


“No,” Hiei argued. “I will.”


Kurama did not respond, but nodded silently and laid back, falling asleep, leaving Hiei to himself.


Hiei kept watch for a few hours, but feeling that he couldn’t possibly wake someone to take his place, he watched for over half the night. When he knew that the third watch was over and the fourth beginning and he still was determined to keep this watch as well, he drifted into light sleep, his dreams taking over. 


Hiei woke with a start, his dreams startling him out of sleep. He looked around, and saw that Kurama and Tir were asleep. Mankai, however, was sitting against a wall across the room from him, her eyes open and aware. She signaled to him and smiled.


You fell asleep, she signed.


I know, Hiei signed back. Gomen.

It’s ok. I woke up and took watch a second later.


Hiei nodded his thanks.


Anything happen?


No, the girl signed quickly. Hiei almost missed it. Unless you count a bat flying into the window and snapping its neck important.

Hiei shook his head and smirked slightly, signing again to Mankai.


How long have I been asleep?


I don’t know. A few hours. It’s almost dawn.


It was, in fact, dawn. Hiei saw the sky turning from black to grey. He felt thankful that he could talk to Mankai without a translator now…Tir’s lessons had helped him a lot.


Are you tired? He signed.


No, Mankai signed back defiantly. Anyway, we should wake the others and continue. I want to get this over with.


Hiei nodded, moving to shake Kurama’s shoulder lightly. Mankai woke Tir, who sat up reluctantly and rubbed her eyes against the fresh light.


“Hiei, why didn’t you wake me?” Tir asked.


“Because I took most of the watches and then Mankai took one. I didn’t feel it to be necessary to wake you,” Hiei replied as Kurama stood up next to him, stretching.


“Did you get enough sleep?” she demanded.


Hiei nodded.


“We should go,” he said, swinging his pack around his shoulders. Mankai and Kurama followed suit. Tir, however, looked at him reproachfully.


“You’re not taking watch at the next marker,” she said.


Hiei could say nothing to argue as she walked straight out of the shack, Mankai following closely behind. Hiei and Kurama also followed, shrugging and trying to wake fully.


The four of them walked in a kind of square, with Tir and Mankai leading and Kurama and Hiei close behind. Tir had strapped her twin swords at her side, underneath her cloak. Mankai’s bow was over her little shoulder, as was her quiver stocked with her arrows (which Hiei suddenly remembered were tipped with Fire Oil…hn…). Kurama had no visible weapon, but Hiei knew that he had his usual stock of rose seeds in his hair that he could pull out at will. Hiei’s katana was still strapped across his back, hidden beneath his own cloak, and concealed beneath his sword was the Makai blade given to him by the Temple. They were a prepared bunch of travelers, he had to admit.


They traveled on foot for nearly an entire day before they had to stop. They sat down, resting their tired feet and warming themselves with a very small fire. Hiei was surprised to see that Mankai had pulled out a small throwing dagger and was sharpening it with a stone she had found nearby. It had a straight wooden handle with no hand guards and a very slightly curved blade. She sharpened it for a while, and then stuck it into her belt.


“Where did you get that?” Hiei asked her.


It was found with me when I was left on the steps of the Temple, she signed.


Do you know whom it’s from? Hiei signed back.


I wish, the girl signed quickly, a wistful look passing her face and then disappearing.



Do you know why you were left at the Temple? Hiei signed.


Well, she signaled, it’s strange, but somehow I do, though no one ever told me. The Mirror of Ummei told me. My father was a fire demon, but I’m not sure what my mother was. It showed my mother dying and my father laying me on the steps and then disappearing. I didn’t really see more than that.


So you think it was because you’re mother was dead and you’re father couldn’t take care of you?


Yes, she replied.


Hiei didn’t say anything more. Tir looked at him strangely, but then moved her eyes to somewhere else when she discovered that Hiei saw her staring at him. Kurama seemed rather amused by the whole thing.


“Hiei, there is something I have to ask you,” Kurama said. “Do you mind…”


He motioned for them to move away from the others. Hiei looked at Tir a moment and then nodded, following Kurama to just out of earshot.


“Hiei,” Kurama said, “I’m rather concerned about something…”


“What is it?” Hiei asked.


“Well, you see,” Kurama answered, “I knew Tir when she was a child and I am pretty sure that I know her well enough now…do you think it is wise to go on this journey? Is it necessary? For someone like Tir, it could be overly dangerous and her willpower will keep her going no matter what…are you sure she should do this?”


Hiei looked at Kurama in disbelief. He had never heard the kitsune talk like this before.


“I don’t know why you’re saying this,” Hiei said bluntly.


Kurama eyed Hiei strangely, but then just sighed.


“Kurama, what is going on with you?” the Koorime inquired quietly but firmly.


Kurama sighed in conquer.


“Hiei, I know how much you care about Tir,” Kurama clarified. “I can see it in your eyes. I’m concerned about what will happen with you if she gets killed—“


“She won’t,” Hiei snapped immediately, glaring meaningfully at Kurama.


“Be reasonable, Hiei,” Kurama said, his voice surprisingly pleading. “This whole mission could be the end of her or Mankai…I know you feel that Mankai is under your protection as well…Hiei, think. I feel worried that if Tir does die you might take it to hard.”


Hiei narrowed his eyes.


“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked grimly.


Kurama sighed again.


“Hiei,” the kitsune pressed on, “you forget that I know you better than most. You’ve lost a lot of people in your life…I mean, when you found out that Yukina and Kuwabara were engaged—“


“I’ll thank you not to bring that up, Kurama,” Hiei snarled, his eyes promising a painful death to the other if he did.


“Hiei, you were quite upset then, what will you do if Tir dies? I am just concerned for your well-being,” he added.


“Why?” Hiei asked incredulously.


Kurama looked at Hiei first in surprise and then in something close to pity (which thoroughly pissed Hiei off).


“I’m your friend, Hiei,” Kurama said simply. “I’m shocked that you still can’t see that after all this time.”


Kurama’s voice was quite sad at the last statement. Hiei realized why…Kurama was hurt. Kurama thought that Hiei still doubted whether he was his friend or not. 


“I can see it very well,” Hiei said, leaving it at that. 


Kurama nodded.


“I don’t think you should worry yourself, it’s not necessary,” Hiei noted coldly. “I can take care of myself.”


Kurama looked at Hiei without speaking, and then nodded. They walked back together in awkward silence, sitting down around the fire with Mankai and Tir looking at them curiously.


After some moments of silence, the group gathered their things, smothered the fire, and destroyed any evidence that they were there. They continued on their journey north, Mankai guiding them from a few feet ahead.


Hiei had time to think as they made their journey in complete, uncomfortable silence. He had been angered beyond belief when Kurama brought up Yukina’s engagement to that idiot Kuwabara and Hiei’s reaction to the whole thing. It had happened about half a year ago. Hiei, feeling that he had lost the last thing he had left, had fallen into a kind of depression that he hid from the others. It was not until he was visiting Kurama one day when he was discovered—it was the first time Hiei had seen Kurama so mad in a long time. Hiei was opening a door when his sleeve slipped slightly back from his left arm. Kurama had caught what was there—several short but deep cuts. Kurama had pulled the sleeve straight off of Hiei’s arm and held his wrist with bone-crushing strength. He had stared silently at the gashes for the space of about ten seconds before losing his self-control and bursting. He had screamed at Hiei, had almost come close to hitting him, but slipped back into his normally calm and compassionate ways when he discovered exactly why Hiei had been hurting himself like that. It had taken about three minutes worth of loud argument before Hiei had finally snarled that ‘her engagement to that incredibly moronic fucker’ was the reason, and Kurama had stopped yelling. The kitsune’s eyes had gone wide and his mouth had been slightly ajar, much in contrast to Hiei’s narrowed eyes and frowning mouth. He had not dropped Hiei’s arm, but offered to heal them. Hiei, still in a bad temper, refused and pulled his arm away. It was a terrible scene, but it took a long time before the two were on good terms again…it took the three months after the incident and the wedding to bring them back to their former close friendship. Everyone was sitting in the front rows, staring admiringly at Yukina—who was so radiant—and Kuwabara, who looked happy with his stupid grin plastered all over his face. When the ceremony was over, Hiei remained sitting in the back row where he had been alone the entire ceremony…he was bending his head down and ignoring anyone who came near him. Finally, after everyone had left and forgot about him, he felt someone sit next to him and looked up. He was surprised to find Kurama there, looking terribly distraught. Hiei knew why—there were tears streaking his own face and a small pile of gems in his lap. Kurama stared at the gems and whispered his condolences for the pain Hiei had gone through at losing his sister. They had left, never speaking of that moment or the moment when Kurama discovered the gashes again and acting as though nothing had happened. When it was brought up by Kurama at the campsite, Hiei had somehow lost it and became angry with Kurama again…how dare he bring that up?


“You seem troubled,” Tir whispered to Hiei, looking at him with concern. 


“It’s nothing,” Hiei replied automatically.


Tir nodded, but did not seem satisfied. She grabbed Hiei’s hand in her own for a moment and then released it, walking ahead to stay in step with Mankai.


“Hiei, I am very sorry for what I said earlier,” Kurama said in an undertone. “I shouldn’t have brought that up, it was wrong of me—“


“Forget it,” Hiei said, finding himself thinking that Kurama really was sorry. That man’s compassion and understanding—as well as his loyalty and friendship—surprised Hiei sometimes.


Hiei continued to walk onward, heading on to their next destination. He could see the small form of Mankai walking closely next to Tir a small distance ahead…he sighed. He had changed so much…how long had it been since he had first arrived at the Bara Shrine? Eight days? Nine? It was hard to believe that it was little over a week…or longer? Who knows? Hiei had lost track of time in all that had happened to him. But still…had he changed so much in such a short period of time?


When he was young, all that filled his mind was the thought that he was part of a family somewhere…he didn’t know where, but he knew his family was out there. He knew he could watch over Yukina somehow…yes, he knew about her existence. He knew about everything. It was disturbing to his young mind to think about why he was possibly thrown out until it was finally revealed to him. He grew up cold and heartless, striving to survive like all demons…but he took it beyond that. Demons sometimes grew close to one another. Hiei didn’t do that. He spoke with whom he needed to but mostly kept to himself. He became feared in Makai as the warrior that he was, though he was still very young. He had Sigure implant the Jagan on him…and it cost him part of himself, but gave him so much. That day when he met Kurama, he had already put a plan through his mind…he needed a challenge, so what a better challenge than taking over Ningenkai? He had been driven to his limit then…something in him strived to see something new. He found it. He found friendship in Kurama, whom he became close friends with and trusted with his life. Yet when he was forced to work with Yusuke and Kuwabara on the mission to Maze Castle, he found yet another friend in Yusuke, who he, Hiei, grew to respect for the boy’s strength and courage. Kuwabara…they never became close friends. They secretly respected each others’ strength, but were never on very friendly terms…especially after Kuwabara fell in love with Yukina. Hiei had not taken that very easily…he still barely accepted it. But then he moved on and found himself wondering how he had become part of such a large group of friends. He had unknowingly lost his distance, even with Kuwabara, and become warmer, if only very slightly, with everyone else. Yet when he met Tir, it was such a short time before they became ‘friends’ in some sense, growing to care for each other. It was so fast the way things happened…Hiei thought wryly of how Tir was unconscious half the time anyway. But when everything went on in such rapid succession Hiei found himself growing fonder of Tir as time passed. That night when they returned from the Temple and Tir cried, Hiei had found himself at a loss not only because he was unsure of what to do, but also because, deep down, he was confused as to why he felt such a strong desire to comfort Tir at all, even though he really didn’t know how. When they made love that same night, something else in Hiei changed…he couldn’t describe it. It wasn’t anything outward that could be noticed in his attitude or actions, but something inside him that he hid unconsciously. He couldn’t feel it at all, but he knew that it was there. Was it the love for Tir he was unwilling to admit he had? Or was it something else in him that had spawned from his night with Tir? He could only wonder, and he couldn’t see what it was no matter how long he thought. As they walked on, he thought of strange things…one thought that came to mind was: what would the Hiei of six years ago say if he saw the ‘modern version’ of Hiei? Would he snort in disgust? Probably…or just throw up everywhere. Hiei knew in his heart that he had changed for the better, yet somehow, he didn’t know if he wanted it or not. But then, as he saw Tir turn her head to look at him momentarily and smile sadly, he knew that everything was for the better. If someone could care for him as Tir cared for him, then not all was lost.


They walked on for the rest of the day, still searching for their destination when dusk approached. They had just about given up the search for the day when Mankai suddenly stopped and pointed ahead, her eyes bright and a smile spread across her young face. She signed frantically to Tir and Hiei, who just caught what she was trying to say.


We can’t go forward! The wind has stopped! This is it!


Mankai was right. Straight ahead of them was a sheer cliff, which stretched out to either of their sides and prevented any passage forward. They saw that along the cliff wall ran a river, which was fed by a pool which was, in turn, fed by a waterfall about ten yards to the east. There was no wind blowing, as the cliff was blocking the south-blowing wind from their place. Kurama looked surprised at something.


“You know,” he said softly, “I wouldn’t have guessed our next marker would be a cliff…it’s a quite clever clue. But let’s make sure, shall we?”


They searched the area around the cliff wall until they came upon a small rune carved into the rock right next to the waterfall. Tir told them it meant ‘2’ and their assumptions were confirmed…this was the second marker. Hiei discovered a small cave behind the curtain of the waterfall, which they entered and made camp in. 


The cave was quite beautiful. The reflection of the water on the walls and ceiling of the cave was a stunning sight. The wave-like patterns of light were dancing about in twists of blue and white that shone like the Aurora Borealis in the northern sky. The cave was small but dry, and the waterfall concealed their position and provided a fresh water source (they had traveled all day with very little water). 


They set up a fire and lay down to rest for the night. Hiei, upon declaring that he would take the first watch, was faced with an angry argument from Tir.


“Hiei, you need rest,” the half-demon said. “You got barely any sleep last night and we’ve been traveling all day. Don’t push yourself.”


Hiei would have retaliated, but something in Tir’s look was preventing him from doing just that. He said nothing but laid out his blanket and rolled himself up in it, trying to keep warm. He then remembered the extra cloak Shinjugai had put in his pack. He put it on and then was about to wrap himself up again, but then saw that Tir, who had fallen asleep, was shivering. Mankai
, who had taken the first watch, looked at him expectantly. When he did nothing but look back at her, she signed something in an exasperated manner. 


You baka, the girl signed. She’s freezing! Hold her!


Hiei hesitated and looked at her in a disbelieving air. Mankai stared back at him reproachfully, and then just settled to point furiously at Tir’s shaking form.


Hiei scowled, but then the frown faded as he looked to where Tir lay. Although she was wrapped in her cloak and her blanket was draped over her body, she was shivering almost violently. Hiei was left helpless at this sight and moved over next to the half-demon girl. He lifted the blanket and crawled under it, placing his own blanket on top of hers. He uncertainly wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling close to her and feeling her settle into the form of his body. Her shivering stopped and her breathing was even and low, like that of a normal sleeping person. Hiei felt warm, comfortable, and content, laying there with Tir in his arms. He glanced at Mankai, who was grinning with something like pride, and then felt himself drift off to sleep. 


Tir woke in the very early hours of the morning, sometime after midnight but still some ways away from dawn. The sound of the waterfall next to them was soothing and peaceful, as constant as the rising of the sun. It was eerie, almost, how it never changed…so contrary to what ningens and demons alike went through…change. She suddenly remembered a quote, “Nothing endures but change.” She was sure that Heraclitus had said that…yes, it was he. They were wise words, but still so…wrong. Something endured but change…of course, she had yet to find out.

She felt something around her waist, and upon looking back, she saw a sleeping Hiei, his arms wrapped around her. She was shocked…she had never expected Hiei to do anything like that, especially in front of the others. It was…completely out of character.


Yet somehow, she didn’t mind.


She looked around and saw Mankai sleeping peacefully in the shadows. Kurama, on the other hand, was sitting against the far wall of the cave, looking bored and tossing some small sticks into the fire. He hadn’t noticed her stirring. His green eyes reflected the flame, but something was off. She noticed that his eyes seemed bigger than before, but as her eyesight adjusted to the new concept of ‘awake’ she saw that he was on the verge of tears. She was moved by this sight, wondering what could possibly move someone as strong as Kurama to tears. She lay silently back down, acting out a very conspicuous wakening, giving Kurama ample time to wipe his tears and appear composed. 


But when she looked up at him, he had not wiped his eyes or attempted to compose himself, but was still very close to tears. She noticed he was holding the tears back, but was not ashamed that they were about to fall anyway. She gently took Hiei’s arms from her waist, careful not to wake him. He didn’t—all he did was turn onto his back and continue to sleep soundly. She kissed his cheek gently and stood, walking over to where Kurama sat. He didn’t look up at her as she walked over to him and sat down next to him, placing her hand on his arm.


“Kurama?” she whispered softly, looking at him with concerned eyes.


“I’m sorry to appear so…so…I’m afraid I can’t think of a word to describe it,” he said softly, still staring at the fire.


“Sad?” Tir said.


“Well, I may appear sad,” he replied, “but…that is not exactly the word. More like ‘at the end of my rope.’”


“What do you mean?” Tir said. This was unlike Kurama…it was disturbing. Why was everyone acting so bizarre?


“I know this must sound quite a negligible predicament, but…”


He trailed off.


“Go on,” Tir encouraged.


Kurama looked at her apprehensively, but then softened his look and pushed the tears all the way down. Apparently, all he needed was someone to confide in. 


“I’m rather troubled about something…many things, really. When I talked to Hiei yesterday, he became very angry at me…I said something I shouldn’t have, and…”


“What did you say?” Tir asked, her curiosity at the conversation of the previous day suddenly peaking.


Kurama sighed and explained everything apologetically.


“He…did that to himself?” Tir whispered anxiously, looking over at Hiei fearfully.


“It was just that once…he never did it again,” Kurama reassured. “I was the only one who knew, so I think that comforted him slightly. If the others had known, there might have been further trouble.”


Tir nodded.


“Go on with your worries, Kurama,” Tir said. “I’ll listen.”


Kurama nodded thanks and went on.


“Upon the worries about Hiei, I am also concerned for the well-being of both yourself and Mankai…I realize that you can take care of yourselves, but…I doubt either of you realize the full danger of Hisshi and the creatures that reside there. The Gokkan are very strong demons…I’ve had trouble with them in the past.”


“I can understand this anxiety, Kurama,” Tir whispered, eyeing Hiei nervously. “There is something you should know, though…”


Kurama looked at her for the first time that night, his eyes suddenly curious instead of distressed.


“What is it?” the kitsune inquired.


Tir paused a moment, and then explained.


“You know of the Mirror of Ummei?” Kurama nodded. Tir went on. “Then you know it can show us whatever it wishes. It’s to show Seira’s will. Well, you also know that Hiei and I have been given a purpose. Hiei’s is to protect me. I’ll tell you what mine is…but you must not let Hiei know.”


Kurama nodded reassuringly and glanced at Hiei before settling himself to listen.


“My purpose was to enter Hisshi and kill Yonaka at any cost,” Tir said forwardly. “But there’s a catch…the chances of my survival are very slim. The Mirror of Ummei showed me that there is a very small chance I will come out of this alive, because I may have to give my life to destroy Yonaka—I destroy her, and all the Gokkan slay themselves…it is their way of life. There is a way around my death, but I have yet to find it. I am not as strong as Yonaka, who will most likely by guarded by Ibir, who is stronger than many I know. Hiei may help me, but even that may not be enough. Yet even if I do survive, and Yonaka is killed, I still must stay in the village and serve the Temple for five years. That is what Seira wishes of me. I cannot allow Hiei to stay with me, either. He must go on living normally, as though he did not know me. But after five years, I can leave again. I just don’t know if I’ll make it as far as going back to the village.”


“I believe that you will go back to the village,” Kurama said. “We won’t let you die.”


Tir looked doubtful, but only went on.


“In any case, I don’t know if Hiei will wait for me…I know he has others that care for him as I do…though never as much. I…I’m worried that…that he won’t wait…that he’ll become angry that I can’t stay with him and angry that I will leave him for the Temple. I don’t know if he’ll accept that. He might feel…abandoned. I know Hiei’s past, Kurama, and I know that he’s lost everyone he’s ever loved. I don’t know if he loves me, but…I don’t know how he’ll take it if I leave him…I don’t know if he loves me…but…I…love him.”


She bit her lip and looked over at Hiei’s sleeping form. Tears sprang in her eyes. Kurama held her hand in his own.


“I know you do,” Kurama said, “and I am sure that he loves you as well. You won’t get him to admit that, but…he does. I can see it by the way he looks at you. He loves you.”


Tir nodded.


“We got off topic, didn’t we?” she whispered, wiping her eyes and composing herself. “Is there anything else that worries you?”


Kurama took his hand away and bit his own lip.


“I…I feel that I can never be with…Botan,” he said, his voice barely a breath. “Koenma isn’t happy about it…she’d lose her job. I could never take that away from her. I…I care about her greatly, but…I’m sure that Koenma will not care if we love each other or not…it’s…just…so confusing…”


Tir smiled at him. This seemed to shock him.


“Koenma is just upset that he may lose one of his best Spirit Guides,” Tir explained. “He cared for Botan at one point in time, until another of his ferry girls caught his attention. Botan never cared for him, though, and I think this may have hurt him slightly, though he may not have realized this pain. Forget Koenma, Kurama…if you really love Botan, you won’t let him get in your way, and likewise with Botan. She loves you…you say that you can see that Hiei loves me. Well, I can see that Botan loves you. She won’t just give you up for the sake of a silly job in Reikai. If worse comes to worse, she will become ningen for your sake. Believe me, she will…”


Kurama closed his eyes and sighed.


“You know, Tir,” he said. “You seem…preoccupied lately. More so than usual. I think I am the only one to notice.”


Tir froze. Her eyes flickered to Kurama’s face, which was turned towards her and showing concern.


“What’s been wrong?” Kurama asked.


“Kurama…you…if I tell you this…you cannot tell a soul…you can’t even think about it…promise me you will forget what I say as soon as I say it…or I won’t tell you.”



“I promise,” Kurama said, his voice dropping even lower.


Tir sighed and told him what was leaving her so preoccupied.


“Don’t you think Hiei should know this?” Kurama asked her after finding out, his eyes wide with shock from the news.


“No,” Tir replied immediately, her voice just audible. “He can’t know. You mustn’t tell him, Kurama. You promised.”


“I won’t tell him,” Kurama said, nodding and looking over at Hiei before looking back at her.


“I’ll take watch now,” Tir said. “You get some rest.”



Kurama looked like he was about to reply, but Tir held up a restraining hand.


“No,” Tir said. “I will take the watch now. Sleep. We have another long journey tomorrow.”


Kurama nodded reluctantly, and then smiled slightly.


“Thank you,” he said.


“And my thanks to you as well,” Tir replied softly, smiling herself.


Kurama lay back and closed his eyes, finally resting both his body and mind. Tir, however, returned to where Hiei lay at sleep. She sat down next to his stilled body, leaning over and kissing him softly before sitting up against the wall and staring into the fire.


The sun flashed violently as it rose, the light refracting through the waterfall and covering the travelers in the fresh rays of a new morning. The fire had gone out only moments before, as though it knew that the sun would soon replace it in shedding light on the whole of the cave. Hiei, Kurama, Tir, and little Mankai all woke silently, stretching and inquiring as to how soon they would leave. They packed up their things and gathered at the entrance to the cave, feeling the spray of the waterfall just reaching them, and looked at their hint, which they had found lying beneath a small rock at the far end of the cave.


“’The moon is essential to the eastern beauty of the spraying shell,’” Tir read aloud, her eyebrows furrowing in confusion at the strange hint.


“What could that mean?” Kurama asked no one in particular.


“What is the moon essential to?” Tir inquired. 


No one had an answer to that.


“Well, why don’t we just use the same method we used for finding this place and just go east until we find whatever this is,” Hiei suggested quietly. “Maybe we’ll realize what it means when we see it, just like we did here.”


“That seems to be our only option,” Kurama agreed shortly. “We should go now, before we decide to think on this more and delay ourselves further.”


I wouldn’t mind a little more rest, Mankai signed comically, faking a huge yawn and grinning up at the others. There was a small snicker at this action. They were all obviously in better spirits after a night’s rest in the cave behind the waterfall. 


“Kurama’s right,” Tir said. “We should go on. We can think about the hint on the way. But obviously, we have to go east.”


Hiei nodded, Kurama smiled, and Mankai sighed loudly. They all looked down at her to see what she was sighing about, but she just shrugged and hoisted the pack over one shoulder and her bow and quiver over the other. She marched ahead, not waiting for the others to follow. Taking the hint, they headed east with Mankai in lead. 


They walked in their usual formation for about an hour, with Tir and Mankai in front and Kurama and Hiei in back. Tir, however, looked back at one point and nodded her head to the side at Kurama, who took the hint and switched places with her. He walked about ten feet ahead, where Mankai was still marching happily along. Tir fell into step with Hiei, not looking at him but still carrying an air of wanting to speak with him. Hiei, though he noticed this reluctant but meaningful manner about her, did not say anything. 


“Thank you,” Tir finally whispered softly, her voice barely audible.


Hiei stared at her inquiringly.



“For what?” he asked, following suit and keeping his voice low.


Tir stopped walking, glancing ahead to make sure that the others didn’t get too far ahead. She turned to face him, biting her lip shortly before answering.


“For…for keeping me warm last night, for one…”


Tir seemed hesitant.


“I…I’m worried, Hiei,” she said softly, turning her face away and closing her eyes.


“Why?” the Koorime asked, surprising them both by taking her hand in his.


Tir opened her eyes and turned her head toward him again. Her eyes were shining with unshed tears.


“Because…I guess…I don’t know…I don’t want to…I don’t want to lose you,” she admitted softly, looking down at her feet.


Hiei tilted her chin up and kissed her softly, fully aware that Kurama and Mankai had stopped walking and were now watching them. He found that he didn’t care.


He broke the kiss and looked into her eyes. They were so deep and dark, but held such life. He could drown in those pools of ink, pools that stared into his own eyes with the strangest look he had ever seen. It was not a silly look, or even a remotely amusing look…he couldn’t place it. It was something like the look Keiko gave Yusuke or Yukina gave Kuwabara. It was…


Hiei stepped back a step and spoke.


“Don’t be a fool,” he said, rather coldly. “If there’s anyone you should worry about it’s yourself.”


He regretted these words as soon as he said them, but suddenly fell into a deep state of shock at Tir’s next action. She didn’t seem offended, or angry, or hurt…that look in her eyes deepened. She leaned forward and kissed Hiei deeply, passionately.



“Kurama told me to look past your words and learn what you mean when you say something,” Tir said. “Up until now, I haven’t been able to do it. But when you looked into my eyes just now, I could see what you were feeling through your eyes. I think I can see what you really mean when you talk, Hiei.”


She said nothing more, but tightened her grip on his hand (Hiei had never let go of her hand) before releasing it and walking up to where Kurama and Mankai were waiting, absolutely stunned at what they just saw.


“What?” Tir snapped at them, although a grin was plastered all over her face. “You’ve never seen people kiss before?”


She walked ahead and led the way, continuing regardless of whether the others followed her or not. When Hiei finally approached Kurama and Mankai, she was already a good distance ahead. The three had to run to catch up, and then fell back into normal formation. 


As they continued their journey, Hiei found, to his great dismay and to Kurama’s delight, that he could not stop smiling.


It was noon when Kurama pulled up short, calling to Tir and Mankai to stop walking. He held up his palm to indicate he needed silence, and they kept quiet as he stood still, apparently listening for something.


“There is a rather large body of water straight ahead,” he announced quietly.


“How can you tell?” Tir asked. “I can’t hear anything.”


“I can hear it,” Kurama said. “It’s not very far.”


Not having the heart for further discussion on the matter, Tir shrugged and walked on, continuing to head east.


Kurama was right. They walked for about five minutes before they saw or heard what Kurama was talking about, but it was there. They walked forward until once again they could no more…they were at the edge of an ocean.


“Wow,” Tir said, looking out at the water, the waves crashing at her feet.


“Is this where the hint was supposed to lead us?” Hiei inquired, looking out at the water stretching out past the horizon.


“I don’t know,” Kurama said, pulling out the paper with the hint on it. “It says ‘the moon is essential’ to…”


A look of dawning comprehension appeared on Kurama’s countenance.


“Of course,” he said. “The waves of the ocean are caused by the moon’s gravitational pull. The spraying shell…that must be…that!”


Kurama pointed forward to a small creature on the shore. It was a creature very much like a crab, but it kept shooting water out of a hole in its shell.


“The spraying shell…” Kurama said. “Whoever wrote these hints was very clever.”


Mankai was holding something up to Hiei. It was a piece of paper.


“It’s another hint,” Hiei said. “Where did you find this, Mankai?”


Mankai pointed over to a single, solitary tree about five yards away. Hiei nodded.


“What does it say?” Tir asked.


Hiei looked over the paper with a puzzled expression.


“’North again until the stars are beneath you, and your destination is reached,’” Hiei read tonelessly.


“That must be where Hisshi is,” Tir said calmly. “I guess we’re almost done with our journey.”


Hiei, however, was not listening to Tir, but watching Mankai sign furiously.


Hisshi is more than a two days’ journey north along the shore of this ocean, she signed. We can’t make it in one journey and there is nowhere to rest on the way. It’s dangerous. How could Shinjugai expect this of us? Damnit!


Hiei smirked and placed a hand on Mankai’s little shoulder.


Calm down, the Koorime signed back. We’ll find a way.

Mankai nodded and sighed deeply. She stared out at the water, her hands stuffed angrily into her pockets. 


“Well, we should set up camp and rest,” Tir suggested. “Hisshi is a long way and we’ll need a lot of rest.”


There was no argument to what Tir said, because it was true. Mankai still seemed irritable and worried, but she settled down and went to sleep after about an hour of signing swearwords wildly every few minutes. Tir sat quietly, staring thoughtfully out at the ocean. Hiei and Kurama both sat a few feet away, conversing quietly.


“Did you tell any of the others about this little mission of ours?” Hiei asked quietly.


“Well, no, but Botan said that she’d tell them. I have a feeling that half of Reikai will know as well, if Botan is telling the story,” Kurama replied, smiling wistfully.


“You’ll see her again soon,” Hiei said coolly.


Kurama nodded, but did not seem convinced.


“I’m glad that you’re finally happy, Hiei, though the circumstances are quite dark,” Kurama commented after a silence.


“What?” Hiei said quickly, almost before Kurama stopped speaking.


“I can see through your aloof demeanor, Hiei,” Kurama clarified. “You may seem miserable like always, but the look in your eyes tells me that you are truly content with life…it’s about time, as well.”


Hiei didn’t need to speak to give Kurama the message that he was still confused.


“Hiei,” Kurama said, “since we joined the Reikai Tantei all those years ago, you've changed so much. Before we joined, you were truly broken, you had no one, and you were willing to risk your life just because you had no reason not to. But when you found friends in Yusuke, Kuwabara, Botan and the others, you saw that you could finally have people you care about and who care for you. You never told Yukina that you were her brother, but she still thought of you as a kind of brother substitute. I believe that she would be entirely happy never finding her brother as long as you were there as her friend. Yet still, even when you had friends that were like family to you, you did not seem satisfied with life. Everyone saw that although you were part of our little family, you still did not quite fit in…you were so distant and alone, it was quite upsetting to us all. We wanted to include you, but there seemed very little room for you when you seemed so far away. Yet now…there’s something about you now, Hiei. Something different. Tir…she changed you. I don’t really know how, but you seem content now. There’s no sorrow in your eyes. I really think that you have let go of your dark past and are looking to a future. It’s reassuring to see that you’ve finally found a home, even though it may not be a specific place in the world. You’ve found the friends and love that you’ve always wanted, deep down. I can see now that you truly are happy with how life turned out, in the long run.”


Hiei thought about this little speech for a long time before replying. These words effected him greatly, because his words did not come out cold or even remotely like his usual tone…they were rather warmer and…quite normal by Kurama’s standards.


“I think I am,” he said, looking over at Tir, who was sitting at the edge of the water with the waves crashing over her sitting form. She had discarded her cloak and was now soaking.


Hiei stood up and took off his outer cloak, walking over to where she sat in the water. He sat next to her and placed his hand on hers where it lay in the water. Kurama, still sitting, was shocked to silence. Hiei…he was not the same man anymore. The old Hiei—even the Hiei of two weeks ago—would never have done that. A smile broke out on the kitsune’s face. Though Hiei really had no house or place to live, he was finally home.

Chapter 8


Hiei, Kurama, Tir, and Mankai rested the rest of the day and all night, only gathering their things and preparing for the final stretch of the journey to Hisshi as the sun was rising. Their uplifted spirits of the previous day disappeared, only to be replaced by dark and grim silence that came partnered with the knowledge that the worst was yet to come.


They traveled north again along the line of the ocean, keeping next to it the entire time. It was like one long walk on the beach—literally. They traveled until early afternoon, and into the night, stopping to rest only briefly before continuing. They built no fire, cooked no food, only ate the fruit and other foods that did not need a fire to become edible. They slept only once, and even then were each given an hour to sleep. After that, they continued on their way.


Their schedule continued like that for two days and two nights in all. On the morning of the third day, the land around them began to change. The sand and random grass patches began to fade, as did the ocean…it curved off to one side as they continued to keep going north. The land was fading…into a damper land. The grass was more plentiful, and very tall. Puddles of water and mud were scattered everywhere, and patches of reeds grew out of the ground at these small pools. They walked through this wetland until nightfall, when it turned into almost impassable marshes. Hiei looked up at the sky during one point in the night and saw the moon and stars…there was not a cloud in the sky. Suddenly remembering something, Hiei looked down. There was something sparkling on the ground…the pools of water were reflecting the stars.


“’North again until the stars are beneath you, and your destination is reached,’” Hiei whispered, repeating the most previous hint.


“This is the borderland of Hisshi,” Tir said. “Hisshi is worse than this…prepare yourselves for one hell of a lot more mud.”


They came to a large pole standing in the ground, tilted haphazardly to one side. The top of the pole was home to a loosely tied red cloth, with a small rune on it.


Tir looked up.


“’4,’” she said. “That is the rune for ‘4.’”


A piece of parchment was nailed to the post. Hiei pulled it off and read it aloud.


“’You’ve reached the borders of Hisshi,’” he read. “’There is no turning back now. Mankai will guide you from here. Seira be with you.’”


Mankai took the letter and signed something to Tir. Hiei could not catch what she was saying.


“Mankai says it’s in Shinjugai’s handwriting,” Tir said. “We’re here.”


They took a look around them. The marshland was foreboding and difficult. It was very cold and everyone was soaked up to their knees (or waist, in Mankai’s case). There was complete silence between them…everything seemed suddenly hopeless as they were faced with it finally. If their spirits had been low before, now they were rock-bottom—but as Shinjugai wrote in her letter, there was no turning back. 


Hiei, the first to grasp this, adjusted the pack on his shoulder and stepped past the pole, past the border, past all sane state of mind…he was in Hisshi. He turned his head and waited for the others. One by one they crossed over, feeling significance in something so trivial as crossing a border…but this, to them, was no ordinary border. It was the border between life and death. Every step they took would be an addition to the weight that would tip the balance…every action could help or hinder them on their journey. There were no second chances and no more warnings…this was the beginning of the end. It was all or nothing, and everyone knew it. There was nothing left to do but continue.


And they did. Mankai guided them through the marshland until dawn broke again. Not once did they rest. The determination to complete their journey and the fear of the dangerous surrounding kept them going without sleep or rest. They ate very little, partly so they wouldn’t delay too long and partly because they didn’t know if they could eat when they had the knowledge that they could die very soon hanging over their heads. They met no one on their journey, but the air was filled with disturbing and unknown sounds. The air was cold, freezing their breath as it escaped their lips. They wrapped themselves tightly in the cloaks given to them by Shinjugai and the Temple back at the village, but it helped little. Their feet and legs had become immune to the cold, or so frostbitten that they were in danger of falling off. But still, they pressed on. They lost track of time in the horribly marshlands of Hisshi. They had no other ideas as to what they could do. It was hard going.


The Gokkan stronghold should be some ways ahead, Mankai signed to the others after what seemed to be countless eternities traveling in the marshes. There will be dry ground about four miles before we reach the stronghold, and we can rest there, but we’ll have to be more careful. Follow my steps exactly. There are traps here.


She moved forward, indicating that they should go in a straight line. The going was harder than before now, because as soon as Mankai took her foot away from the mud, Tir, who was next in line, had to step there before the mud sprang back up and Tir was in danger of setting off a trap. It was the same with Kurama, who was next, who had to step where Tir’s foot left the ground immediately, and so with Hiei, who was bringing up the rear. It was hard, and took a long time. Kurama once missed the footing by mere inches, but it set off a trap. A metal spike shot out of the ground where he had been standing moments before—he moved just in time, but he had a graze on his right leg that made walking difficult. He endured the pain, however, and continued on without setting off any more traps. Otherwise, Mankai faltered once or twice, but got them past the marshes safely. However, when they finally reached dry, firm ground, they were all exhausted.


“How long can we rest?” Kurama asked Mankai, almost collapsing on the hard soil that appeared after the horrible marshlands had stopped.


It’s hard to say, Mankai signed, using Tir as a translator for Kurama, who did not know how to sign. We should rest until we feel strong enough to go on, no longer. We can’t risk a fire, though, and two of us should be on watch at a time instead of just one.


Kurama nodded after Tir translated the last words, breathing heavily and narrowing his eyes in determination to keep standing just long enough to survey the surroundings. 


“I’ll take the first watch,” Kurama volunteered. 


“No, you’ll let me bind that wound and then get some sleep,” Tir said. “Sit down.”


Kurama sat down reluctantly, allowing Tir to clean the wound with water from a small stream nearby and dress it with some gauze she had in her pack. He nodded his thanks.


“It’s no more than you did for me when I hurt my ankle that time,” Tir said, forcing a smile.


“We’re even, then,” Kurama said, though somehow he could not find the strength to smile. He lay back and went to sleep. Mankai had already fallen asleep next to Kurama. The journey had been rough for her, but she never once complained or even showed signs of wanting to stop. When she had safely guided them through the marsh, she had just collapsed…she had been completely worn out. It was given to Hiei and Tir to take the first watch.


They sat side by side, trying to keep warm in the chilly night air. It was hard to count how many days and nights they walked on through the marshes without rest…one day, maybe two, maybe even a week. Time was irrelevant in that marsh. It seemed to take millennia to finally reach the other side.


“I’m scared,” Tir whispered at one point, grasping Hiei’s hand in her own.


Hiei held her hand for a long time, not speaking words of comfort or trying to make her feel better. He just didn’t have the spirit to do that.


“If…if something happens to me when we reach that stronghold, I want you to take Mankai and Kurama and get out,” Tir said. “Promise me that you won’t try and save me if I can’t be saved, Hiei.”


Hiei looked at her in disbelief.


“I will not leave you behind,” Hiei said.


“Yes you will,” Tir said, her head turning to face him and her eyes boring deep into his own. “If I am beyond saving, you will leave and get the other two out. I don’t want you to stay, Hiei. Don’t risk your life if it is not necessary to risk it. You have to promise me this, Hiei. You have to.”


“I can’t,” Hiei said.


“Hiei,” Tir hissed. “If you don’t promise me I will leave here and now and you won’t be able to stop me. I won’t put anyone in more danger than they are already in.”


“We have to see this through to the end together,” Hiei whispered firmly.


“No,” Tir snarled, her voice becoming slightly louder. “No. You will not see it through if I am killed, Hiei. If I am killed or taken prisoner, you are leaving and that is final. If you put the others in danger, I will curse you for eternity, I promise you that.”


“You don’t mean that,” Hiei said.


“Yes I do,” Tir said, her voice shaking with anger and resolution. “Don’t put the others in danger, Hiei, promise me.”


Hiei thought over her words, and then reluctantly promised.


“I just don’t want to see them killed,” Tir said quietly.


“They won’t die,” Hiei said, “and neither will you.”


Hiei felt suddenly sick as Tir did not reply. There was something wrong with that silence.


“Another thing,” Tir said, “you cannot help me to fight Yonaka. I have to kill her on my own. Promise you won’t help.”


Hiei promised that too, feeling that he could not argue with her.


“I have regained my strength after being wounded by Ibir,” Tir said. “I can kill Yonaka on my own. I will need help with Ibir, though. I’ll allow you to help me kill him.”


Hiei nodded, sighing.


“Thank you,” Tir said.


She leaned her head on his shoulder and stared out ahead in the direction of the stronghold, which lay four miles ahead. Hiei realized that he still held her hand, but did not mind. The knowledge that everything could be over in a day both frightened him and gave him hope, albeit very little hope. It didn’t matter…any hope was welcome in this godless place.


The next day, the four packed everything up but their weapons, which they left behind. The changed into the spare clothes given to them by Shinjugai. Mankai, Tir, and Kurama were all given grey tunics and brown pants with extra boots, belts, and riding cloaks. Hiei was given extra of his usual clothing—black boots, pants, shirt, and cloak. They fasted their weapons on anywhere they could that would be easy to draw from. They each took a canister from their packs and filled it with water from the stream, and each took one piece of fruit for food each. Hiei, while no one was looking, slipped his Makai blade into the side of his boot before buckling the bottom of his pants like always. He loosened the bindings on his right arm ever-so-slightly, still keeping it tight enough. Kurama snapped a reed off of its stem and hid it in his hair with the usual rose seeds and shook the hair out of his face, smirking slightly to himself. Mankai held her bow in her left hand, the quiver over her left shoulder and her dagger at her belt. Tir had both of her short swords in her hands. The girls’ hair was tied back, out of their faces. Little Mankai looked quite dangerous as she scowled, testing how fast she could draw her arrows out and place them at ready in her bow, careful not to touch the tips with her hands. She looked quite a formidable opponent.  


Let’s go, Mankai signed, walking forward. Tir followed closely behind, with Hiei and Kurama side by side directly behind her. 


They walked the four miles in what seemed to be minutes, stopping at the top of a hill. They lay down on their stomachs, staring at the stronghold below. Hiei felt himself wanting to gasp at the sight.


The stronghold was built like a labyrinth. The stronghold had to be half a square mile in all. The outer walls were thick and patrolled by Gokkan guards, two to every side. The front gate was guarded by two guards with deadly looking javelins. From the front gate, a hall stretched forward for a short distance before branching off in three different directions, which wound around the stronghold in different twists and turns that crossed over and above one another. Hiei swore he could see one go underground. Yet only one led to a central building. It was a tower, taller than the rest of the stronghold. Its peak was no quite up to the height of the hill they hid on, but almost. 


“That’s called ‘the Spire,’” Tir said softly, pointing to the tower. “We have to reach the top floor.”


Surprisingly, Kurama gave a small, wry laugh.


“In Ningenkai, this is what we call a cliché,” he chuckled, shaking his head. Hiei smirked slightly…yes, it was common for ningens to create stories that had the top floor of a tower as an important setting of events.


Tir grinned lopsidedly for a moment before regaining the seriousness of the situation. Hiei and Kurama also dropped the smirks on their faces, trying to keep themselves from becoming overcome with hysterical laughter. The Spire suddenly did not seem funny, but rather sinister.


Mankai shrugged and slipped something out of her pocket. To the slight stupefaction of the others, it was a piece of parchment and a pencil.


“What are you doing?” Tir asked quietly.



Drawing a map, baka, Mankai signed.


She was. She sketched a slightly sloppy but very accurate drawing of the stronghold. She drew all the turns, stopping short on wrong turns and drawing a zigzag line to show not to go that way. Hiei noticed that they were going to go into the underground passage. 


Mankai handed Tir the map, nodding meaningfully. Tir got the message and put the map in her belt for safe keeping. Meanwhile, Mankai drew her bow and took out ten arrows. Hiei saw that there were still about thirty left after she took out those ten.


“Won’t it be dangerous, Mankai? It could set fire,” Tir said. “It’d give us away.”


Mankai set down the bow and arrows and prepared to sign, but Hiei saved her the trouble.


“No,” he said. “Everything is made of stone, even the roofs. Nothing will catch fire.”


Tir nodded as Mankai put one arrow onto her bow, aimed, and shot.


It was amazing. Hiei was at a loss as to what to expect, but he never—never—expected what happened. Mankai loosed her shot and hit the guard on the far wall in the throat, it seemed. It was hard to see from over half a mile away, but Hiei could just see it from their elevated position. Before he knew what had happened, Mankai loosed another shot and hit the other one in the throat. She repeated this process eight more times in such rapid succession that Hiei could barely believe it. She had killed all ten guards in less than ten seconds—and what’s more, she hit them all in the exact center of their throats, preventing them from making sound.


“Nice shot…shots,” Kurama said, standing up slowly. 


The others stood up as well. Mankai, apparently in a hurry, grabbed Tir’s hand and started running down the hill as fast as she dared, Hiei and Kurama following fast on her heels. They reached the bottom faster than they expected, making for the front gate at a dead run, reaching the gate in mere seconds.


Mankai stopped short and grabbed the map out of Tir’s belt, unrolling it and looking at it. They walked through the front gate and continued forward, walking on until they reached the first fork in the road. They ran down the left passageway, following Mankai until she led them down yet another passageway. 


Hiei saw that the walls were lit every ten feet or so by small torches. Suddenly, a thought passed his mind.


The cocky bastards had no traps set. 



The Gokkan must be confident in their guards, he thought. They had no alarms or traps set like normal forts and strongholds…they were too secure for their own good. They probably thought that no one would get past the marshes.


They continued on their way with Mankai to guide them. Hiei felt the ground slope downward and then up in quick succession—they had reach the part of the labyrinth where the halls went underground. That meant that they were already about halfway through. Why were there no guards or traps? It seemed just too easy.


They continued to go on until Mankai stopped short, moving to exactly halfway between two torch brackets. She drew two arrows, bringing them close to her face and sniffing them lightly. She put them back and drew two more, repeating the process of smelling the tips. These she seemed satisfied with, putting both on the bow, holding only one and just resting the other on the edge of her fingers so she could release them consecutively. She pointed ahead and then put a finger to her lips before readying the bow and arrows. Hiei looked ahead and saw that there were two guards patrolling in front of a door…they had made it to the Spire.


Mankai shot the arrows so fast that it seemed almost simultaneous, though one hit the first guard and then the second, who was stationed almost five feet away. She had aimed perfectly at both, and once again prevented screaming by hitting them in the throat where their voice box was located.


Mankai nodded toward the door and sprinted toward it, her feet cat-like and silent. The others followed, just as quickly and just as quietly. 


They walked past the dead guards, shoving them out of sight and continuing into the Spire. There was a set of stairs winding up to about the height of two stories before a large landing was reached. There was nothing there but a window, so they continued on their way. They came upon a red carpet about halfway up the Spire, which only increased their fear. It was like a welcome to their deaths, forbidding in the beauty of it. Windows lit up the hall in an amazing display, which created a sinister glow in place of what could have been a warm, welcoming change, as they had been in complete darkness throughout the whole of the stronghold. But something was just too calm and quiet about this new section of the hallway…it was almost dire.


They came upon a large door toward the top of the Spire. Out a window, they could see the top of the hill where they hid maybe half an hour ago, maybe less. They were suddenly at a loss. What should they do? Should they open the door? There seemed to be no other option. But…was that prudent? Could it kill them all? Hiei felt like something was missing all of a sudden…it was strange. He couldn’t seem to put his finger on it. Before he could look around and figure it out, though, the door swung open on its own.
  



“Another cliché?” Hiei whispered to Kurama, trying to raise the kitsune’s spirits slightly. It didn’t work.


“Welcome,” a deep, smooth, and somehow familiar voice said quietly. “We were expecting you.”


The three were suddenly pulled inside and pinned to the ground. Hiei tried to fight against who was behind him, and managed to draw his katana and kill his attacker. He stood and sliced the throat of the creature attacking Mankai, but Kurama had drawn a weapon of his own—he had pulled the reed out of his hair and turned it into a mace. More creatures attacked them, but a sudden cry stopped them all.


“Hiei!”


Hiei snapped his head up and over to the far corner of the room. A cage was sitting next to what appeared to be a throne, which was a seat to a female Gokkan. Inside the cage was Tir.


“Tir!” Hiei cried.


“Move another inch and I cut her throat,” the female Gokkan said, her voice quiet but authoritative. She held a dagger to Tir’s throat. Hiei, Kurama, and Mankai all stopped their attacks, staring dumbfounded at the cage.


“That’s better,” the female said. “Back away from those three, soldiers…it’s a terrible way to treat our guests.”


She was talking in a hissing kind of way, like a snake ready to strike. She spoke in a calm, almost polite fashion, but her words were laced with spite. She smiled, looking down at them with eyes as cold as ice yet as black as coal. She smiled, but it appeared to be more of a grimace than anything in any way warm or friendly as a smile. She beckoned them forward, and they moved toward her without thinking. Their bodies were not their own anymore.


“Fight her!” Tir cried. “She’s controlling your mind! Don’t look into her eyes!”


They obeyed and snapped their eyes away from the female’s. She hissed at Tir and pressed the blade tighter against her throat.


“Shut up, you stupid girl,” she spat, glaring down at Tir, who bared her teeth in defiance.


Kurama, Hiei, and Mankai all stood staring at the scene before them, not daring to look at the female’s eyes but still watching her like hawks. Suddenly, their eyes were drawn to the side, where another Gokkan was standing.


“We meet again, Hiei.”


It was Ibir.


“You!” Hiei seethed, growling furiously.


“I would suggest you calm yourself, or I’ll be quite happy to set the guards on you again, and believe me, there are more where these came from.”


It was not Ibir speaking, but the female on the throne.


“Now,” she said. “Let’s get down to business. I am Yonaka, queen and goddess of the Gokkan. Behave yourselves in my court I will have you executed. Would you care to explain why they are here, you silly girl, or shall I?”


Tir turned her face and spat at Yonaka, who growled and cut Tir across the cheek before turning the blade through the bars back to the girl’s neck.


“Fine, I will tell them,” Yonaka purred, turning to face the three in front of her. “Would you like to hear why I am to be killed?”


No one spoke. Yonaka looked somehow pleased.


“I’ll tell you,” she said. “Little Tir was sent here because this is where she finds her Truth. Her little Mirror of Ummei showed her that I killed her dear mother Aneria and that she would find her Truth by killing me. It was essential, also, that she find her Truth…most of the time, priestesses and followers of Seira aren’t required to find their Truths but it is recommended. But Tir must find her Truth because she is what they call a Vessel.”


“A what?” Hiei spat, glaring at Yonaka’s forehead. He dared not meet her eyes.


“A Vessel, Hiei,” she repeated. “A Vessel is a soul created by Seira herself to keep the religion alive. If little Tir does not find her Truth before she dies, then Seira perishes. She is a strange Goddess, one I admit that I cannot figure out. But Tir must kill me to find her Truth…that I cannot allow. Seira is not to rule our lives any longer…if she does, we are not allowed to leave Hisshi, we are not allowed to leave this stronghold…we cannot roam Makai as we once did. Our people are dying because there is overpopulation…we need to grow, to expand throughout Makai and Ningenkai as we once did. But Hiei, and Kurama as well…I am sure you are sent to keep me from doing this…Koenma’s  best lackeys. Where are the other two?”


Hiei snorted.


“Koenma knew you were too weak…so he sent the demons to find you and kill you. He thought it would be a waste to send ningens…although ningens would have been enough to slay you where you sit, you idiotic whore.”


Yonaka, to Hiei’s surprise, laughed.


“Oh, Hiei, it is too bad that you have to die! You do amuse me so…I suppose your courage is yet another reason why this one cares for you so very much…pity.”


She pushed the blade of her dagger up slightly, lifting Tir’s head up before letting it lightly down to its former position. Tir was looking at Hiei frantically.


Hiei was thinking furiously, guarding his thoughts against Yonaka and trying to come up with a plan…what could he do…what plan could he use?


It suddenly came to him.


“You think I care if she loves me or not?” Hiei spat coldly, glaring down at Tir and then glancing back up at Yonaka, meeting her eyes. He guarded his thoughts very carefully, trying to keep what he needed from her knowledge.


“Hiei, I see that you are willing to betray your loved ones to save yourself…you are very clever and very smart,” Yonaka said, smiling.


“Kill them all, see if I care,” Hiei said, smirking, “I’ll join you. I’ve been forced into Koenma’s service for a very long time…it’s good to finally be free and among some creatures worthy of my service.”


Yonaka stared at him a long time. He met her eyes, guarding the thoughts he needed to guard and leaving the others open for her to browse.


“You speak the truth,” she said. It worked!


“Obviously,” Hiei said.


“Oh, Hiei, this is a delight,” Yonaka said.


“Don’t trust him,” Ibir whispered.


“Shut up!” Yonaka spat, slapping Ibir across the face. “He will show his allegiance to me…by killing the little girl next to him.”


Hiei looked at Mankai. While he was sure Yonaka was preoccupied looking at Mankai’s frightened face, Hiei turned his head and gave a shadow of a wink. Mankai understood, he knew. 


He brought his katana down and slit her throat. 


“Very nice!” Yonaka grinned with delight.


“No!” Tir screamed.


“Yes, my dear child, your love has betrayed you,” Yonaka announced triumphantly. “Come, Hiei, your allegiance is sworn.”


Ibir looked at Hiei with hate and was looking as though he were thinking hard. He must be trying to figure out what’s going on, Hiei thought. Baka.


Hiei approached the throne, feeling Yonaka’s hand touch his shoulder. He knelt, showing his allegiance, and while Yonaka was looking down at Mankai with relish, Hiei drew his Makai blade and stabbed Yonaka in the stomach.


It was Yonaka’s turn to be astonished. Hiei backed up and fought off Ibir, who had reacted instantly. Mankai had leapt off the ground, loosing fire arrows in every which direction, hitting two or more Gokkan guards every second. Kurama fought off some other guards with a newly drawn Rose Whip, slicing them in half.


Hiei had to give credit to Yonaka for one thing—she had a lot of followers. Ibir was fierce and strong as well…it was getting increasingly harder to fight him off. Suddenly, Hiei felt something rush inside him.


I care for you, Hiei…


Hiei drew his katana up and sliced Ibir’s head from his shoulders.


But the onslaught of the Gokkan continued. They were appearing from places that Hiei could not see, attacking constantly. Mankai had run out of arrows and was now using her bow as a kind of different weapon. She would knock a Gokkan off his feet by slashing the back of his knees with the sharp string or snap a Gokkan’s neck from behind by holding the wooden part of the bow to their neck and bracing her knee at the back of the neck and pulling toward her. Mankai fought so bravely.


A Makai blade, however, soared across the room toward Hiei. Mankai, seeing this, ran in front of him and took it straight in the chest.


“No!” Hiei screamed.


Get Tir, Mankai signed, and then died.


Hiei felt tears fall, but his composure came back with the sound of a scream.


Yonaka had wounded Tir, and the wound was fatal.


“Tir!” Hiei screamed hoarsely, rushing forward and attacking Yonaka with such ferocity that the Gokkan queen was taken aback for a moment. But then, she counterattacked with strength almost equal to Hiei’s.


“You can never beat me, Koorime!” Yonaka laughed.


Hiei growled and fought harder, but to no avail.


“And do you know what the best part is? Do you?” Yonaka cackled with glee. “It doesn’t matter if you kill me or everyone in my stronghold! Tir is dead! You couldn’t save her! Ha!”


Yonaka laughed and slashed Hiei across the chest. 


Hiei stepped back, his power growing. The battle seemed to stop around him…no one dared take their eyes away from the scene.


“But do you know what the best part is for me?” Hiei asked. “It’s your lack of knowledge.”


“My lack of knowledge? What do you mean?” Yonaka asked, still chuckling maniacally.


“The lack of knowledge that you should never piss me off!” Hiei snarled, his Jagan eye burning through the cloth on his forehead and the bindings on his arm flaring with dark energy…yet the cloth was still tied around his arm…he was not preparing for the Darkness technique…he was preparing for something else…


“I don’t think I’ll waste my Dragon of the Darkness Flame on the likes of you,” Hiei laughed, almost as hysterically as Yonaka had laughed…but she was not laughing any longer.


Hiei held up his katana and screamed out some loud words. No one caught them, because they were torn and harsh…Hiei was shouting them through tears. But instantly, they all knew what he had shouted, for his katana suddenly burst into flames…black flames.


He rushed Yonaka and stabbed her through the heart…she died instantly.


There was dead silence in the room. Each Gokkan stared in disbelief at Yonaka, waiting for her to move. But she would never move again. 


Hiei did not notice as Kurama bowed his head in honor of the fallen Mankai, or as every Gokkan in the room slew themselves so that they could join their queen. Tears were falling down his face silently and hitting the ground as diamonds as he approached the fallen body of Tir within the cage. He opened the cage and pulled her out, placing her head on his lap. She wasn’t dead…but she was dying.


“I…love…you,” Tir whispered, staring up at Hiei with narrowed eyes. She then closed her eyes and died.


“Tir,” Hiei whispered, and then shouted, “Tir!”


Hiei leaned down and kissed Tir softly, not feeling her respond…his heart broke. He was overcome with grief. He didn’t know what to do…she never found her Truth, did she? Or did she realize it at the last moment? He had to know! He needed her back!


Hiei’s grief and wounds finally overpowered his heart’s desire to see Tir alive. He fell into complete apathy, still awake yet his soul feeling dead. Kurama lifted him up, helping him to limp to the wall. Kurama lifted the bodies of Tir and Mankai into his arms and placed Hiei’s arm around his shoulders and supported the Koorime out, still carrying both bodies in his arms. Kurama saw that Hiei had stopped crying…but he himself had not. They were leaving all together…but still, the loss was too great. With an emotional burden as well as a physical burden upon him, Kurama left the stronghold, determined not to give up. He only collapsed when he reached the outside of the stronghold, falling onto the ground. The four travelers—two unconscious and two dead—had finished it and left…together.

Chapter 9


Hiei opened his eyes. The room was bright…brighter than his eyes could handle. He closed them again, but snapped them open as he realized what he had seen besides light.


“Kurama!” he cried, sitting bolt upright. “Where are we?”


“Sh,” Kurama said. “You’re still recovering.”


Hiei looked at him, bewildered. Kurama leaned forward and placed some pillows behind Hiei, pressing the Koorime back down onto them so that he could rest and sit up at the same time.


“What’s going on? Where are we?” Hiei asked frantically, still fighting to sit completely upright.


“Hiei, calm yourself,” Kurama said. “We are back in Tir’s village, in the Temple of Seira. You are recovering from severe wounds…you need to lay back. I will explain everything.”


Hiei obeyed and lay back, looking expectantly at Kurama for answers.


“It has been over a week since we left the stronghold after killing Yonaka,” Kurama said. “We got out of the stronghold with the bodies of Tir and Mankai…you were feverish. We collapsed outside of the stronghold. Thankfully, Shinjugai and some of the priestesses from the Temple were there. They took us here and cleaned the two of us up. They already built the piers for Mankai and Tir. I’m sorry, Hiei.”


Hiei felt the grief of losing Mankai and Tir flow through him…no…


“Shinjugai was there?” he asked, keeping himself talking to stop the tears he was about to shed from coming.


Kurama nodded.


“She saw something in the Mirror of Ummei and came to get us. She came the easy way…she took a boat.”


Hiei furrowed his eyebrows in confusion.


“Do you remember that stream outside of the stronghold? Yes? It led to the ocean we saw. I don’t suppose you know where that ocean led to…another river. The one near that waterfall…and that river runs through Makai, all the way past the village and to where you encountered Mukuro the night you started your journey.”


Hiei was bewildered. All he could think of was how he did not know it was all the same river.


“I should just explain everything at once, I suppose…I would break it down for you, but…Hiei…I know that you want to know what happened.”


Hiei nodded at Kurama’s words. Kurama spoke again.


“Then I’ll explain everything, from near-beginning to end. Shinjugai told me everything, and I’ll tell you now. 


“Tir knew she was going to die from the day you saw her crying in her Temple,” Kurama explained. “The Mirror of Ummei showed her everything. When you came to the village, Shinjugai knew everything as well…but nothing could be told to you, because it might have changed the course of the future. Tir was sent to kill Yonaka because Yonaka was the one who killed Aneria. Seira told Tir that she was to kill Yonaka to find her truth, all because Yonaka killed Tir’s mother. Tir was a Vessel, and a Vessel is exactly what Yonaka described it to be. If she had not found her truth and killed Yonaka before her own death came to pass, Seira would have died, and so would Hisshi.


“Hisshi is gone now, Hiei…however, strangely enough, Seira is not. Shinjugai and I had to do a lot of research to discover all this, but we found it. Seira imprisoned the Gokkan long ago to keep them from destroying her people—ningens and other demons. The Gokkan were the only creatures that were not of Seira. Seira placed Hisshi in Makai to imprison the Gokkan. If any of them strayed out of the borders of Hisshi, they would be instantly slain. Ibir made it out because Seira was so weak…she was dying. Tir needed to keep her alive by accepting her role as a Vessel.


“No one is sure of why the Vessel only has to find their Truth to keep Seira alive…but that’s just another question that can’t be answered. Tir did find her Truth, Hiei. Would you like to know what it is?”


Hiei nodded.


“Now, before I tell you, keep in mind that no one is supposed to know this but Tir, because each Truth is sacred to each individual. It varies from person to person. But Tir’s Truth was you, Hiei.”



“Me?” Hiei said weakly.


“You,” Kurama repeated. “Tir found Truth through you. Her Truth was love, Hiei. She loved you so much, and in putting voice to that love mere seconds before she died, the Truth was revealed. Tir’s Truth was that no one—no one that is a servant of Seira, that is—is lost. No one is hopeless. Tir saw that you were darkened by your past and mistakes…she loved you anyway. She changed you, Hiei, and in changing you fell in love with you as well. When she admitted this love, she saw that she changed you…and that even someone that has such a painful life, such as yourself, can still feel emotion. She found her Truth in that…and I believe that you found your Truth as well. Shinjugai is convinced.”


Hiei suddenly remembered something.


“I just thought of something,” Hiei said. “When I was fighting Yonaka, I felt that I had lost someone else, I couldn’t bear it. But…I survived. It…it helped me kill Yonaka…wait, Tir was supposed to kill Yonaka, not me. Why…why didn’t something change?”


“Tir did kill Yonaka, in part,” Kurama said. “It wasn’t actually her, physically, but your love for her and the piece of her that is in your heart killed Yonaka…that was Tir. Tir did kill Yonaka because your heart killed Yonaka. Tir is in your heart. And that leads to your Truth.”


“No matter how many people I lose, they are still a part of me,” Hiei whispered.


Kurama nodded. 


“I have something to ask you before I tell you more, though,” Kurama said.


“What?” Hiei inquired, trying to force down more tears. Something felt so empty in him, yet still…he felt Tir in him too…maybe…the empty part of him…was his love for her, still there yet…hurting him too…


“How did you slit Mankai’s throat and still keep her alive?” Kurama asked.


“I telepathically asked her if she would back up a step,” Hiei said. “She did, and I just grazed her skin. I didn’t hit any veins. It was all just part of the trick.”


“It was clever,” Kurama said. “There’s something else, Hiei, that Shinjugai told me.”


“What is it?” Hiei asked, feeling a headache coming on.


“Mankai is your half-sister,” Kurama said. “I’m sorry that I have to tell you so suddenly, but there is no other way to say it. Mankai told you that she saw in the Mirror of Ummei who her parents were…her mother was just a random demon, but her father…her father is the same as your father, Hiei…she was your half-sister…and that’s why she sacrificed herself so readily for you. She was your flesh and blood.”


Hiei breathed heavily. Mankai…his…sister?


“Shinjugai was devastated when she knew about Mankai’s death…and Tir’s as well. She was in a bad state for a while, but I think she’s laid her demons to rest—no puns intended.”


Hiei smirked wryly. Why did he find that so funny?


“Hiei, Shinjugai wants to talk to you…can I allow her in here now?” Kurama asked.


Hiei nodded. Kurama stood and walked to a door at the front of the room, walking out and closing the door. Moments later, Shinjugai walked in, taking a seat in the chair next to the bed where Kurama just sat.


“How are you feeling?” she asked.



Hiei snorted. Shinjugai nodded and smiled.


“Good enough,” she said, the smallest hint of a laugh in her voice. “My condolences for the deaths of Tir and Mankai, Hiei. Kurama says he explained everything.”



Hiei nodded.


“I was surprised to hear of all that happened…” Shinjugai said. “How was Tir captured like that?”


Hiei could not answer. He didn’t know that himself. He settled to shrug. Shinjugai accepted this.


“Well, I am sure that this has been overwhelming for you. You found your Truth, and you aren’t really even a follower of Seira…you haven’t been for very long, I mean. Less than a month and already your Truth is found. Amazing.”


Hiei didn’t respond. Something about Shinjugai’s presence was annoying him. Why couldn’t she leave him alone?


“I have to ask you something, Hiei, and this is important,” Shinjugai said.


“What?” Hiei asked, exasperated and exhausted.


“I want you to live your life as you did before you met Tir,” the priestess said simply. “Just live your life. Your Truth was revealed in the harshest way, Hiei…but it was revealed. You still have Tir in your heart.”


“I will,” Hiei said. He was already set on it anyway. Tir would not want him to grieve for too long. “With one exception…I’m going to follow Seira from now on.”


Shinjugai raised an eyebrow, and then nodded.


“But you live by all truth now, Hiei, you can’t keep certain secrets anymore…” Shinjugai said, looking at him meaningfully.


“I know,” Hiei said, feeling resignation course through him. 


“Well, I’ll leave you alone to think now,” Shinjugai said. “You need to rest…I’ll come in here tomorrow to see how you’re doing. Would you like Kurama to come in here with you?”


Hiei thought for a moment and then nodded. Shinjugai left and Kurama entered, but they did not speak. Kurama just sat and kept to himself. Both thought deeply. 


Hiei suddenly fell into incredibly deep thoughts, losing himself in them. Yes, he would live by truth now. But suddenly, a strange thought came to him and he had to speak.


“I wonder what Mukuro will say when I report all this,” he muttered. Kurama laughed.


“We sent a messenger to her as soon as we reached this Temple,” Kurama replied. “She came and saw you herself about three days ago. She left again. She was satisfied to know that you were alright, and just said that as soon as you recover, you are going back to work for her again.”


Hiei smirked. Typical Mukuro…


They stayed silent after that. Hiei was thinking of how to reveal his secret…now that he was living by truth, as he had set himself to in honor of Tir’s memory, he was going to do what he had always promised he would never do—he was going to tell Yukina the truth. The question was: how?   


He felt himself drift off to sleep. Time to rest. Worrying could be saved for later. His dreams took over, showing him images of Tir. Somehow, he did not feel grief, or longing. He felt happy in knowing that she had found her Truth and lived her life. He felt happy that she was still in his heart…forever.

Epilogue


Hiei and Kurama took their leave of the Temple two days later. They returned to Ningenkai, telling the whole tale from beginning to end to their friends. Hiei found that he was helping Kurama narrate, narrating at times himself. And speaking of Tir’s death and Mankai’s death and that he himself had found his Truth through those deaths did not bring him pain, but release from pain. He could finally accept his Truth and move on.


Kurama stayed in Ningenkai. He and Koenma had stopped their bitter arguing and the kitsune could finally be with Botan, his beloved Deity of Death. They were happy.


Hiei told Yukina about their relation. He knew that Tir would want him to tell the truth finally…and it gave him peace. Yukina was not angry or upset or even slightly disappointed. She was happy beyond belief. Kuwabara was unhappy at first, but when he saw how delighted Yukina was, he accepted it well enough. After about a week’s stay in Ningenkai, Hiei went back to Makai, and continued his work for Mukuro. He told her the whole story, leaving nothing out. She had only one question to ask.


“You really loved her?” 


Hiei nodded at that, and the account was settled. He found that he could accept everything. He had a small shrine to Seira in his quarters at Mukuro’s stronghold, and he even had the small silver Moon Tears there. Everything was for the better.


Hiei missed Mankai…he missed Tir. Every day without Tir was just empty for him…yet he held her in his heart. His Truth had been revealed after such a short time…and he accepted this. Tir was in his heart. Tir was his heart. He was content with that.


Tir woke up in the Temple shortly after Hiei and the others left. She was upset not to have been there for Mankai’s burning, but it was alright. Mankai lived a good, albeit short life. 


Tir wondered how Hiei would take it if he knew she was alive. It was a close call, but she lived. Shinjugai healed her just in time. Of course, it was essential that no one knew besides Shinjugai and the rest of the priestesses that she was alive. There were things that had to be done.


But Tir knew about Hiei’s Truth, and always spent her nights thinking of him…he was in her heart, too. She developed a habit of listening to the wind, swearing to Seira that she could hear Hiei’s voice on it. Yet…even if she never saw Hiei again, she held a piece of him within her…not only in her heart, but also elsewhere. 


Late one night, Shinjugai discovered Tir listening to the wind as she always did…she was angry.


“Get in here, Tir,” the priestess scolded. “You’re going to get sick and that’s not good for an unborn child.”


“The child is strong enough,” Tir replied simply, placing a hand on her stomach. “It is Hiei’s child, after all.”

--

To be continued…

