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Prologue

Blue hair whipped out behind the Deity of Death as she flew to Earth on her flying oar. A slightly worried look on her face told of a new mission for spirit detective Yusuke Urameshi and his team: and it was bound to be dangerous.


Botan landed and with a pop her oar disappeared. She walked up to the door of the house in front of her and knocked on it. Slowly, the door opened.



“Good. You’ve come,” said a soft, gentle voice from the door.


Botan smiled at the owner of the voice. This was Suicchi Minamino, or Kurama, using his demon name. Botan was always slightly taken aback by Kurama when she saw him: he seemed to grow more handsome by the day. He stood tall and graceful, with a beautiful body. His scarlet hair fell softly to his shoulders, wisps falling into his face at times. His eyes were deep emeralds, with a mischievous twinkle and a kind glow. His handsome face looked no more than sixteen years old…in truth, he was over 300.


“Hello Kurama,” Botan said, still smiling at the demon. “Is everyone here?”


“Yes, they’re upstairs. Follow me,” Kurama said, smiling a small but charming smile.


Botan held back a sigh as she followed Kurama up the stairs. She had always been somewhat drawn to him…she just never had the courage to say anything. She had always hoped that he had been even slightly attracted to her, but his calm manner deceived no thought that ran through his mind.


Kurama opened the door to a bedroom, most likely his own. Yusuke Urameshi’s deep brown eyes glanced at her from a chair on the other side of the room. Kazuma Kuwabara stood with his hands in his pockets, saying nothing and looking at the ground. Sitting on the windowsill was Hiei, the quiet but strong fire demon. His blood red, ruby eyes looked at her a moment and then looked out the window, cold as ever.


“Hey everyone!” Botan said cheerfully, though she did not feel too cheerful.


“Hey Botan,” Yusuke said, sounding tired. He yawned and said, “Do you have a mission for us or what?”


“Hold on, Yusuke. This is going to be very dangerous, more dangerous than anything you’ve faced before. All four of you combined may not be enough to do what must be done.”


“What do we have to do?” Kuwabara asked quietly.


“Well, as usual, an artifact has been stolen from Reikai. It’s called the Moon Tear. The Moon Tear is a very ancient and valuable item that can show someone whatever they wish: future, past, present, or even other peoples’ minds. It’s a scary thing in the wrong hands. A demon named Feran has it. Feran is an elemental: that’s means he is created out of an element, but in this case he’s made of water. He’s a very dangerous being when he feels like it, but tends to just want fun. You’re going to have to go somewhere new, Yusuke. It’s a place called Agasei. It’s basically a big cave, but in this cave are many traps, and that’s added to the fact that’s it’s a maze. There’s no telling what direction you might have to go.”


“Well, we can just bring some bread crumbs or something, can’t we?” Kuwabara asked.


“It’s not that easy. The maze is designed so that if you make a wrong turn, you’ll have to go a different way to get out. You won’t take the same turn twice, but the bad part is that you may not be able to get in or out…you may be stuck in the maze forever. I’m coming to help you along, just in case, but it will be very dangerous. Getting through the maze is the hard part: defeating Feran is the easy part. Of course, if we’re too tired out by the time we reach Feran, he may win an easy fight and we’ll all be killed.”


“Sounds lovely,” Yusuke said bitterly, putting his hands behind his head.


“All four of us? Why does Koenma need all of us? A maze and some watery baka? Sounds easy enough,” Hiei said irritably.


“You’re underestimating the danger, Hiei. The maze has traps you can’t possibly detect and they can do more than just throw knives or send the ceiling crashing down. There are things they can do to you that are really terrible.”


“This doesn’t sound like it will be easy on any of us. You shouldn’t go, Botan,” Kurama said, sounding too calm.


“I’m going whether any of you like it or not. You’re going to have to deal with me,” Botan replied, crossing her arms.


“When do we leave?” Yusuke asked.


“As soon as possible. If you’re ready now, all the better,” Botan said wiping some blue hair out of her eyes.


“I’m ready. How about you guys?” Yusuke said, smirking and standing up.


“I guess…I’m ready,” Kuwabara said.


“Let’s just get this over with,” Hiei said, jumping down from the windowsill and looking very cold.


“Lead the way,” Kurama said, smiling warmly at Botan.


Botan felt herself blush, and walked out the door toward their destination.


Chapter 1: The Entrance


The five, having no other way to travel, took a bus out to a remote area. Yusuke, when he stepped out of the bus into the wilderness, was reminded slightly of the place where he and Kuwabara had been sent to rescue Yukina, the pretty little ice maiden from Koorime, whom Kuwabara had fallen in love with. Yukina also happened to be Hiei’s sister. Yusuke brushed these thoughts out of his mind, though, as Botan began to walk along a trail toward a mountain. The trail looked very long…how long would the walk there take?


“Botan, how far is it to the cave?” Kuwabara asked, voicing what Yusuke was thinking.


“Not too far. Don’t worry, if all goes well we should be out of the cave within a week,” Botan said.


“A week?” Yusuke almost screeched. “I thought we’d only be a little more than a day! Keiko’s gonna kill me!”


“Yusuke, Keiko will live,” Botan said, walking forward slightly faster. “She’ll understand.”


“That’s what you think,” Yusuke muttered under his breath, earning a small chuckle from Kuwabara.


“Botan,” Kurama said, walking slightly behind the Deity of Death.


“Hello, Kurama,” Botan said, looking ahead to keep herself from blushing.


“I know who Feran is, Botan. I think it’s too dangerous for you to come with us,” he said, and Botan caught the note in his voice…


“I’m coming, Kurama,” she said, walking faster. “Besides, I have you four to protect me, if you’re so worried.”


Kurama said nothing else, but he had a worried look in his eye. 


About an hour later, they came to the foot of the mountain. The sun was going down, and Botan began to worry.


“I think we’ll have to stay outside for the night,” Botan said, feeling worried. “We shouldn’t tackle the maze in the middle of the night.”


“Well, we better get started on making some type of camp, then, shouldn’t we?” Yusuke said, looking happy about getting some sleep. In truth, only Kurama and Hiei were able to stay up much longer. 


“I’ll get some wood for a fire!” Botan said, keeping her usual cheery attitude to keep the others’ spirits up. She walked off into the forest, looking for stray sticks.


“You’re not going alone, Botan,” Kuwabara called out, his eyes looking wide. “We don’t know what’s in the forest out there.”


“It’s fine, Kuwabara,” Botan said. 


“No. The idiot is right,” Hiei said, “apparently, you’ll be needed to give us information we need and we don’t need you killed.”


“I’ll go with you,” Kurama volunteered, walking toward Botan calmly.


Kurama? Why me? It’s just perfect that I happen to be attracted to the guy…Botan thought sarcastically, but only nodded and smiled happily.


The two searched for some wood for a fire quietly in the dark. The sun was almost completely gone, and the only thing left was the moon.


“That’s a beautiful moon,” Botan remarked, more to herself than anyone else.


“Yes, it is,” Kurama agreed, keeping his eyes on the ground for wood.


Botan looked at Kurama. She felt herself blush again. Kurama, who failed to hide something like a smirk, gave away that he knew she was blushing. Botan, who had collected a small amount of sticks, set her load down for a moment and sat on the grass. Kurama, deciding to set his load of sticks down as well, sat beside her and looked up at the sky.


“You think the others can do without firewood for a while? I want to rest a bit,” Kurama said, his eyes holding an almost sad quality to them.


“You said earlier that you knew who Feran was. How?” Botan asked, feeling the sudden curiosity rush through her.


“I’ve only heard of him,” Kurama said, a strange sorrow in his eyes. The pain was so deep that Botan felt like she wanted to cry.


“Kurama, why do you want to keep me away from Agasei so much? I’ve gone on many missions with Yusuke and the others.”



Kurama glanced at Botan, a sad smile across his beautiful face. He seemed to want to say something, but that he was holding it back, or trying to come up with an appropriate response. He said nothing, and after a while, when Botan had decided to forget the question and look back up at the stars again, something Kurama did stopped her.


Botan felt complete surprise as his lips brushed hers. It was a short, sweet kiss, but Botan felt tears on her eyes as he drew away. She had only felt a small attraction to him before, mostly because of his looks, but now, when he pulled away, looking surprised at his own actions, she felt the true affection she had for him pour out of her heart. A weight seemed to be lifted from her soul as she realized her feelings for him. 


She placed a hand on Kurama’s cheek and turned his face toward her. His face showed no emotion, but his eyes looked even more sad. She leaned forward, praying she had the courage to go through with what she was doing, and kissed him. 


She felt his soft lips against hers, and wanted to stay like that forever. He responded to her kiss a moment later. This time it wasn’t just the short kiss they had just shared, but a passionate and deep kiss, each pouring their feelings through it into the other. Tears went down Botan’s cheeks, but she ignored them as Kurama’s hand cupped her face and leaned closer to her. They both leaned back slowly to the ground, never breaking the kiss, Kurama’s face above Botan’s. Botan ran one hand through his soft red hair, faintly wondering where the roses he kept there were. Those thoughts drifted out of her head as his hands went to her shoulders, ready to slip off her jacket, when he pulled away.


“Botan,” he whispered, smiling down at her. The sadness in his eyes was gone.


Botan said nothing but kissed Kurama again. This time, he did not pull away as he slipped off her jacket. Botan pulled off the shirt he wore, revealing a lean body with small but hard muscles and soft skin. They slipped off the rest of their clothes in the moonlight, lying against a tree, holding each other close.


Botan looked into Kurama’s warm green eyes. He smiled at her from his position above her, showing her his feelings.


“I love you, Kurama,” Botan whispered, and without waiting for a response from the demon, kissed him deeply. She cried out softly as he drove gently into her, and didn’t need words to know what his heart felt.


“Where are those two?” Yusuke said, sitting against a tree in the dark.


“Yeah, they’ve been gone a really long time. You think something happened to them?” Kuwabara said.


“You moron,” Hiei said. 


“What’s your problem, shorty? Got something to say?” Kuwabara shot at the fire demon angrily.


“You really think anything in this forest could take down Kurama? Baka. They’re obviously occupied with something,” Hiei sneered, glaring at Kuwabara.


“Yeah, and what would that be?” Kuwabara snapped.


“Use your feeble mind, you great oaf. What do you think they’re doing?”


Kuwabara considered for a moment.


“You mean…they’re…” he said, trailing off.


Hiei seemed to hear anyway. 


“That’s right. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to get some rest,” he said irritably. “You’d do well to do the same.”



With that, Hiei leaned back up against a tree, hands behind his head, and lowered his face. Through the shadows, neither Yusuke nor Kuwabara could tell whether Hiei was really asleep.


Botan lay in Kurama’s arms, feeling the warmth of his glorious body pressed against hers. She felt tired…she guessed that she should. Kurama seemed slightly tired as well, and was content to just hold her in his arms for a while.


“Do you think the others need this firewood?” Kurama whispered.


“Probably. But do we have to go now?” Botan asked, sighing.


“I wish we didn’t, but we do. They’ll be wondering where we are about now.”


Botan nodded and got up to get her clothes. After searching for a moment, she found every piece of clothing she had discarded and put them back on. She took a dry leaf out of her hair and bent to pick up her abandoned pile of firewood. When she stood, she jumped at the sudden arms snaking around her waist and pulling her back. She felt Kurama’s chest behind her, still breathing heavier than usual, and his lips leaving feather-soft kisses on the back of her neck. She giggled slightly and turned her head to see him, but he had let go and picked up his own bundle of sticks.


“Let’s go,” he said softly. He smiled his charming smile as they made their way back to the others.


They picked their way through the trees, trying to find where the others would be.


“Hey guys,” a voice said from nearby, making Botan jump.


“Yuu-kun?” she said quietly, looking around for him.


“You guys were gone quite a while. What took you so long?” The tone of his voice told both Botan and Kurama that he already knew.


“We got held up. Here’s your firewood,” Kurama said amiably. By the sound of it, however, he had dropped most of it on Yusuke’s foot.


Botan set hers down. When she stood up, she looked around for Kuwabara and Hiei. She saw Kuwabara sitting a couple feet away, but could not see Hiei. Suddenly, the sticks in front of her caught fire and lit up the night.


Hiei was sitting against a tree just over a foot away. It was he that had lit the fire, using some energy to create enough heat. Botan, feeling better now that everyone was in one spot, sat down next to the fire and sighed happily, feeling better than she had in a long time.


“So, Kurama, did you have fun?” Hiei whispered to the other demon as he sat down so that no others could hear.


“Very much,” Kurama replied, smirking.


“It’s wonderful that you’re having a good time out here,” Hiei said, failing to mask the sarcasm in his voice, “but we have things to focus on. Get laid when we’re not on a mission.”


Kurama, knowing Hiei better, smiled at his friend and nodded his thanks. He knew that little speech was the fire demon’s way of saying congratulations and this seemed to be accepted between them. Hiei nodded, smiling ever-so-slightly at Kurama.


“So, when are we going to be entering this cave maze thing?” Yusuke said.


“Well, first, we’re going to get a good night’s rest. In the morning, we’ll enter Agasei. We have to be fully rested to take on this thing. It’s not going to be easy and it’s going to take all we’ve got. Goodnight everyone!” Botan said, and leaning back against a log, turned on her side and fell asleep.


The others found somewhere to sleep as well, and when they laid down, they knew what Botan had said was true…they were going to need rest for what they were about to face.


Hiei woke up sometime just after sunrise. The sky was faintly pink on the edges in one direction and in the opposite direction it was still slightly blue. There were rain clouds, and the rain was just starting to pour. He looked around shortly, and seeing that he was the only one up, he stood up and jumped up into a tree to keep watch. He looked down at his…friends? Did he know them as that? Had he really become, without truly realizing it, part of a group? Did these people actually care about him? He saw Kuwabara, snoring off loudly against a tree. He was an imbecile, but deep down, even though he denied it, Hiei knew he was almost a friend…almost. Yusuke had his head leaned on a large rock, sleeping peacefully and talking in his sleep every once in a while about Keiko. Kurama slept with his arms around Botan, a faint smile on his face. Hiei held back a smile as he looked down at everyone. Friends…it was new to have friends he could really trust, no matter how much he denied it.


The sun rose ever higher as the people below him stirred. Kurama woke up, slipping away from Botan, and woke her gently. He then proceeded to wake Kuwabara as Botan struggled to wake Yusuke, which was not an easy task. He only woke when Kuwabara hit him hard on the head and said that Keiko was coming to yell at him. Hearing Kuwabara through his sleep, Yusuke woke and became angry at his friend for using such a method to wake him. Kurama chuckled softly as he remarked that Yusuke could hardly have woken up any other way. Yusuke, stretching and yawning shortly, looked around and noticed something.


“Where’s Hiei?” he asked, looking tired.


Hiei said nothing but jumped down from his position in the tree.


“I’m right here,” he said after no one said anything. “Are we going into this Agasei now or what?”


Everyone looked to Botan to see if that was what they should do.


“Well, before we do, I have to warn you about something else. Throughout the maze, we only know if we’re going in the right direction when we reach the chambers. There are three chambers, and one of them is right here at the entrance. One is in the middle, and one is where we’ll find Feran and the Moon Tear. The first one is the only one I know everything about. When we enter it, there is only one trap, but it is set off by a wrong answer.”


“Wrong answer to what?” Kurama asked slowly.


“The first chamber of Agasei is called the Chamber of the Sun. There are three riddles we must answer, and if we get them wrong, we die. Simple, I suppose, but the riddles are difficult and will take some thought. They’re about many different things: people, places, things…it’s very hard to tell what it’s about and the clues they give you are vague. There could be multiple answers to a riddle, but only one is truly correct. Then, if we get all three right, we can go to the first part of the maze and make our way through to the second chamber. Of course, if we take the wrong direction just enough, we might end up back at the entrance and we may have to answer three more riddles to get back in. I say you should all pull out your weapons—accept for Yuu-kun and Kuwa-chan, seeing as how your weapons are spirit energy—and be ready. I guess there’s not better time to enter but now!”


As Botan finished speaking, the four men sighed and nodded their heads in acceptance. This would be harder than they thought. 


Hiei watched as Kurama pulled out his rose whip. He drew his katana and looked to Botan.


“Where’s the entrance?” he asked tonelessly.


“Follow me!” she said happily, as if nothing were wrong. He supposed she was trying to keep everyone’s spirits up, or maybe was still happy from last night’s event…


They walked around the foot of the mountain until they came to a strange outcrop of rock. Botan stopped at this.


“Could someone just knock this big rock out of the way? This is the entrance,” she said.


Kurama, careful not to hit Botan, snapped the rock in two with his whip easier than he could have snapped a twig. Hiei noticed faintly that Kurama was becoming very protective of the Deity of Death…that could hurt him or help him when the time came…


A small entrance, just big enough to let them in one at a time, stood before them between the remains of the rock Kurama had just destroyed. 


“Who’s going to go in first?” Yusuke asked, looking around and looking slightly like he wanted to go first.


“I’ll go first,” Hiei said. “I’ll be able to come out if anything is wrong. Yusuke can come after me, then Kuwabara, then Botan, and Kurama can bring up back.”


Seeing no problem in this, the others stepped aside for him to enter. He walked into the hole in the rock, feeling that he was in a wide space. He took off his bandanna that he wore around his forehead and revealed his greatest weapon: his third eye, the Jagan. It flashed for a moment as he opened it, and he could see a little better in the dark. 


The chamber before him was huge. It was made purely out of what looked like red-yellow sandstone. A large picture was on the ground: a sun. Hiei, sensing no real danger around him, stepped in and signaled the rest to follow. As Kurama, the last in line, stepped into the chamber, a large light flashed and lit up the chamber.


::You have found the Chamber of the Sun:: a voice spoke in their heads.


::If you want to proceed, you must answer three riddles, about whatever Fate chooses. You have faced all the answers before…If you answer but one wrong, you will be destroyed. If you answer all correctly, you may pass. Do you wish to hear my riddles?::


Hiei looked around for the source of the voice. It was familiar somehow, soft and feminine. 


“Yes, we’ll hear the riddles,” he said aloud, still looking for the source of the voice.


::The first riddle…::

[A/N: I have actually made up three riddles to solve here. See if you can solve them (they’re from the show) before you look at the answer.]
Suddenly, in the middle of the sun picture on the ground, something began to form. When it was done forming, a young woman stood there, shining like the sun. Her hair was golden, as were her eyes, and she wore robes of pale yellow.


“I will say the riddle only once, so listen carefully,” she said. “This riddle’s answer is an item:

Souls thrown to Limbo as punishment for innocence,

Ignorance won’t save you from darkness untold,

You aren’t living and you aren’t deceased,

You’re just a shade of your spirit’s bane.”


“What is this item of which I speak?” the woman asked.


Each of the five people thought the answer over in their head. Time passed and the answer came to nobody. The woman stood patiently, apparently ready to spend years waiting for their answer.


Then, as quickly as a raindrop to the ground, the answer came to Hiei.


“The Orb of Baast,” he said.


The woman smiled.


“Yes, Hiei, you have answered correctly,” she said, inclining her head and grinning.


“Would you like the second riddle?” she asked.


Everyone nodded.


“This riddle is a place:

Strangled by choice or forced to death,

You fight for your soul and choices anew,

No rope, no breath, but deadly it stands,

Enclosed in fire and ice alike.”


This one was harder than the last. No one seemed to understand what she had been talking about…they knew they had faced this before, or at least one of them had. Yusuke rolled the possibilities around in his head.


Strangled by choice? Who would choose to be strangled? Fight for soul…what choices was she talking about? Kuso…no rope…what the hell is this rope? Fire and ice alike…that sounds like Hiei and Yukina…could it be Koorime? No, the other clues don’t point to that. Strangled…forced to death…rope. What was the rope? Strangled…rope…wait a second…

“Hanging Neck Island!” Yusuke suddenly burst out.

[A/N: Hanging Neck Island is the place where the Ankoku Bujutsukai took place.]
He felt the others staring at him as he waited to see what his answer had led them to: another riddle or death.


The woman looked at Yusuke a long moment. She smiled slowly and nodded.


“You are correct again…the final riddle is here, will you take it or walk away?” she asked, knowing the answer.


“We’ll take it,” Kuwabara said, looking like he wanted to answer a question.


“Very well. This answer is a person:

Precious silver and lovely gold,

A piercing stare and a deadly heart,

Many forms and talents linked to but a seed,

Many lives, and many souls.”


This seemed to be no one Yusuke knew. Kurama looked like he was on the edge of something. The woman in the center seemed to be staring directly at him.


“It’s me,” Kurama said abruptly. “My demon soul Youko Kurama.”


The waiting took too long. The woman seemed to want to make them nervous. Then, after what seemed to be an eternity, she nodded and smiled greatly.


“You have answered all of my riddles. You may proceed into the first part of the maze. Should you end up here, you must answer three more riddles. I give you only a clue to what you will face in the Chamber of the Stars, should you make it there…battles won by strength are not always won by soul.”


With that, she faded. The sun on the ground began to turn, and across the chamber a door appeared. All five of them—Yusuke, Kuwabara, Kurama, Botan, and Hiei—walked slowly across the floor, looking out for traps. They said nothing until they reached the door.


“Do you think the next chamber will be harder?” Kuwabara said.


“We’ll know when we reach it…if we reach it,” Hiei said, and led the way through the door into the darkness beyond.


Chapter 2: Trapped


The maze of Agasei was actually very well lit, despite the fact that it was inside a cave. There were no torches and no holes in the rock to let the sky shine through, and the light seemed to be everywhere, but with no source. Kurama felt strange about the maze as they walked through the door into the maze that could decide their fate. 


“Kuwabara,” he said, “do you think you’d be able to tell what passages to choose?”


Kuwabara looked like he was thinking very hard about something. 


“Well, I can sense something ahead. It’s kind of foggy, though. I think I might be able to if I can concentrate enough. But I can sense something else through here…it’s like there are shadows everywhere…”


There were no shadows in the hallway they were standing in. Kuwabara looked nervous, with sweat on his face and wide, staring eyes. He was breathing heavily like he had run a long, long distance and his eyes darted from side to side constantly.


“Shadows?” Kurama said. “Maybe he can sense the traps…”


“I wouldn’t rely too much. The traps can’t be detected, can they?” Hiei said.


“Hiei,” Kurama said before Kuwabara could argue, “don’t start trouble. We need to get through this place alive and Kuwabara’s senses are our best hope.”


Hiei said nothing but walked ahead. The others, though uncertainly, walked behind him. They all looked for a passageway that might branch off, but there were none. There was just a straight corridor, with no other places to turn.


Kuwabara stopped short some ways down the hall.


“Hiei, don’t move!” he shouted.


Hiei stopped, but not in time. Something seemed to cover Hiei, something like darkness. The others could not see him but stopped short. Hiei emerged from the darkness a moment later.


He looked the same, but something…something was different that his friends could not place…then, suddenly, Yusuke realized what had happened.


The Jagan was gone.


“Hiei!” Yusuke shouted.


“No…NO!” Hiei shouted.


::And now the rest…::


Kurama’s head whipped up at the sound of a new voice in his head. Suddenly, the shadow that had overwhelmed Hiei only moments before swept over the rest of them. 


A great pain surged through Kurama. He felt like half of his soul was being torn away from him. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the darkness washed away.


“What happened?” Kuwabara said, holding his head.


::This maze was not meant to be easy. I took away your powers that would threaten us the most…don’t worry. If you manage to make it through alive without your precious powers you’ll get them back. But I don’t think you’ll make it. Have fun…::


“Guys,” Kuwabara said, sounding worried, “I can’t sense anything. My spirit awareness is gone.”


“I can’t use my spirit energy anymore,” Yusuke said, holding up his hand like he was going to use his Spirit Gun.


“Why didn’t  anything happen to me?” Botan asked, looking down at her hands as if she was expecting them to fall off any minute.


“You had no power to take away. You don’t know anything about this maze and you aren’t a warrior either,” Kurama said.


“What did they take from you?” Hiei asked bitterly, his hand on his forehead.


Kurama sighed.


“I am just Suicchi now, Hiei. I can’t feel Youko Kurama in me anymore.”


Everything felt lost. Hiei didn’t have his Jagan. They had no way through if Kuwabara couldn’t sense danger and Hiei couldn’t see which way to go with the Jagan. Kurama’s power had dropped dramatically. Youko Kurama was gone…he was fully human unless they reached the end of that maze. Yusuke’s Spirit Energy was gone as well…


“Hiei, can you still use your powers? Can you still do your Dragon Flames and other attacks?” Botan asked.


“No,” Hiei said. “I can use my spirit energy, but I can’t do any of my old attacks. They all relied on the Jagan. I will just have to rely on my katana and other spirit attacks.”


“Can you use the Spirit Gun?” Yusuke asked. “You’d be the only one who could do it now that my energy is gone and Kurama’s is so low…even I can feel that it’s gone…”


“Hey, I still have my energy!” Kuwabara said. “I just can’t feel anything. I can still use my Spirit Sword!” 


“I can try the Spirit Gun if the need arises,” Hiei said, casting Kuwabara a look like he was sorry for him. “I don’t know exactly how, but there’s no other option.”


“We’re lucky I had my rose whip out already. I wouldn’t be able to make one if I didn’t already have it out. We won’t have to rely entirely on you, Hiei,” Kurama said.


“I can still use my energy!” Kuwabara yelled, stamping his foot on the ground.


Everyone still ignored him.


“Yes, but the part of you that could use it so well was Youko Kurama. Suicchi may not be as precise in his attacks as Kurama was,” Hiei said.


Kurama looked sad, because he knew it was true. He turned to Botan and smiled.


“We’ll get through,” he said.


Botan looked teary-eyed, and she leaned up and kissed Kurama shortly.


“Oh,” Yusuke said, “Will you look at that?”


“What a cute couple!” Kuwabara teased.


“Now is not the time for your humor!” Hiei snapped. “We may not get out alive. I think we should get on, before we all rot here.”


The others looked at him, silent, but knowing he was right. He started walk on again, and the others followed.


“This is different,” Yusuke noted. “Before, it was just a straight line. This bends.”


“Yes, I think we’ve reached a different part of the maze now,” Botan said. “I think we should be careful.”


“What are these traps you were going on about earlier, Botan?” Kuwabara asked. “You said they were worse than those flying knives you normally see.”


“They aren’t traps for physical attack. They do something to your mind. I’m not sure the full extent of what they can do, but I believe it can become pretty nasty if we walk into the wrong trap,” Botan replied.


“Then we best get on and not make any mistakes,” Kurama said. “I have a bad feeling about Agasei.”


The maze wound on. It went straight…as straight as a winding passageway could be. There were no turns or passages to choose between. Just the winding path onward.


“I thought this was a maze,” Yusuke said, looking around as he walked. “Where are the wrong turns and stuff?”


“I’m not sure,” Botan said, pausing. “There should be something…I’ve never heard of a maze that has one passage myself…”


“Well, maze or not, I’m tired,” Kuwabara said, leaning back against a wall.


But he didn’t just lean on the wall. He went through it.


“Whoa! Hey, guys, I can see all sorts of stuff back here! It’s a fake wall!” Kuwabara shouted, his foot the only thing showing on the close side of the wall.


Kurama walked up to the wall and placed a hand on it—which went through.


“I think we’ve found our turns,” he said, walking through.


The others followed suit. They looked into the hall they had just entered and saw their maze.


It was a straight passageway for about ten feet. Then, a wall stood, with a passage off both ways. There were side branches up to that point, some leading in an upward slant, some going straight, some going at angles, some that rounded back to the hall they were in now…so it seemed.


“Well, we’ve found those wrong turns you were talking about, Yusuke,” Hiei said indifferently.


“Let’s get on. This place is more disturbing than that last hall we were in,” Kurama said.


“Hey, guys, we can’t get back through the wall,” Kuwabara said, slapping the wall lightly.


“I wouldn’t think so,” Kurama said softly. “That may have been the correct path we were on.”


“Even if we could get back out, I told you that you can’t really backtrack—you’d end up in a different part of the maze than you started in. We could have gone back through the wall and been at the first chamber or even outside,” Botan said.


“Are you done talking now so we can get on?” Hiei said, irritated. He was halfway up the hall.


The others turned and followed him. Since Kuwabara didn’t have his spirit awareness, he could not tell which passageway was safe, and they had to guess. Twice they found themselves back at the hall, recognizing it by the passageways being in the same place. The second time, Hiei noted something.


“Either we’re going in circles or these halls all look the same,” he said.


“I don’t know. Why don’t we try something?” Kurama said, and held up his whip.


“Back up,” he said, and lashed at the wall.


He left a small score along it.


“Now, if we end up back here, we can tell,” he said.


“Well, let’s hope we don’t have to test your theory,” Hiei spat. “I’d rather not come back this way again.”


They walked on, and sure enough they came back to the hall…with no mark from the rose whip.


“Hiei, I believe you have your answer,” Kurama said, looking at the smooth wall where the marks from his whip should have been.


“So all the halls look the same. Perfect,” Yusuke said fiercely.


“Well, maybe one of the walls in here is fake, too. Let’s try a couple,” Botan said, leaning her hand against various walls. 


The others did the same. After what seemed hours of finding no fake walls, they gave up.


“Hey guys, we’ve taken almost all these passages. Do you think if we take the same one over and over we could end up at the second chamber?” Kuwabara said hopefully. 


“Perhaps,” Kurama put in, “but then again we may end up back at the first chamber with three new riddles on our hands. I’d rather not answer more.”


“Hey guys, what’s this?” Yusuke said.


There was something on the ground, half embedded in the rock.


They looked down at it. It seemed to be a piece of cloth. Hiei knelt down, studying it closely, and then touched it carefully.


“What is it?” Kuwabara asked after a moment of silence.


“It’s nothing important,” Hiei said, standing up.


“Maybe it could help us,” Botan said.


“Maybe, but would you rather leave it alone or take the chance that it chops all our heads off?” Hiei replied coldly.


“Well, I’m sure you can handle something that would chop our heads off, couldn’t you, Hiei?” Botan said, kneeling down next to the cloth.


“No, Botan,” Kurama said quickly, placing a restraining hand on her shoulder.


Botan looked up at Kurama but said nothing.


“There’s something strange about a piece of cloth just lying in the middle of a maze, isn’t there?” he said.


“I…suppose,” Botan said, straightening up.


“The rest of you wait up the passage a ways,” Yusuke said. “If you want to find out what it is so badly, get out of the way and I’ll do it. Go!” 


They looked at him but did not move.


“Yusuke, it’s not important. It’s just a cloth,” Botan said, not wanting to get him hurt.


“Get up the passage. I’m going to see what this thing is whether you like it or not,” Yusuke said, waiting for them to move.


“Be careful, Yuu-kun,” Botan said as they all moved up the passage.


From a small distance, Hiei watched Yusuke. Such a trivial thing could kill them all, and Yusuke was taking the risk. Hiei could not help but admire his courage. Whether for good or bad, he knew Yusuke wouldn’t be able to stand it if he didn’t know that thing was.


Yusuke pulled it out of the rock with ease. The rock it was in didn’t move an inch when he pulled it out and looked at it.


“There’s something written on it, guys,” Yusuke said.


“What does it say?” Kuwabara asked, his voice shaking slightly.


Yusuke read it over. Nothing made sense.


“It says ‘The night sky waits.’ What does that mean?” he said.


Suddenly, a small rumbling could be heard. They all looked up and saw.


The rock was parting. They could see the stars.


“Ok, that was weird. Now what?” Kuwabara asked, looking up at the hole in the ceiling of rock.


“Should someone go up and see what’s there?” Yusuke asked.


“I’ll go,” Botan volunteered.


“No, Botan, let someone else go,” Kurama said immediately.


“It’s ok! If anything happens, I can just jump back down as easily as you guys can. I’ll only peek,” she said, and walked to the hole.


She jumped up and grabbed hold of the rock’s edge. Pulling herself up, she looked around.


“There’s nothing out here, guys. Just rocks and—“


She pulled herself all the way up.


“Another entrance…” she whispered.


Botan leaned down a little from above, her face showing through the rock.


“Come on up! There’s nothing wrong up here! There’s another entrance into the maze,” she said.


Just as Yusuke and the others were about to climb up, the rock started to close.


“Botan!” Kurama gasped.


The rock closed, and Botan was still above.


Yusuke held up the cloth, hoping that he could read the words again and make the rock open again, but as he read them, nothing happened.


“Come on, stupid piece of shit!” Yusuke cursed, throwing the cloth to the ground.


“No,” Kurama whispered, barely audible. Only Hiei heard. He turned to face his friend’s shocked and worried face, and caught the one stray tear that fell down his cheek before he turned.


“Let’s get on. The passage here and the one above may connect,” Kurama said, leading them to a passage that slanted up.


The others, following him, were all worried about Botan to some extent. Through their worry, they missed a small message scratched on the rock that read “Hall of Torments.”


Botan screamed and fell backward as the rock closed. She was alone above the rock and couldn’t see or hear the others below. She recovered herself after only a short time and walked to the passageway.


“Guess I have no choice,” she whispered to herself, and walked into the hole in the rock before her.


The hall was darker than the ones before. She could just make out the walls and ground before her, winding on endlessly.


“Where are you guys?” she called out, hoping to find them.


“They won’t hear you,” a cold voice whispered in her ear.


She froze, her body going straight and rigid. She whimpered and turned to see who was behind her.


“Don’t worry, pretty thing,” the voice said, and a hand reached out of the darkness and held her chin.


Botan, somehow, found the nerve to scream.


“Hush,” the voice said.


“Who…a-are…you?” Botan said shakily, not daring to move.


“You can call me…Feran,” the voice said.


“Feran?” Botan asked, curiosity overcoming fear.


“Yes, little one. Feran. Now you can see my powers. I’ll let you go back to your friends…but there will be a price…”


“Let me go back, just don’t hurt them!” she pleaded.


“Don’t worry…I won’t do a thing…” Feran’s voice said. “They’ll make it through Agasei without me ever harming them, I promise…”


Botan felt something coming from this Feran. It wasn’t anything like energy…it was more like a feeling of darkness…of wrong, of evil.


“You’re going to do something, aren’t you?” she said angrily, forgetting her fear completely.


“If that’s the way you feel, maybe I could help them along just so they can see what my powers can do to people…” he said, and grabbed her wrist. His face came toward her, and she could finally see what he was.


He looked human enough, but his hair was short and silver-blue. His eyes were icy and cold looking, piercing into her. He was tall, and even something like handsome, but there was something very wrong with the look in his eyes.


“Let me go!” Botan shouted, trying to wrench her hand and face free from his hands.


“I don’t think so,” he spat bitterly, losing the airy voice he had just moment ago, and hit her at the base of the neck. She slumped forward, unconscious, as he picked her up and vanished out of sight.


Kurama and the others pressed on through the maze. They came to no more repeating hallways, but just the same twisting, endless hallway as they first came to.


“D’you think we’re back at that first hall?” Yusuke asked.


“No, I don’t believe we are,” Kurama replied, hiding the unsteadiness in his voice. “Something just tells me we’re in a different hall.”


::You let her go:: a small voice said in the back of his mind.


He pulled up short.



::You let her go up and now you’ve lost her just as you’ve lost everything else. There’s no Forlorn Hope to save her life from what she faces now::


Kurama felt the cold sweat fall down his face, and he found that he could not move. He couldn’t hear his friends calling his name or trying to get his attention. All he felt was the voice and harsh grief.


::She’s gone, Kurama. Would you like to see where she is?::


He had no control. His eyes went out of focus as he saw.


He saw a tall man, blue-haired and blue-eyed, sitting on a chair and looking bored. Botan was lying in front of him on the ground, unconscious.


“No!” Kurama shouted.


::She is dying, do you know that?:: the voice said in his mind, sounding more and more convincing by the second. ::Feran is the man you saw there, and he got bored after some…quality time with Botan::


Kurama clenched his teeth in rage.


::Your friends are holding you back, Kurama. Remember when you were Youko? You didn’t need friends. You were too good. You’re still too good for them…but you stay with them. Why?::


::You may set off my temper but you won’t get me against my friends:: Kurama thought, sending a message to the still small voice.


::She’ll hate you forever, Kurama. You let Feran take her. You let her go up into danger that she couldn’t possibly have faced alone. You let her die. It’s your fault, you know…::


“NO!”


Hiei watched his friend as he struggled with something in his mind. He tried to touch Kurama’s thoughts, to see what was going on, but something pushed him back harshly. 


::Hiei, why are you here?::


A soft, gentle voice spoke in his mind.


::Get out of my head, baka. I won’t fall for your tricks as Kurama so obviously has::


::Hiei, you’re so cold…why won’t you let anyone help you?::


::Fuck off::


Hiei blocked his mind, but the voice shattered his barrier.


::You can’t get rid of me, Hiei. You hurt inside, don’t you? Every day of your life something has gone wrong…and now, when you’ve lost everything, you still have more to lose. Look at your friends, Hiei. Why do you put up with them? You’ll only come to care for them and lose them…just like everyone else::


::Shut up!::


Hiei noticed that he was growling aloud. Kurama was silent, kneeling on the ground, his eyes unfocused and distant. Kuwabara was writhing some ways off, calling Yukina’s name.


::Hiei, you’re past haunts you, doesn’t it?::


Hiei slammed a fist into the ground, leaving a rather large dent.


::Leave these ‘friends’ of yours and get out while you can. You’ll only lose them…you’ve lost everything before, why should you think it’ll happen differently this time?::


::I may have lost my temper, but I sure as hell won’t listen to a word you say. You think I acctually care about these bakayaros? Please::


::Good. Then why are you with them?::


::Because I want the Moon Tear for myself. Haven’t you seen that all along?::


Hiei was no fool. He had been taunted such as this many times before and knew exactly the cards to play.


::Look:: he continued ::I only let these bakas live so I could make it all the easier on myself and then kill them when the time came. Now, leave us alone so we can get to the Moon Tear. If you show yourself, maybe I would share…maybe. But I admit that I won’t be able to beat Feran and the other challenges ahead if I don’t have at least some help. When the time comes, they will be worn out and I will still be strong. I was built for hardships such as these. Now let them go so I can finish this::


::Very well. But if you betray what you’ve told me, I will hit them with the worst images I have and not even you could survive them::


He felt the voice leave his head and safely let himself think that he had fooled the voice. What an imbecile! Why would he want the Moon Tear when he could do that with his Jagan? If he ever got his Jagan back…


“Hiei?” Kurama’s voice rang out in the dark.


“What?” Hiei said, his voice gentler than he would have liked. Kurama was in pain, he could feel it.


“Feran has Botan. We need to get on,” he said, his voice just above a whisper.


“Guys, we really need to get through this. Something’s seriously wrong,” Kuwabara said.


“Where’s Yusuke?” Kurama asked suddenly, standing up and looking around.



Hiei looked around. He couldn’t see a damned thing without his Jagan. Whatever took it away would feel his blade if he ever found them.


“The voice was just trying to trick us into killing each other,” Kuwabara said, as though he had just figure it out. “Nothing it said was true.”


“What did it show you?” Kurama asked.


“It just showed Yukina when she was being tortured by Toguro and that Tarukene guy. It told me you guys were holding me back during that and that you should pay.”


“Well, it didn’t work, now did it?” Hiei said. 


“What did it say to you, Hiei?” Kurama asked, something like veiled fear in his voice.


“It just told me a load of shit,” Hiei said, but nothing more. If he revealed what he had done, the voice may have been listening…it would have fallen apart.


“Well, we should find Yusuke and get on, then,” Kurama said, sighing ever so slightly.


“I’m over here, guys,” Yusuke’s voice called out.


“Where?” Kuwabara said, turning his head all around.


“Here,” Yusuke said again, walking toward them from behind. “The voice didn’t say anything to me accept that I should be worrying about other things besides some stupid Deity of Death and an artifact. I shoved the voice out of my head and then it just stayed out. I saw you guys fighting it for a while before it came to me. No big deal, it didn’t get to me at all. Come on.”


They walked on through the maze. The voice didn’t come back.


Botan woke with a throbbing pain in her head. Where was she? Where were the others?


Then, as she looked up into the face of her captor, she remembered…


Feran had thrown her to the ground, kicking at her stomach as she tried to rise. She cried out, falling onto her face. She tried to rise again, but a sharp pain between her shoulders pushed her back down. Feran had his foot on her back.


“No, no, little one. You can’t leave yet…” a cold, hard voice had sneered in her ear.


Botan growled ferociously with a lack of fear that was not her own. She tried to rise again…was she crazy? She wasn’t acting at all like herself…


“You won’t get past me, girl. You’d do best to just lie there…I won’t hurt you…too much,” Feran laughed maniacally.


Botan swore she heard Kurama’s voice, calling to her, telling her to be strong.


“Kurama…” she whispered.


“Kurama? The redhead youko? Hmm…I think we’ll have to give him a little present when he gets here, don’t you think?”


Botan felt tears falling down her face in a flood. What was he going to do to Kurama?


“Please, you said you wouldn’t hurt my friends,” she whispered.


“I won’t,” Feran said softly…too softly. “But I never said that someone else in Agasei won’t hurt them…you must learn to pay attention, Botan.”


“Let me go, please,” she pleaded, looking for some way out.


“You won’t escape,” Feran hissed, reading her mind. He pressed his foot down harder into her back, earning a sharp cry of pain.


“If you cooperate, I might just let you and your friends off easy…how does a quick death sound? Of course, I can’t guarantee that it will be painless…how should I know? They won’t be able to hurt me…”


“Why are you doing this?” Botan asked, laying down cooperatively.


“Because your friends owe a debt to me that can’t be paid…well, one of your friends. Of course, Kurama is not that man, he has never met me…only heard of me.”


“Who is it? Yusuke?” Botan asked.


Feran shook his head and snorted.


“You think I would care about a ningen’s debts? No, a demon matters to me. Ningens mean nothing…”


Botan felt the answer rolling in here head.


“Hiei? What does Hiei owe you?” she asked, her curiosity rising above fear once again.


“Oh, so you’ve figured it out? Well, he never told you…no, that doesn’t seem Hiei’s style. He never had much trust in others. But I’ll get my payment from him soon enough.”


“Why would you take me to hurt Hiei?” Botan asked. “He doesn’t care about me.”


“No. You’re right, he doesn’t care much…a little, if at all. But you see, he sees you as a kind of charge. His honor won’t let anyone he was protecting to be left in the hands of the one he was against. You were the only one I could get, so I took you. Hiei’s pride got the better of him. He will carry through with this just to prove that he can. Hiei is a fool.”


“Kurama and the boys will help him. He’ll kill you…” Botan whispered, her fear returning.


“Then let him come…I just hope he can get through the second chamber…Chamber of the Stars. By far my favorite. Hiei may very well be the only one not to get past.”


“What’s in the Chamber of the Stars?” Botan asked.


“You talk too much, little one. Time to sleep,” Feran snapped.


He slammed his foot down hard on her neck…not enough to snap her neck, but enough to knock her out.


“Little nuisance,” Botan heard from the edges of her consciousness. “I’ll make sure you’ll be alive and well by the time you’re out…but you won’t be able to live normally…”


He laughed…and she slipped away into the comfort of the blackness that took over her.


What was he going to do to her? What was he going to do to the others?


“Oh, so you’re awake,” Feran sighed, saying his question in the form of a statement.


Botan said nothing, but sat up and rubbed the back of her neck. That had hurt more than anything she’d faced before.


“You’re friends are inches away from the second chamber,” Feran said matter-of-factly, sitting in a chair next to her, holding up a glowing white orb of some kind. “Let’s see if they make it through.”


“What’s—“ Botan started, staring at the orb.


“This?” Feran said, throwing it up and down casually. “I think you know…”


Botan nodded…the Moon Tear…


“Now, just to be sure, you can sit right there and watch,” Feran said, waving his hand carelessly.


She was fastened to a chair behind her, some kind of energy rope binding her to it. Feran tossed the Moon Tear between them, letting it float in midair. Suddenly, the Moon Tear did something that made Botan jump.


Kurama’s face appeared in the artifact of old. The others soon came into view as well…Yuu-kun, Kuwa-chan…Hiei. What was the debt he owed to Feran?


Botan knew Hiei kept his past hidden. The fire demon didn’t like to talk about it, it seemed…it couldn’t have been that pleasant. What had he done to anger a demon such as Feran into such a revengeful obsession? Botan decided that she didn’t want to know. She watched as her friends moved on, heading toward whatever terrible fate awaited them at the Chamber of the Stars…


Chapter 3: The Chamber of the Stars


Yusuke was in the lead, heading toward a light somewhere ahead of them.


“I hope it’s the second chamber and not the first…” he whispered to the others, heading toward it as fast as he could.


“I’ll go ahead and check,” Hiei said, darting ahead faster than the others.


“Where’d he go?” Kuwabara asked, looking around.


“He went ahead. Didn’t you see him?” Yusuke asked, looking at Kuwabara in surprise. He had to be the only one besides Botan who couldn’t see Hiei move at his fastest.


Botan…what happened to her? Where would she be? He hoped she was alright. Especially for Kurama’s sake. He knew the youko loved the blue-haired Deity of Death…how would he take it if she died?


Hiei came back a moment later.


“Well?” Kurama asked, his voice just above a whisper.


“It’s the second chamber,” Hiei confirmed, and Yusuke swore in the dim light he could see Hiei smile. The fire demon looked strangely human without the Jagan or the bandanna that bound it. He wondered how much of a fit Hiei would throw if he said that. He would have done it, just to see, but the dangerous situation made him think better of it. He would tease Hiei when they got out.


“Well,” he said with a sigh, “let’s go, then.”


They all ran ahead, as fast as their slowest (who happened to be Kuwabara). They got there in good time, and not one could help but feel awed at the sight.


The walls and floor were all one slab of black marble. A soft, bluish light shone from nowhere in particular, illuminating the walls with an eerie glow. The white lines in the black marble seemed to move…they looked like shooting stars.


“This is it,” Yusuke whispered, his eyes wide at the beautiful sight.


“Wow,” Kuwabara breathed, tilting his head to see the ceiling. 


“So, where’s our ‘challenge’ for this chamber?” Hiei asked, failing to hide sarcasm from his voice. 


::Here::


It was the voice from their heads before…that tormenting whisper that had twisted their thoughts and reason for those few torturous minutes.


“So,” the voice whispered, appearing in form before them at the center of the chamber.


“Well?” Hiei snapped.


“Patience, Hiei. You are going to have to face a great challenge here…no mere riddles will get you past this chamber,” the voice’s body said. The form before them was again a woman, but she was young. She looked like she was younger than Yusuke. She had jet black hair and matching eyes, and wore a dark blue gi, appearing to be used for battles or training. She looked very kind, but the friendly face had a touch of malice on the edges, a malice that narrowed her pretty eyes and turned her gentle smile into a grimace.


“In the first chamber your intelligence and quickness mind were tested,” the girl explained with a small, almost inaudible sneer. “Here, however, in the Chamber of the Stars…your soul will be tested. Truth and lies, secrets and pasts…everything will be revealed to you without being held back. You will see every aspect of your life in great detail…if you can handle what you see and accept who you truly are, you may pass. Of course, if you do not accept what and who you are, you must die. In the Chamber of the Sun, any weakling could get through, and all of you would get through regardless if you answered a riddle or not, as long as one of your comrades answered it and answered it correctly. In the Chamber of the Stars, though, your whole group may not get through. I am sure at least one of you will get to proceed through Agasei, but if your friends can’t pass, you must go on without them or die with them. Pathetic feelings and attachments have killed worthy people in this chamber, and during all the many millennia I have guarded it not one group got through, for they would not leave their ‘friends’ behind to rot. I am sure that you will do the same. Now, I will not do anything to you directly, accept if I have to kill one of you for your unworthiness. I have some help in showing you your true self.”


She waved her arms up and smirked.


“Come out, shadows…you’re needed,” she said sweetly, her voice laced with bitterness and hatred.


“These are my friends…the Shades. They are lost souls that are committed to serve me now. They can show you images from your life and images that show you what your choices have caused. It will drive you mad if you give in, but I think you will die before you give up…this group has a rather stubborn group of nuisances.  Come out, Shades…I need you!”


The shadows against the wall seemed to detach from the rest, and started to take form.


[A/N: Those who have read my “Broken Horizon” trilogy (all of it) fanfics for DBZ, you’ll recognize the Shades. Those who haven’t, my site has an ‘explanations’ area for what they are.]


The Shades were forming quickly and taking on color now. The strange thing was that there were four…four to match their number. It was one for each. Yusuke felt himself gasp as he saw what they had formed into.


The first was identical to Kuwabara, but seemed to be in shadow…darker. One looked like Kurama, another like Hiei. The fourth looked exactly like him…it was like a mirror was in front of him.


“What are these things?” Kuwabara asked, his voice panicked and nervous.


“They are the Shades. They take on the form of the one they are to teach…you will see soon that they know your past, your present…maybe even your future. You won’t last long if you don’t prepare yourself. I suggest you brace yourself for what it is they will show you. And there is one more thing…”


“What?” Yusuke spat.


“Hiei,” the girl said in mock tenderness and kindness. “I think you will be staying here. Shall I kill you now?”


“Do your worst with these freaks,” Hiei said, smirking. “If you think I’m too weak to face whatever it is they throw at me, you are sorely mistaken.”


“Very well,” she whispered, shaking her head and laughing softly. “Go on, Shades. To your targets!”


She waved her hand toward each of them, and the Shades started toward their target—Kurama to Kurama, Kuwabara to Kuwabara, Yusuke to Yusuke, and Hiei to Hiei.


Kuwabara’s Shade ran toward him and hit his target first. Kuwabara felt a blackness rush over him as the thing’s hands touched him. Images flashed through his head. He saw Yusuke beating him up first. He pushed the image away with all the willpower he possessed. He already knew Yusuke was stronger than he was. A new image appeared…Yukina. The beautiful, kind face before him, smiling sweetly. Kuwabara then realized he could hear her thoughts…she didn’t love him…that wasn’t true. But then he saw that it was when she was being tortured by Tarukene, and she hadn’t met him. He knew she loved him now…that was when she hadn’t met him yet. Before even he had known she existed. Even so, he felt a twist in his stomach as he saw what she had gone through. He had always gone on about how strong he was to her…but he was nothing compared to her. The suffering she had gone through. It was enough to tear his heart out…He then saw that he had no strength compared to her. She was strong to just push all that away from her. He knew she was strong, and then regretted that he had been so stupid. The image was pushed away, replaced by another of Yukina. She was at the Dark Tournament…looking for her brother. She wasn’t there for him, she was there to find her brother. He accepted this as well, knowing it was the past and not the present. But then something else came into view. Hiei’s face appeared, mocking him, and a knowledge came over Kuwabara…Hiei. Hiei was Yukina’s brother. How could he not have seen? Did Yukina know? What was wrong with him? It was so painfully obvious. He hated the fire demon, no matter how much he respected the little bastard’s strength and honor. Hiei was better than he was…he saw it. Why couldn’t he accept this. Pride. He knew the answer. With a small cry, he pushed all the images out of his mind, accepting everything. Everything that had ever been unseen by his blindness and his mistakes…he pushed them all away. The past was the past…and suddenly, he felt like a weight was lifted.


The blackness washed away, and he saw that the girl had pulled away the Shade. It sank back into the shadows, and became invisible once again.


“You are the first to throw off your Shade, Kazuma Kuwabara,” the girl said. This time, however, her sweetness was not mocking. She was really being kind, with no malice or hatred whatsoever.


“You saw that you were weak…it’s not true. I don’t think any of the Shades have faced someone who could throw them off that quickly. Now, you see truth. You are still innocent, despite the things you have been through with your friends. You should know this now, Kuwabara…Yukina does love you. Hiei…he won’t matter. He accepts that she loves you and you love her. Yes, it may have been obvious that he was her brother, but you didn’t see it because you chose not to. Blindness kept you from being miserable. But you saw past everything. You have lived a good life, I suppose. The regrets you’ve faced are indeed few. Well, I won’t be killing you today. You may move on.”


“I’m waiting for my friends,” Kuwabara said stubbornly, and sat down exactly where he had stood.


“Very well. I think one is about to be thrown off,” the girl said, the smile disappearing from her face and a blank expression taking to her face.


Kuwabara looked around at his friends. Yusuke seemed to be in less pain than the others, and about to throw his Shade off. The Yusuke Shade seemed to have trouble—its face was screwed up with the effort it was taking to keep giving Yusuke painful images. Kurama’s Shade seemed to have a tough time as well, but he supposed Kurama had already accepted everything in his life. Kurama was always strong that way. Kuwabara felt an involuntary pain in his stomach when he saw Hiei. The fire demon was laying on the ground, biting back cries of anguish. The Shade above the fire demon was laughing with his voice, taking sadistic pleasure in causing pain to the demon below him.


“Hiei won’t have a good time, I dare say,” the girl said with a carefree sigh. “The others may make it yet, however.”



Kuwabara ignored her, and sat watching them, trying to think of what Hiei was going through. He tried to keep his mind off of everything he had seen and what his friends were seeing. There, in the middle of the second chamber of Agasei, Kuwabara waited.


The things Yusuke saw were something less than pleasant. Out of everything, he saw Keiko the most. Other things appeared of course…his battle with Toguro, Genkai’s death, and many other things. The thing that appeared the most, however, was Keiko. He saw what she had gone through when he died, when he came back to life, and every time he went on his missions. She was afraid for him. And he saw what he did to her…he had left without a word, as if he didn’t care about her at all. He had just up and left every time, leaving her to wonder if he had died again and left her completely alone…again. He saw her cry, and brush away his hand angrily as he tried to wipe the tears from her beautiful face. How could he done that to her? With a huge, piercing cry, he sent his heart to Keiko, apologizing for all he had put her through, telling her he loved her with all his heart…the things he had never really said, but had assumed she knew anyway. He put his hand on her face, accepting his mistakes, and felt somehow that she had received his message, even from where he was, miles and miles away.


::I love you, Keiko:: his mid whispered over and over, hoping she heard. 


And then he opened his eyes. Around him, the Chamber of the Stars had once again appeared, his Shade sinking back into the shadows and the girl smiling at him. 


“So…did I pass?” Yusuke asked, wiping some sweat off of his forehead.


“Yes. And Yusuke,” the girl said, no bitterness in her tone.


“What?” he asked, feeling suspicion well up in him.


“Keiko received your message,” she said, and he could swear he saw a tear in her eye. “I heard what you were thinking, and knew that she should hear. She heard.”


Yusuke breathed heavily…she knew…he felt a rush of hope running through him at the knowledge that Keiko knew.


Then, the hope faded somewhat. He saw Kurama, inches from throwing off his Shade, but then turned and saw Hiei, writhing in the pain of his past. Yusuke knew Hiei had had a bad past, but he never thought it was this bad. Yusuke felt a tear betray him and fall down his cheek, but he left it alone. He knew Hiei couldn’t possibly stand it much longer.


Kurama saw everything of his past. But nothing could seem to penetrate his spirit as he knew it would his friends. He knew his mistakes, and he had already accepted them…except one.


He saw Botan, her face staring at him with the utmost love. He saw her eyes and the tears in them, as he had first kissed her, and knew she loved him. But he had been foolish and gone against all instinct to let her do what she had wanted. She was gone, in the hands of Feran. He had heard of Feran from Hiei, and what he was like. He couldn’t imagine what Botan was going through. He suddenly realized that the Shades were playing on doubts, not mistakes. Inner fears and doubts that hadn’t surfaced to torture him. And he knew that it was all to delay him. He knew he had to get to Botan and save her from whatever Feran was doing to her. He had to throw off this Shade.


And then he did. He opened his eyes just as the Shade was sinking back into the shadows. He saw Yusuke and Kuwabara sitting nearby, already free from the tormenting pictures the Shades had shown them. But he knew Hiei was not free yet. He could feel pain radiating from his friend’s body, mind, and soul. Hiei would break free eventually, he knew it. He knew his friend’s strength of will, and knew Hiei would eventually throw off the Shade. It would take a long time, but the fire demon would do it. Kurama said nothing, and sat next to the others.


“Well done, Kurama. I know you have already done what the Shade was supposed to do, but that one doubt in your mind had gone unnoticed. And congratulations on figuring out the real strength of the Shades. Not one soul has done that to date,” the girl said. She stared then at Hiei, waiting to see if he would make it or be lost. Kurama suddenly felt the faith in Hiei’s willpower seep away as he saw the look on his face. He felt something twist within him as he saw that Hiei had tears standing in his eyes, and even through the state of mind he was in, he was fighting them. Damn his pride, Kurama felt. This would take too long.


“You should go,” the girl said, walking toward Hiei and his Shade. “He will die now.”


“No,” Kurama said, his voice soft, but the hint of steel in it made the guardian of the Chamber of the Stars stop in her tracks. “Give him time. He will survive.”


“I will give him some time, then,” the girl said. “But don’t expect him to come through. Not even you, Kurama, can know what Hiei has faced and done. I don’t think even he knows what he has done. Let him have time…you’re only making him suffer more.”


Hiei knew the others were free. But the images shown to him were too painful. He saw his mother crying as he was cast from Koorime. He was, after all, the Forbidden Child. He watched as he lost the gem, the one memory he had of his family, and felt the grief and regret once again. He felt the pain as he received the Jagan, and the laughing of the one putting the eye on him. He felt the regret of not telling Yukina anything, of leaving her in pain as she searched for her brother. She searched for him when he was right in front of her the whole time. He felt the pain of everything he had done, battles he had fought, the losses and pains. He knew he wasn’t going to make it, but suddenly…


He felt something within his Shade. There was something different about it. It was faltering. Then, it showed him something else.


It was Yukina, smiling at him.


“Hiei-kun,” her voice echoed in his head, like it was real but not real at the same time. “You have to get through. You have to help your friends.”


How could Yukina get through to him? She couldn’t be real…what was going on? He felt that the image was in fact not real, but why had the Shade shown it to him? He felt some kind of weakness in that Shade. He pushed through everything with a strength even he thought he didn’t have. He let out a scream, full of all the pain and grief and regret he had ever felt. Everything he had held back for his own pride was thrown out of him at that instant, leaving his mind and soul. He continued to cry out, letting tears fall down his face. He quieted after a long time, and felt like he had been thrown to the ground. He felt physical pain now, but none of the emotional pain he had just experienced. He looked up. He was back in the Chamber of the Stars. The Shade whose target he had been was sinking back into the shadows. He was finally free. 


He saw the faces of his friends appearing above him and knew he didn’t have much strength. 


“How…long?” he gasped, his voice strained.


“A long time,” Yusuke said softly, looking slightly worried.


“Help him up,” Kurama said, taking one of Hiei’s arms and putting it over his shoulder. Yusuke took Hiei’s other arms and they lifted him up. Had he been struggling that much? He could barely move on his own. He swallowed his pride for the time being and let them help him walk. 


“Hiei,” the voice from before said.


Hiei found the strength to growl defiantly. The voice laughed, but all the disgust and evil from before had gone.


“Even after all you’ve seen now, you can still be cold and fierce. It’s strange,” the girl said. “You have such strong willpower. I didn’t think you’d make it. And by the way, that was a clever trick you pulled back there.”



::I know you don’t want the Moon Tear. You have friends now, Hiei, I know you still haven’t accepted that. They need you, and you need them. Make sure you save the Deity of Death, otherwise Kurama will break and probably get himself killed::


Hiei looked up at Kurama, seeing the determined look on his face. 


::And how do you expect me to do anything without my strength?:: Hiei snapped mentally.


He felt a sudden warmth running through his body, and knew he could walk again. He knew the others felt it as well, because they dropped him in surprise. 


“I’ve given you the strength to go on. Let me tell you, you’ve face many things,” the girl said. “You’ve faced the test of mind and soul, but the last test is of the body. Kill Feran and your work is done. He needs to be killed. I’ll tell you this outright. The first guardian has a knack for riddles. That’s why she gave you a riddle of a sort for the thing you would face here. I’m terrible with riddles. Kill Feran…not only for yourself, but for others. If Feran is killed, you will be as well, though. Agasei will collapse. You’ll find a way out…just use what you have. Oh, I guess I am good at riddles!”


The girl giggles childishly, smiling widely.


“You know, I’ve just had an idea. Instead of me staying here and waiting until you guys kill Feran, I am going to go with you. Look, before you decide to say no, there’s a few things you should know. First of all, the guardian of the first chamber and I are just souls. Feran killed our bodies millennia ago, but trapped our souls in Agasei to guard his home…the Chamber of the Moon. When you defeat Feran and Agasei falls, my soul and the other souls in this place will be set free…those souls include those that have failed to make it through this place alive. Anyway, I know the layout of the maze. I can get you through any way you like. You can take the long, safe way or the short, dangerous way. You can even circle the maze ten times if you want. I know the way around everything past this chamber. I’ll lead you. If you want to know why I’m doing this, I’ve explained it. I want Feran killed so my soul can rest. I’ve been here too long. Besides, if worst comes to worst, I can always send strong telepathic messages to your loved ones. Normally, I’d say Hiei could do this, but Agasei has a mind of its own and it took away his Jagan, along with his telepathic powers. Let me go with you.”


“You can come,” Kurama said immediately. Hiei snorted and walked off to get his sword, which he had dropped as his Shade came at him. He felt a soft hand on his shoulder.

“Hey,” Kuwabara said quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear.


“What do you want?” Hiei said coldly.


“Look, I know you’re Yukina’s brother now, ok? I should have seen it before, but I didn’t. I just wanted to let you know that I wouldn’t hurt her.”


Hiei hesitated, wondering why Kuwabara would say this.


“I know,” he choked out, his voice holding the words back, but he fought and said what he had wanted.


Kuwabara smiled slightly, nodding.


“Come on. We need to go kill this Feran guy,” he said.


“No,” Hiei said.


“No?” Kuwabara asked, confused.


Hiei walked to the others, speaking his mind.


“I must kill Feran, do you understand? I don’t want any help from you or anyone else. This is my fight alone,” he said firmly. Yusuke and Kurama nodded. Kuwabara said and did nothing, but only stood there dumbly. The girl stood, nodding.


“Well, we should get on,” Kurama said, glancing at Hiei. Hiei nodded, smiling a real smile. He lead the way into the second maze, feeling that he now had some purpose. There was hope left after all…


Chapter 4: Poh


“So, uh, what’s your name, anyway?” Yusuke asked the guardian of the Chamber of the Stars after they left into the second part of Agasei.


“Oh,” the girl said. “My name is Poh.”


“Poh?” Kuwabara asked.


“Yes. Poh,” the girl repeated, looking slightly annoyed.


“So, what powers do you have besides knowing your way around this place?” Kuwabara asked.

“Would you like me to show you?” she asked, smirking and coming to a stop.

“Uh…sure,” Kuwabara said.

Poh put her hand up in the air as if to catch something. Suddenly, in her hand, a large staff appeared. She whipped around with incredible speed and put the staff to Kuwabara’s neck.

Kuwabara shrieked. Yusuke snickered and Hiei laughed outright. Even Kurama couldn’t seem to keep a laugh in. Kuwabara grew angry as she lowered her staff, glaring at all of them.

“She caught me off guard,” he muttered as she turned to lead them again.

“That’s your mistake,” Poh said. “Never be off your guard.”

Poh spun around again and let her staff fly. Hiei caught the edge of it with his sword. Poh smiled widely.

“See, Kuwabara? Hiei knew I was going to attack him and blocked it. You should be able to do the same,” Poh noted, giggling.

“So, what’s the deal with this place?” Yusuke asked. “It’s a really weird kind of maze.”

“It was designed to keep people out, but its simple enough if you know what you’re doing,” Poh explained. “Just like the chambers, it has three parts that intertwine and go off in various directions. There is the path of body, the path of spirit, and the path of mind. When you got to the first part of the maze, you were on the path of body. If you had kept going, you would have come to the Chamber of the Stars eventually, but some pretty weird things would have attacked you. These things are not anything you’ve even heard of, for all your wide experiences, because they’re from another age, another world. Not even Kurama would know, and he’s been around quite a while. That is the quickest way, but the monsters slow you down. You fell through the wall there and ended up in the path of mind. You had to figure out that the maze was repeating itself but you were progressing. I don’t think you took a wrong turn even once. You were supposed to get to that cloth were you lost Botan.”

Kurama’s face went carefully blank at those words. Poh smiled at him.

“We’ll get her back, don’t worry,” she said reassuringly, and then went on. “Well, the path of mind just has various puzzles to figure out, small obstacles, things like that. The path of soul, which was that last corridor you took to get to me, tries to turn you against your friends, tries to put you in a guilt trip, and maybe even try to make you lose your mind. Most people like that path because they think they can just block out the voice…which is me, by the way. I control the path of soul, but I can’t go through it. Agasei has weird rules. So, anyway, which way would you like to go? We can’t go into the path of soul, though we can pass it. I don’t think you should waste your energy on the path of body, so why don’t we go to path of mind? You seem to be a smart bunch. That first part didn’t really have all that hard of a puzzle. This one is going to make you do something…probably solve more riddles. That’s mostly what the path of mind does. It should be ok, you seem to have enough brains…most of you, anyway…”

She cast a look at Kuwabara. Kuwabara steamed…he knew that he didn’t like this girl.

“So? Path of mind?” she asked.

Yusuke spoke up.

“Sure. But can we go down the path of body first? I want to see some of these terrible monsters,” he said.

Poh looked somewhat disappointed.

“Alright,” she said finally, “but I don’t think that’s wise, Yusuke. One monster, that’s it. Then I lead you to path of mind.”

Yusuke nodded. 

“Hiei,” Yusuke said then. “You want to fight this Feran guy alone, right? Well, leave the monsters to the rest of us, ok?”

“I’d be happy to, but you’re forgetting that you don’t have your spirit energy anymore. When do we get our powers back anyway?” Hiei said.

“When you get to the Chamber of the Moon, Agasei just gives you your powers back. Maybe sooner. It’ll give them to you whenever it wants to, that’s the strange thing. But I can fight off the monster as well, if you wish. I’m not as weak as I look,” Poh said.

“Fine,” Hiei said, and let himself fall to the middle of the group should they get hit from in front or behind. He was beginning to feel rather blind without the Jagan to guide him or let him read other people’s minds. 


“How quickly can we get through to the last chamber if we take the path of mind?” Kurama asked.


“I told you not to worry, Kurama,” Poh said. “Botan will be safe. I was only trying to get you to crack back in the Hall of Torments.”


“That place where you talked to all of us and tried to get us against each other?” Kuwabara asked.


“Yes,” Poh answered rather shortly.


“Well, lead the way, then,” Kurama said, his voice somehow less than friendly.


They walked on for some time. It was as it was before, in the first part of the maze. It was just a straight hall.


“Come out, stupid yaros,” Poh sneered, looking around and holding up her staff.


“Where are these monsters you were going on about?” Yusuke asked, yawning.


“They’ll come when they feel like it,” Poh said.


And they did. Poh felt something latch onto her back before she could sense the thing. She knew immediately what the little bastard was. She cried out in pain as the monster clawed at her back. She felt it being knocked off.


“Thanks,” she muttered to whoever knocked it off. She thought it was Kurama.


She swung her staff at the strange little creature. It was a sick kind of brown color, and very small. It had a tiny, emaciated body like a ningen child’s, but its arms were very short and ended in two sharp claws. Its legs were unusually small as well, with larger feet that had three webbed toes. The weird little creature jumped into the air with a loud screech and revealed a small grey tongue but no teeth. The head was disgusting, with no visible eyes or nose. It had ears either, but instead it had a single slit on the top of its skull. The thing hit the ceiling with a small thud and then began to float down, using its webbed feet as a kind of glider. It tried to wrap the claws around Poh’s neck, but Poh hit it with her staff. The thing howled and smashed into a wall. Poh rushed at it, smacking it around with her staff. The thing wouldn’t quit, so out of her hand she sent a small blast of energy. Something appeared out of the slit on its head and swallowed the energy. Poh let out a small “kuso” and then blocked as it attacked her again. The others stood back at Hiei’s command…he wanted to see this girl fight.


“Come on, stupid baka!” she swore, flipping over the thing and swiping its feet out from under it with her staff. The thing growled and puffed up its face. Poh looked at it in terror…it was growing. Soon, it was her size, and still it grew. She swung the staff at it again and jumped backward, seeing the size of the claws now. It stopped growing when it was about a foot taller than she was. She smirked and laughed for a moment, and then jumped up to hit it in the mouth. The creature blocked with its claws and swiped at Poh. It caught her across the arm, drawing blood.


“Kuso,” she swore again, clutching her arm before going at the thing again. She slammed her staff into its stomach and then whipped it up to smack the mouth. The monster howled, swiping blindly at her with its large claws. Kurama realized faintly that it saw with its mouth…there was an eye on the end of the tongue.


Poh knew this, he supposed. She was attacking the mouth more than the other parts of the creature. Still having a good five or six feet to the tall ceiling, the creature jumped up and glided toward Poh, who had backpedaled further down the hall, dodging the claws. She saw the thing come out of its head again, a little worm-like creature that seemed only housed in the larger monster. It crawled out, four legs to each side, and went after Poh as well. She slammed her staff at the worm creature and it flew into the wall with a sickening crack. She dodged the claws of the larger creature as it swung at her. It forgot about its companion, it seemed, as Poh somersaulted under the thing’s legs and slammed it in the back with her staff. The worm creature was dead…it had snapped in two. The larger creature swung its claws at Poh again and caught her across the stomach, but she avoided a deep cut as she backflipped away. She rushed at it again and slammed it deep in the mouth, the staff coming out the back of the head. The creature screamed fiercely and caught Poh across her arm again, creating a strange, lopsided cross of blood. She ignored the pain and slammed the staff at the stomach again, the weapon going through the creature. She pulled it out and ran back to the others as the massive monster fell and then shrank back to the smaller size. She picked up the creature, now at its original size, and threw it into the air. The small whimper that came from it told the other that it was not dead yet. She blasted it to ash, and then turned to them, holding her stomach.


“I’m ok,” she mumbled to Kuwabara, who was closest to her and was trying to see if she was too badly hurt. The cuts were not deep, but they were turning a strange color.


“What was it?” Yusuke said, watching as Poh threw the others off and explained that she was ok.


“That was called a Bero. The thing in its head was a Bora. They are twin creatures, though not in appearance, as you saw. The Bero is a little creature that feeds off darkness…the Bora feeds off energy, as you saw when I threw the energy at it. The Bero sees with its tongue, which also contains its brain. The stomach, however, is the sensitive part. The claws contain a poison, but it is only effective on other Beros. The Bora really isn’t dangerous, so long as it’s not in the Bero…it uses the Bero’s pain to grow stronger. Beros can grow larger, but they are slower. The poison is in me now, yes, but it will stay right where it was left and won’t do anything to me accept ensure a scar. I will probably bleed it out.”


“You said you were a soul,” Kurama noted. “How can you be hurt, or even made of flesh and blood?”


“I was given a ningen body to use. I didn’t look like this in life, this is kind of a rental, so to say. Feran created any kind of body we wanted when we agreed to guard Agasei. The first guardian, Lia, chose a beautiful but weak body. I chose a quick, stronger body that was younger and more able to take strain. My staff here isn’t anything special, though. Just a staff.”


Kurama looked at her a moment and then turned to the worm on the wall. He looked disgusted.



“Will you be alright?” Kuwabara asked.


“Yes. I won’t die, I’m immortal. You’ll see in a minute,” Poh said.


“How will your soul be free once Agasei falls if your body here can’t die?” Yusuke asked.


“This body is based entirely on Agasei. I can be hurt like any normal ningen, but I will heal very quickly. I can only die if Agasei dies. And Agasei can only die if Feran does, so we’d better get on,” Poh said, turning and walking on.


“Uh, can we just go straight to the path of mind now? I’ve seen enough monsters,” Yusuke said.


“I wasn’t going to fight anymore even if you wanted me to,” Poh said with a mirthless laugh. “I may be immortal but that still hurt like hell.”


Yusuke and Kuwabara snickered. They walked on behind her, with Hiei and Kurama following them. 


“Wait…how fast do you heal?” Kuwabara asked, running to catch up with her. The others seemed curious as well, so they caught up and listened as she answered.


“Very quickly,” she said, and stopped to show him her stomach. Besides the blood, there was no wound. Just her stomach and a small scar. She showed him her arm, and all that was there was the crossed scar.


“That’s a nasty scar,” Yusuke commented.


“Not as nasty as the others I’ve gotten. The scars go away eventually, but it takes a couple days. I get bored in here, you see, so I come into the maze every once in a while to solve a puzzle or fight something. I can talk to Lia and get a riddle or even battle Feran if I want. Of course, I can’t win against Feran. He controls this maze, so he controls my body. They are connected somehow, though I don’t really know how the connection is based. Well, I don’t think Feran will do anything to me now, though. He would probably think it’s funny as hell that I’m going through the maze with you. He may be a sadistic asshole, but he’s got a strange sense of humor. He is quite funny when he’s not in evil mode.”


“How come you can’t just leave Agasei and go live in Ningenkai?” Kurama asked. “Is it because of the connection between that body and this place?”


“Actually, I can leave anytime I want. I just choose not to. I would never find a place out in Ningenkai or even Makai. You guys may not have known about me, but others do, and I am not a very liked person by the few who do know me. Ningens are silly to me, they just seem so…boring. It’s really fun here, seeing as how my two favorite things when I was alive were solving puzzles of any sort and fighting.”


“Who…or what…were you when you were alive?” Kuwabara asked, stumbling on the words.


“I was still Poh, but I was a demon. I was actually a Koorime. If I try hard enough, I can pull enough of my soul out to make a gem out of my tears. But I don’t seem to cry that often, and it’s hard to remember just how I used to be able to make the gems. I can’t really rely on my soul when it’s damned anyway.”


“That’s really sad,” Kuwabara murmured.


“Well, whatever you do, don’t give me pity…I hate pity, above all else,” Poh sighed. 


She walked on for a moment longer, and then stopped.


“This is it,” she whispered, and walked through the wall. The others followed after her.


The hall beyond was not like that of the first cave. There were strange tiles all over the floor, all of different size, color, and shape. The walls had buttons all over them, and the ceiling was a mirror that reflected everything back differently. Hiei, when he looked up, saw his reflection as Yusuke’s. Looking around, he saw that Kurama had his, Kuwabara had Kurama’s, and Yusuke had Poh’s. Yusuke made a sound of disgust as he did, but Kuwabara looked slightly pleased. As he looked ahead, Hiei saw that Poh was looking up into the reflection of Kuwabara, but she was looking past that. She was looking at the tiles.


“Come on,” she said. “Look into the mirror and step only on the blue and red tiles. If you step on any other color, the room shifts and we’re thrown somewhere else in the room with a different set of tiles and a different set of rules. We may end up having the mirror on the ground and having to step on the walls or something. This hall is by far the strangest.”


They all looked up and followed the red and blue tiles. They came to her on an island in the middle, made of just plain stone. They joined her, finding that the island was big enough for all of them and one more person.


“The maze shifts to accommodate the people to go through…Botan would have gone there,” Poh said, pointing to the empty space. Kurama’s face, as it had whenever Botan’s name was mentioned, went blank.


“What are the things on the wall for?” Hiei asked, staring at the strange shapes on the rock walls.


Poh laughed.


“Well, they do all kinds of things. Once, when I came in here, I pressed one. I ended up being able to fly around the room. Another time, I pressed a strange one that was a different color from the rest—they were all purple at that time and this one was orange. I pressed it and a basket of fruit appeared on this island here. They don’t harm you, I think Feran put them there for fun. Want me to try one?”


“Are you sure they won’t do anything to harm us?” Kurama asked, looking at the walls in suspicion.


“I’m positive. Feran had my help on this room, truth to tell. It’s newer than the rest of the maze. I was crazier than ever back when I first came here…I just wanted fun. Nothing will hurt you,” Poh said reassuringly.


“Which one are you going to press?” Yusuke asked, looking at the buttons. They were all blue, but they were shaped differently.



“Hmm…” Poh said, careful to keep on the red and blue tiles as she walked to the wall. “What about this one?” 


She pointed to one that looked oddly like a chicken. Yusuke laughed at the strange shape and nodded.


“Brace yourself. Something really weird could happen,” Poh said, sounding like she was holding back a laugh.


She pressed the chicken button, and felt nothing happen.


“Ok,” she said. “I wonder if—“


The room started to swirl.


“Whoa!” Kuwabara shouted.


When everything went back to normal, Poh looked around and noticed herself in a different spot, looking at herself.


“We’ve switched bodies with the person our reflection was!” she laughed. She was in Kuwabara’s body, but still had her own voice.


“Ok, who’s who?” Poh’s body asked, with Yusuke’s voice. Poh started cracking up.


“Ok, come on, seriously,” Poh’s body said again. Poh laughed harder. She saw that Kurama’s body was cracking up too, but the laugh was Kuwabara’s.


“Alright,” Poh said. “I’m Kuwabara. Kuwabara is Kurama. Yusuke is me…Kurama and Hiei? Which is which?”


“I’m Kurama,” Hiei’s body said with Kurama’s voice.


“So Kurama is Hiei. That leaves Hiei to be me,” Yusuke said. Everyone seemed to be snickering about Yusuke and Poh’s unfortunate body switch.


“So, how’s it feel to be tall?” Kuwabara said to Hiei, who was in Yusuke’s body.


“Shut up,” Hiei’s voice said. “Yusuke’s body is still stronger than Kurama’s.”


“Well, I’m sure Kurama can’t be comfortable all the way down there,” Kuwabara snickered. “Sorry for taking your body, Kurama.”


“This is a strange room indeed, Poh,” Kurama said from Hiei’s body. “I didn’t know you were this fast, Hiei.”



Hiei grunted from inside Yusuke’s body.


“At least you aren’t as ugly as you were before, ningen. I feel rather sorry for Poh.” 

Kuwabara growled, but said nothing else. Yusuke had a look of disgust on Poh’s face and Kuwabara’s body was doubled over as Poh laughed.


“Don’t worry,” Poh said once she had gained control of herself once again, her laughs dying down. “We’ll go back to normal in a couple minutes. This room was designed for having a little bit of fun, but it’s not permanent.”


“How long?” Kurama asked, his borrowed body looking nervous.


“Kurama, I told you not to worry. Feran will probably just knock Botan out, he won’t hurt her. I think everyone in here deserves a little break. Agasei is a tough place to get through. Besides, what I put you all through with the Shades is becoming regret in my mind…or Kuwabara’s mind, or whatever. I feel terrible weak and slow…and too tall. You all appear to have shrunk or something. Once we go back, we can play around with the buttons for a while. Nothing will happen, I promise. You know, I’d bet anything that Feran is watching us right now and laughing his ass off.”


Poh was right. Feran and Botan were watching them through the Moon Tear. Botan had gone weak with fright when she had seen her friends go against the Shades. She had started to cry when she saw the terrible things Hiei must have gone through, but when they had gotten out she had sagged with relief. 


“You know, if you would only cooperate with me I might be pleasant,” Feran said, his voice not carrying any of the evil in it like before.


“Why did you take the Moon Tear if you aren’t such a terrible person?” Botan asked, feeling not the least bit afraid despite her binds and the demon in front of her.


“Him,” Feran said, pointing to the Moon Tear. “Hiei. I knew that if I stole something important enough, Koenma would send his best…the Reikai Tantei that you are with. I knew Hiei was a part of that and I saw my chance. You see, Koenma has sent a couple other Reikai Tantei’s in the past, just to see what I’m up to. No one has gotten past Poh before. I don’t really want to do anything with this piece of junk, I can do that anyway…I have powerful enough mental powers. I just want to meet Hiei one more time and make him pay for his crimes.”


“What crimes?” Botan pressed.


“I’m not going to tell you,” Feran said with a short, pleasant laugh.


“Well, if you have such great mental powers, why are you using the Moon Tear now?” Botan asked.


“Well, I figured you were going to be a little uncomfortable in those energy ropes there,” Feran said, pointing to her binds. “I guess that you are enjoying this anyway. It is quite funny. Poh is really a great person. She knows I won’t really harm you and she knows that these guys need a little fun within the whole serious situation. That’s why I fell in love with her and had to have her here in Agasei.”


“You fell in love with Poh?” Botan asked, her curiosity flaring up higher than ever.


“Yes. She doesn’t love me, really, because I killed her, but she likes me enough. We’ll spar once in a while, or go to that room there for a little fun. We’ll battle a weird little monster or two that I conjure up sometimes. I’m not sure why I love her so much other than the fact that she knows what it’s like to really live freely. I’d guess that she likes it better here in Agasei than outside.”


“But she said that she wanted to be free. She said she needed rest,” the Deity of Death replied.


“Oh, true, she probably does…but it’s a bluff on her part. She only said that so she could lead your friends safely through. I think she’s taken a liking to them. Even Hiei, though I don’t know how she did that. She’ll probably make sure we don’t kill each other either. She doesn’t want me dead, I know that, but I don’t think she wants your friends down there to be killed either. Just watch, she’ll keep them occupied for a while. Just until your Kurama is full to bursting.”


Botan smiled sadly. “Would you really do anything to them?”


“No. I only said those things to keep you quiet. You were whimpering in your sleep and it gave me a headache, so I was irritable. But watching these people with Poh…I feel all the better for it.”


“You truly love Poh, don’t you? Why don’t you tell her?” Botan asked.


“She knows,” Feran replied, a sad smiled slipping across his face as well. “She knows, but she doesn’t love me back, so I can do nothing. You and Kurama share something that I wish we had, but it won’t ever be…at least not for a very long time.”


“Please…tell me what Hiei did so I can try and help,” Botan pleaded.


“You care for all of your friends, don’t you? Even Hiei? Why would you care for such a person? He’s so cold and hard. Cruel as well, otherwise I wouldn’t want to kill him.”


“Yes, I care about them all. I don’t want any of them hurt or killed, even Hiei. Please, try and come up with a way to go around killing him.”


“I’ll try, but I doubt even your words, however persuasive they are, will change my mind.”


Botan just nodded and went back to watching her friends. She felt sad at not being near Kurama, but she felt a strange twist in her stomach as she looked at Hiei. They had never been close, really. She had always been slightly afraid of the fire demon and his quick temper. Now, when he stood a very good chance of fighting and being killed by the man in front of her—who she was beginning to like because of his good humor and kind attitude—she regretted not getting to know the Koorime better.


The effects of the body switching wore off very shortly after Poh pressed the button. The room swirled again, and they were back in their old bodies again. The snickers and teasing died down as she picked another button across the room. She was careful of her steps as she looked up at Kuwabara’s reflection, holding back more giggles, and walked across the room. 


“Is this button ok?” she asked the others, looking closely at a button that was shaped like a spider.


“Eww…spiders won’t come out and start attacking us or something, will they?” Kuwabara asked, cringing at the idea of spiders everywhere.


“No, I don’t like spiders. I wonder what it’ll do, though. Care to find out?” she inquired.


“Push it, but this is the last one, agreed?” Kurama said.


“Fine,” Poh said with a sigh. She pushed the button. 


There was no swirling this time, but something appeared in the middle of the island that caught everyone’s attention.


There was, in fact, a spider, but it was not attacking anyone. Poh rushed over, keeping to the blue and red tiles, and watched as the spider got up on two of its back legs and started to turn a small length of web into a lasso and swing it in the air.


“What the hell—“ Yusuke said, but burst into laughter as the spider threw the lasso web over Hiei’s head and tried to pull the fire demon down.


“Watch out, Hiei, it might get you!” Yusuke laughed, pointing at Hiei and clutching his side. Kuwabara was having fits of silly laughter nearby, tears coming out of his eyes as he continued to chuckle.


“Well, Hiei, I believe you’ve been caught,” Kurama said, laughing almost as hard as Kuwabara.


Hiei looked like he was struggling not to kill everyone there and then, and managed to hold back his temper as he ripped the web off of his neck. Poh wiped a tear out of her eye as she tried to calm down, but could not manage to do it as the spider tried to lasso Hiei again.


“I think that spider really likes you, Hiei,” Yusuke chuckled as the spider threw another lasso at Hiei. Hiei grabbed it and wrapped it around the spider. The spider, tangled in its own web, fell on all legs and began to run in circles, bumping into someone once in a while.


The spider disappeared with a small puff of smoke just as it finished running into Kurama’s shoe. When everyone had calmed down and the laughing fits ceased, they started to leave the room as Poh and Kurama agreed.


“Hey, aren’t we supposed to solve puzzles or something?” Kuwabara asked, still breaking into small giggles once in a while.


“Yes, but that’s in the next room. This path consists of a bunch of different room connected to the other. It’s not really a maze, because there are no more wrong turns on this path, but you have to work really hard to try and get past the riddles and various spells in each room. But don’t worry…no more spiders will try to lasso Hiei.”


“Yeah, Hiei. Did you notice that that spider seemed particularly determined to get you? Hmmm…it seems Hiei has an admirer,” Yusuke teased.


“Shut up,” Hiei snapped, glaring daggers at Yusuke and Kuwabara, both of whom were laughing.


They tried to stop laughing, and eventually succeeded. They were led across the red and blue tiles, and soon came to a rock hall.


“Come on,” Poh said. “When we get to the rooms, there’s a catch. I told you before that Agasei would kind of shift to fit who was supposed to be going through it. Well, this will do the same thing. Each room will be ‘assigned’ to one of you, sort of. We’ll know when we get there what it will be, but I don’t know how. It changes a lot. There will be one for me now, but one extra for Botan. We can pick who will do that or maybe the room will…who knows? We’ll find instructions in the room. Hmm…maybe it’ll even give us extra rooms. It could even give us less. But who knows? We just have to wait and find out.”


“This place is getting weirder by the second,” Yusuke whispered to himself. Kuwabara, hearing his comment, nodded his agreement.


“We’re here…the first room,” Poh said quietly.


They walked in. At Poh’s assurance, they walked safely across the tiles, all of which were the same color, shape, and size. This room had red tiles and walls, and a small stand in the middle.


“Ok, here’s the instructions,” Poh said. “Kurama, I think this room is yours.”


Kurama walked to the stand and saw why she thought it was his riddle to solve. On the sheet of paper that had the instructions written in tidy handwriting, a small red rose was laying there, beautiful and fragrant.


“Don’t be afraid of anything in these rooms,” Poh said. “The only part of the path of mind you have to be afraid of is having to start over again. If you get the wrong answer or solution or whatever we will have to start at the beginning again, with an extra room to go through at the end. Nothing will hurt us.”


Kurama took the rose and held it…he had a feeling he would need it. 


“What do the instructions say?” Kuwabara asked, staring around the room, which was strangely empty except for the stand.


Kurama looked at the paper.


“It says I need to place beauty in the correct home,” he said softly.


At his words, seven vases appeared around the room, placed on the walls. They were all identical accept for a small symbol on each, none of which Kurama could understand. They appeared to be just small sketches.


Some of the vases pushed up against one wall disappeared temporarily and reappeared at another wall. On the wall, which now had nothing in front of it, pictures appeared.


“I suppose I have to put the rose in the correct vase,” Kurama said. “And this will tell me how.”


Kurama walked up to the wall and began to look at the pictures. There was a line of the seven vases and the symbol one each, all with roses in them. Below that, there was a rose, which, oddly enough, was moving. The rose kept twirling around, showing first the top and then the bottom of the stem and then the profile. Every which way it was spinning, never stopping once. Every couple of seconds it would flash. Kurama looked below that and saw a small ring carved into the wall, with a small X in the middle.


“I can’t understand any of this,” Kurama muttered to himself, his words inaudible to the others.


“Do you need help, Kurama?” Kuwabara asked.


“You aren’t allowed to help him,” Poh said, smiling sadly.


Kurama looked at the circle with the X in it again. What did that mean? The other things on the wall seemed to be painted on, but this was actually cut into the wall. He looked at it and realized that it wasn’t like the rest of the wall, but softer. That must mean that he could press that when he was done? He thought about it and then decided not to test it. He wouldn’t put the rose into any vase until he was sure, and then, when he did put it in a vase, he would press the little carving only if nothing happened. He didn’t want to cause anything to happen ahead of time.


He looked back up at the row of vases on the wall. Each had a symbol matching a vase in the room, as Kurama saw. He looked around, matching each one…and then he realized they were out of order. The ones on the wall were in different order than the ones in the room. He would look at that in a moment…


But something caught his eye. His hand ran over the line of vases on the wall, and a glowing flashed on a vase next to him. He ran his hand over a vase on the wall again, and he saw the symbol of another vase in the room light up momentarily, and then fade away. He looked at each one, and then kept that little trick in mind until later.


He then looked at the spinning rose. He held up the rose in his hand to see if anything happened, but it did not. He watched at the rose went around, spinning like a wheel toward him. He watched it revolve about five times before noticing something…the rose paused when it hit the top, where it showed all the petals and their arrangements. He looked down at the rose in his hand and looked at he petals. He walked to each vase and looked from the symbol to the petals, trying to find a match. Then, he walked back to the wall, and looked at the petals as they passed. They formed a certain symbol as well. He passed his hand over the vases on the wall, his finger going over the symbol that matched the spinning flower. It flashed on a different symbol than the one that matched the one in his hand. Then, he looked from his rose to the vases on the wall and passed over the symbol that matched.


He looked at the vases and saw a symbol light up…a symbol that matched the spinning rose. He walked over to that vase, and with a deep final breath, he dropped the rose into that vase.


Nothing happened. He breathed deeply again, and walked over the wall. The X was flashing. He pressed it, and waited with his breath held.


Suddenly, in front of him, the pictures disappeared. The wall, blank now, began to change. In front of where he stood, Kurama saw a door form.


“You did it!” Poh laughed, running to the door as though to check if it were real.


“Was that hard?” Hiei asked quietly


“Harder than I thought it would be, but easy enough,” Kurama said.


Hiei grunted and walked to the door.


“Well, are we going or not?” he said irritably.


“Let’s go,” Poh said, and walked through the door into the room beyond.


Chapter 5: Riddles


The second room came slowly into view as they walked through the hall of stone. The walls and floors were black, and as it had been in the last room, a single stand stood in the center. Other than that, the room was empty.


“Ok, whose room is this?” Yusuke asked, looking around the strange room.


“Well, why don’t we go see?” Poh said simply, walking to the stand. 


“I think this room is Hiei’s,” Kurama said quietly, almost sadly, as he looked at what was on the stand.


Other than the paper that would contain the instructions for that room, something strange lay there. Hiei walked up to the stand and looked down at what it was.


The fire demon’s body tensed as he looked down. It was a small but beautiful gem attached to a small amount of string.


“What’s that thing?” Kuwabara asked.


Hiei didn’t answer. Kurama shot Kuwabara a meaningful look and shook his head. Then he looked back to Hiei with concerned eyes.


“What does the paper say?” Poh said, trying to stop the questions from Yusuke and Kuwabara.


Hiei picked it up and breathed deeply.


“It says ‘Place the key in the correct hole, but be careful of illusion.’”


“That doesn’t sound good,” Kuwabara muttered.


On the walls, a small hole appeared on all but one. Hiei looked down at the gem in his hand and then to each hole. The gem was the key…something inside told him that. 


“Well, this looks interesting,” Yusuke said sarcastically, sighing.


Hiei walked to one of the holes to examine it. Upon looking inside, he saw something deep within…


Behind the holes, just as they stopped at the wall, a picture was lit up. The one he looked at now was in fact one of himself. He walked to each in turn to find the picture of himself, Yukina, and…


One picture was of the one who had implanted him with the Jagan…Sigure, that was his name. So which was he supposed to put it in?


It made perfect sense to put the ‘key’ into the hole with the picture of Yukina, who had been trying to find her brother and give him that very gem. It made sense to also put it in the keyhole with his own picture, because the gem did in fact belong to him. It also made perfect sense to put it in the hole with Sigure, because Sigure had given Hiei the Jagan eye to search for that very gem…Be careful of illusion…

The thought rolled through his head. Something was illusion, he knew it. Why else would the instructions say that?


He looked at each hole in turn again…one picture had to make more sense than the others did. But he had to find what the illusion was…it might even help him.


He walked to each key hole once again, this time running his hand over each hole, wondering if the image inside would change or do something. Nothing happened. Then, he looked down at the gem…it was beautiful, though simple. Thoughts of the past drifted into his head, sending a small twist of pain to his stomach. He pushed away the twisting, as he always had and probably always would. Then he looked at each keyhole in turn, wondering…


Then something caught his eye. The holes…there was something wrong with them. Something about the wall on two of them were different from one…


He tried to push his hand against the holes, and felt that it was solid rock. A new feeling rushed through him as he tried each hole…but only one was different.


He came to the hole that held his own image. He pushed his hand against it and found that his hand went all the way through the rock. The wall there was an illusion. He felt around, and upon feeling that it held a small area, though not big enough for him to see, he tried to open the Jagan.


And found that, once again, it was not there. He growled in anger, forcing himself to regain control. He moved his hand around inside the space and found that there was another hole in there. Something flashed in his mind…illusion…


Which hole would the ‘key’ go in? The one of his face or the one in the compartment. He trusted his instincts and pushed it into the hole in the compartment. If he was wrong, they would just have to try again.


The gem was pulled from his hands and the fake wall faded.


Behind it was the gem, suspended mysteriously in the air just before the hole.


::Is this the one you want, Hiei?:: a small, kind voice said in his mind. The voice of the guardian of the first chamber…he remembered it.


He looked into the hole and saw the picture that lay beyond. It was a picture of his mother, but this one moved…She was crying. Hiei saw the entire scene and soon realized what it was. His mother was crying, taking one tear as it fell and tying it to a string. She wrapped it about some small thing’s neck…his own. Then, new hands took him, and threw him forcefully off a nearby cliff. His mother broke down, sinking to the ground, crying out in the pain of losing her son…


Hiei forced back a huge rush of emotion and whispered back to the voice as best he could.


::Yes::


The gem slowly went into the hole, and Hiei felt a light rush around him. When it cleared, the room was completely empty…with a door on one wall.


“Well, that took long enough,” Yusuke muttered under his breath, but Hiei didn’t seem to hear. He was still staring fixedly at the wall where he had seen what had happened to him and his mother. He didn’t dare speak, for fear of what might come out. He clenched his teeth, trying to hold back the shock of everything he had seen there. He had known this sort of thing must have happened, but to acctually see it…


“Hiei?” 


Poh laid a gentle hand on the fire demon’s shoulder.


“The door appeared. You did it,” she said softly, staring at Hiei with concerned eyes.


“Hiei?” she asked.


Hiei said nothing, but moved toward the door.


“Is he alright?” Kuwabara asked, cocking his head in confusion.


“Don’t worry about him,” Kurama replied, looking at his friend. “He’ll manage.”


Hiei heard those words, but no comfort or happiness came from them.


“These aren’t really hard puzzles, are they?” Yusuke remarked as they entered the next room.


“Well, I think they aren’t puzzles at all, somehow,” Poh replied, looking around carefully. “They seem to just be anything they want to be…you just have to notice something. That was Hiei’s case, anyway…looking within yourself to find the answer. Kurama’s was a real puzzle…”


“Well, whose is this?” Hiei interrupted as they entered the next room. This room was green.


“I think it’s Yusuke’s,” Kurama noted quietly, looking around. There was a stand in the middle with a piece of paper on it as usual, but there was nothing on the paper…it was just there.


“How do you know?” Kuwabara asked.


“Well, there isn’t anything here on the paper as there was with Hiei and me, but his name is on it,” Kurama answered, looking thoughtfully down at the paper.


Sure enough, the piece of paper had the word “Yusuke” written across the top in small letters.


“Well, you can’t get any clearer than that,” Yusuke sighed, and approached the paper.


“What does it say?” Poh asked quietly, narrowing her eyes.


“It says ‘find the pattern and move it’,” Yusuke said, a scowl of confusion appearing on his face.


The wall ahead of him immediately began to change. It’s color turned from green to white. The next wall turned from green to brown. The next wall turned from green to grey. The last wall stayed green.


“Ok, this is weird,” Yusuke whispered under his breath, looking at the walls.


On each wall, however, something started to appear. On the brown wall, a quarter moon formed. On the white, a black rain cloud appeared. On the green, a star came into view, and on the grey, a small sun took shape.


“What’s the pattern?” Yusuke said.


“I think that’s what you have to figure out,” Poh said quietly, almost in a whisper. She looked slightly frightened.


“Ok, but—“ Yusuke began, but cut himself off.


The forms on the wall began to switch. The star became the sun, the sun became the moon, the moon became the cloud, and the cloud became the star. And the figures switched a lot, in no particular order. Sometimes one would remain where it was. Sometimes they all would. Sometimes one would fly to another wall and then back to its own. There was no distinguishable pattern.


“Forget what I said earlier. This is weird,” Yusuke said. He was trying to watch the figures go from wall to wall, figuring out how they switched. After finding no way to figure out when a shape went to another wall or what wall it went to, he sighed heavily and threw up his hands in exasperation.


“How the hell am I supposed to figure this out?” he asked no one in particular.


The room was silent after that. Yusuke stood there, looking from wall to wall, trying to see some kind of pattern…and then he did.


He noticed that every three times a figure switched, it would go back to its original wall. It was the fourth time that it went to its own wall, no exceptions. The hard part was that he couldn’t tell what it meant to “move” the pattern.


He walked up to the grey wall and placed his hand on it as the sun appeared. He noted also that it wasn’t just three times it had to leave its own…it had to hit another wall three times. If it went back to its own the first time and only once, it still had to hit another wall two times for it to come back again for a full turn. That was when it stayed in its own for two switches. That was when…


The sun stayed for two switches and he hit it. The sun smashed into little bits and the wall turned back to green.


“I think this is it!” he muttered to himself, turning around and going to the green wall. The star appeared after a moment and stayed for two turns…Yusuke hit it, and the star disappeared.


“He’s got it!” Kuwabara said in excitement.


“Wait!” Poh said. “He may have to hit the walls in a correct order.


“I know the order now,” Yusuke said, walking up to the white wall. The cloud appeared and stayed for two turns. He hit it, and the wall turned green as the cloud faded away.


“One more,” Yusuke smirked, walking to the last wall.


But it wouldn’t be that simple. The moon started flying around the room, not touching any wall, not even its own.


“Come here, you!” Yusuke yelled, trying to catch the moon.


But it went through his hand. 


“What the hell?” he shouted, growling in frustration.


“Why can’t he touch it?” Kurama asked, turning to Poh.


“I’m not sure…” Poh said, but something in her voice told Kurama that she was lying.


Kurama turned back to Yusuke, watching him jump at the moon and swear every time it went through his fingers.


“Bakayaro!” Yusuke screamed, his temper flaring.


The moon swirled in circles…and that’s when Yusuke noticed something else…


The moon would go in the direction his hand hit. It would turn around and through his hand to the wall behind it. So he tried to guide it to its own wall…


As it hit the wall once, it stayed. Yusuke smashed it with his hand…and the moon faded. But the wall did not turn green…


“Did he get it wrong?” Kuwabara asked, his voice cracking with fear.


“I don’t think so,” Kurama said with a warm smile. “Look.”


Kuwabara looked at the wall. The brown was slowly seeping into the center, leaving the rest of the wall green. As the brown reached a certain point, it stopped and formed a square. That square faded, but what was left behind was black.


“A door!” Poh exclaimed happily, running toward it.


They all let themselves heave a small sigh of relief, but could not imagine what would come next.


“So, they’ve managed to make it through three rooms, ne?” Feran said, staring intently into the Moon Tear.


“Yes, they did!” Botan said happily, watching her friends walk through the newest door.


“I wouldn’t get too excited. Kuwabara or Poh has to go next. If Kuwabara goes next, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s killed or gets the puzzle wrong. If it’s Poh, than that means Kuwabara goes afterwards…into an even harder puzzle,” Feran said coldly.


“Kuwabara may not be the smartest person in the world, but his friends’ lives are at stake,” Botan retorted. “He’ll do it.”


“Hm,” Feran grunted, the corner of his mouth twitching into a small smirk.


“What’s so funny?” Botan asked, looking at the elemental before her.


“Nothing,” Feran said, a little too quickly.


“Tell me,” Botan said. She almost felt sad that this man was causing so much grief to everyone…he was kind of fun, actually.


“Nothing you need to know,” Feran said.


Botan gave up. He had been making small comments and then not explaining them all the time, smirking afterwards and telling her that she didn’t need to know what it meant. He smiled—sadly, almost—every time that he saw Poh…


He was in love with her. Botan had no doubt. But even through all of the stuff about Feran she could occupy herself with wondering about, her mind always drifted back to Hiei. What had this elemental and the Koorime shared that had made Feran so revengeful? What could he have done?


Botan never wondered about Poh or Feran’s humor or anything like that…just the situation with Hiei.


“Please tell me what happened with you and Hiei,” Botan said.


“Never you mind,” Feran whispered, looking into the Moon Tear again, his face going motionless.


“Tell me or—“


“Or what?” Feran snapped, glaring up at her.


“Just tell me, please. Hiei is my friend and I want to know what he did that was so terrible. It can’t have been as bad as what he did to Yusuke and the others, and he’s their friend now.”


Feran looked like he was considering.


“I will tell you. But not now. Now, you should really watch your friends,” he said simply, pointing to the Moon Tear.


Botan sighed in resignation. Well, at least he would tell her sometime. She settled for that and watched Kurama’s handsome face sadly, holding back tears and wondering if he thought about her at all.


The next room was all deep, dark blue. 


“Is this mine?” Kuwabara asked.


“No,” Poh replied, looking down at the stand in the middle.


“How do you know?” Kuwabara asked. “Whose is it?”


Poh sighed sadly.


“It’s mine,” she said, looking down at the paper.


“What’s on the paper?” Hiei asked, walking up behind her and looking down at the stand.


On top of the paper stood the small figure of a star. 


“What are the instructions?” Yusuke asked.


Poh picked up the paper and read it.


“’Stars guide none when they aren’t there. Lead someone home’,” she said.


The walls all started to glow slightly. On them, constellations started to appear, all perfect in every way.


“It looks like I have to put this star here into the correct constellation,” Poh said calmly, looking at all of the walls.


“Aren’t you worried? There are so many,” Kuwabara said, his mouth gaping at the beautiful but complex display on the walls.


“You forget, Kuwabara, that I am the guardian of the Chamber of the Stars. The walls held every single star that ever existed. After so many years in that single chamber, I have memorized each and every star and their colors. I’ve even named a few of my own, though no one else knows these names.”



“Oh,” Kuwabara said shortly, still looking skeptical.


Poh didn’t notice. She walked around, studying the hundreds of stars on the walls. There were no stars on the ceiling or floor, however…just the walls.


“This star is white,” Poh mumbled, looking down at the figure in her hand. “I have to put it in the place of a white star, then. Which constellation did this come from?”


She was talking to herself. The others stood to one side, nervously looking at all of the patterns and clusters of stars on the walls. They all seemed to find it hard to trust in Poh’s familiarity with the stars.


She walked from each wall on, going in circles. Then she sighed, shook her head, and stood in the middle of the room. She closed her eyes, lowering her head, and went so still the others thought she had fallen asleep.


“Poh?” Yusuke said softly.


“Shut up!” Poh snapped, not moving an inch.


They all obeyed. She stood there for a long time, not moving at all. The stars on the walls winked innocently, all seemingly alike. Poh never moved, even when the others stirred impatiently.


Suddenly, as abruptly as she had gone silent, Poh snapped her head up and smiled widely. She ran to a corner and looked at a part of the wall near the floor.


“Here it is!” she said happily, pressing the star into a place on the wall.


The room faded suddenly. When they came to, they were in the blue room again, sprawled on the floor.


“What’s this?” Kurama said, sitting up and holding his head in pain.



There were two doors, each leading to what seemed identical rooms.


“What?!” Feran shouted as the two doors appeared.


“What’s wrong?” Botan asked.


“Agasei is done!” he flared, his eyes growing angry and his face twisting in rage.


“Done? What—“


“The riddles are all solved! But there’s one more! What the hell!” Feran continued to lose his temper, glaring all the time at the Moon Tear. Then, he looked up at Botan.


“Fine. You want to know what the Koorime did to me? Then know. When I lived in Makai, it was just with my family. I had a wife and a young daughter. We lived right next to a vast ocean, as most water elementals do, and we lived peacefully, out of everyone’s way. Well, one day, we were walking near a waterfall and a fire demon attacked me. Yes, your precious Hiei. Well, I don’t think he even saw my wife and daughter as he whipped out his sword and tried to kill me. They were knocked out of the way as he rushed me and burned to ashes by his energy. He didn’t even care. He tried to kill me because I had come across him once before and he couldn’t hurt me. But then, he attacked my weakness…my wife Sira and my beautiful little daughter Koa. In a last struggle as he attacked me, I ripped some stupid chain off of his neck, trying to strangle him, but it simply snapped and washed away in the waterfall. He became furious and tried to kill me. I think he believed me dead, because he left me. Hiei is not known for leaving people alive. So I lived, and now I try to live over that grief by avenging my family. And they probably didn’t even die…they were most likely thrown to some kind of limbo because of that bastard there.”



Feran finished his tale in tears of pure rage, waving his hand fiercely at the Moon Tear and the image of Hiei. Botan looked down at the Moon Tear and shook her head sadly. Hiei…why had you done that?


“Killing Hiei won’t bring Sira and Koa back, Feran,” Botan whispered.


“Maybe not, but maybe their souls can rest. Maybe my soul can rest, too,” Feran said miserably, his eyes dry and his voice deadly quiet. Botan shivered involuntarily. This man was starting to scare her with his sharp temper that matched the fire demon he was so angered at that he was driven to madness…obsession. But Hiei had always been mad for a reason and mostly kept it in check…this elemental Feran was scarier in his outbursts.


“You have to die,” Feran said quietly, almost calmly, as though he were at some tea party rather than near his enemies and his captive.


“What?” Botan said, but thought better. “Fine. Kill me. But don’t hurt the others. Let them go, please!”


“No…NO!” he screamed, and whipped his hand.


The energy chains around her were gone, but a hand was quickly fastened around her neck, choking her. Botan slammed her tiny fists into Feran’s arm, trying to break his hold, but could barely make him feel it. He laughed, tightening his grip. Botan felt her head get very light all of a sudden…but then a rush of pain came back as the hand from her neck was gone and she suddenly saw herself looking up into the face of Kurama.


Poh had examined both doors, not walking through either. Was this part of the puzzle? No…she knew that Agasei was testing them to see if they should be done. They were…but which door?


Both had white beyond, but she couldn’t really tell which was which. She finally just called the others over and whispered to them.


“Throw something into one of the doors. If it comes back, we go through the other door. If it doesn’t come back, that’s the door we go through. Go,” she hissed, pointing to either door.


Kuwabara walked to a door and took off his shoe. He threw it through the door frame, stepping back. Moments later, the shoe came flying back at him, hitting him square in the face.


“Well, we know which door to go in,” Yusuke said, running toward the other door as Kuwabara struggled to get his shoe back on.


They all ran through the door and immediately heard screaming. Poh whispered something that sounded faintly like “Feran” but Hiei dismissed it. It didn’t matter…as long as he could find the elemental that had cost him most of his sanity for a while.


They stopped as a white rush of light went over them. All but Poh were backed against a wall or on the ground. Suddenly, the light vanished and they all got up.


“Hiei! Your Jagan!” Poh said excitedly, pointing to Hiei’s forehead.


“I can sense everything you guys! Whoa, what power!” Kuwabara said, turning his head toward their destination.


“Youko is back…I feel like my soul is one again…” Kurama said, looking down at his hands with a slight smirk on his face.


“Hey guys, look at this,” Yusuke said, holding up a finger with a small point of energy on the end.


“Our powers are back!” Kuwabara shouted happily, laughing.


“Don’t waste time!” Hiei snapped, feeling secretly better now that he had his third eye back. He felt like he had been completely blind and now he could finally see.


They all stopped their short celebration and rushed ahead. Kurama, who was in the lead, suddenly screamed “NO!” and lashed his rose whip forward.


Looking ahead, Hiei saw that Feran had been holding Botan by the neck and trying to strangle her. He smirked as he saw Kurama kneel on the ground and place Botan’s head in his lap, and then rushed forward to finish Feran off once and for all.


Chapter 6: Hiei’s Battle


“Ku-Kurama?” Botan whispered, tears pouring out of her eyes as she coughed.


“Shh,” Kurama said, putting a finger to her lips to silence her. “You’re hurt. Just stay here. Kuwabara, could you please watch her? I’m going to help Hiei.”


Kuwabara leaned down next to Botan and helped her sit up. She tried to stop Kurama, tell him that it was Hiei’s fight, but she couldn’t seem to speak. Hiei wouldn’t want Kurama interfering and they might both get hurt if they argued over it.


“Get back!” Hiei shouted as Kurama came forward. “He’s mine.”


“Hiei, let me—“


“No. He has to pay for what he did,” Hiei said, his voice deadly calm.


“What I did? YOU! You did it!” Feran growled, throwing Kurama away and lashing at Hiei.


“Me?” Hiei laughed. “Ha! I attacked you because you were in my way. You would do the same if it were reversed.”


“I was in your way? Then why did you kill my family?” Feran screamed, trying his hardest to penetrate Hiei’s defenses. His anger prevented Hiei from answering as he slammed the Koorime into the wall, hitting it with a small crack.


Hiei recovered immediately and rushed back into the fight. He slashed his sword at Feran, slicing his arm in several places in the process.


“Your family? Please! I doubt you even cared about them,” Hiei said, laughing almost mirthlessly. He seemed to be having a good time. 


Feran screamed, possibly in anger, maybe in pain. Hiei had sliced him up in many places, but Hiei was also wounded.


“NO!” Feran screamed, now ignoring Hiei.


Yusuke had grabbed the Moon Tear and was now ready to fire a Spirit Gun.


“Spirit—“


“No!” Hiei yelled.


Yusuke stopped.


“This is my fight,” Hiei said quietly.


Yusuke nodded in understanding.


“Get him,” Yusuke said, backing away with the Moon Tear in hand.


Feran launched himself at Hiei. Hiei was becoming more and more wounded by the second. He was becoming weaker…


He slammed into a wall again and could not seem to get up. He was about to try when Kurama suddenly appeared.


Feran had tried to aim a shot of energy at Hiei and had hit Botan…Kurama was now throwing all of his strength at Feran, trying to rip the water elemental into pieces. Hiei chuckled as he remembered his thoughts at the beginning of the maze…he thought that Botan would make Kurama weaker or stronger. Hiei now knew it to probably by the latter.


“Oh,” Feran said, fighting off Kurama. “Did I hurt you? Someone you love gets hurt and you get angry! Why don’t you explain the feeling to Hiei? He doesn’t seem to understand!”


“What?” Kurama said, lashing out his rose whip, but then stopping.


Feran landed on the ground after being thrown back a ways.


“He didn’t tell you? Oh…I thought he trusted you, Kurama,” Feran laughed, standing up straight and holding some of his bleeding wounds.


“Feran…” a weak voice whispered.


Botan was sitting up, holding the burn on her shoulder where the energy had hit.


“What do you want?” Feran snarled, glaring at the Deity of Death.



“Why do you want to do this? Your family…your family wouldn’t want you to—to do this. Poh wouldn’t eith-either…” she whispered, coughing.


Feran paused for just a second.


Hiei had recovered. He slammed Feran to the ground and held up his hand.


“I killed your family because they were in my way too,” Hiei said shortly. “And you are in my way always…it seems killing your family was a mistake—it only made you more of a nuisance. You’ll pay for what you made me lose. You got your payment when you lost that gem of mine, don’t you see that? That was all I had left.”


The quiet rage and misery and utter pain in those words made Botan want to burst into tears again. She knew that part of Hiei’s story…his loss of the gem, one of the three reasons for the implant of the Jagan.


“You’ve had your payment. Now, when you cause everyone more grief, there is payment that you now owe,” Hiei said, and held up his hand.


“Dragon of the Darkness Flame!” he shouted, gathering dark energy in the palm of his hand. He launched the Dragon at Feran…and reduced him to ash.


“Hiei, are you alright?” Kurama asked, kneeling next to Hiei, who had fallen to the ground from exhaustion and pain.


“Get…out!” Hiei said, feeling some kind of shift in energy around him.


“This place is going to fall in! We have to get out!” Yusuke said, looking worried.


Kurama ran over to Botan and picked her up. 


“Kurama,” a small voice said from next to him.


It was Poh.


“Kurama, there is little time,” Poh said, looking weak. “Feran is dead…that means Agasei is dead and soon I am. Thank you for setting me free. The way out is over there. The wall is fake.”


She pointed to a section of wall near where Feran’s ashes were laying.


“Go!” she said, a tear coming out of her eye.


It turned to a gem on the ground.


“Look…my soul isn’t as damned as I thought. Take it and do something with it. I don’t want the last piece of my soul to rest in this shit hole.”


Kurama picked up the gem and called to the others.


“Goodbye,” he said to Poh, smiling slightly, and ran with the others. Yusuke was supporting Hiei’s weight, seeing as how the fire demon was almost unable to move. 


Poh cried, but no more tears turned to gems. She said a silent farewell to her friends as they escaped Agasei forever. She would miss them…she had come to care for them all in the short time they were together. She smiled, closing her eyes. It was time for her soul to finally rest…


Epilogue


Hiei stared out the window. Kurama had taken him to his house to recover from his wounds. They were more severe than he had wanted to admit to. It was raining—pouring, actually—and the world seemed grey. Hiei still felt the pain from his wounds…not the physical ones, but the ones that came from reliving his past many times. He had heard from Botan that Poh’s soul was now happy…it turned out that she was given a place in Reikai that was not entirely hell. Kurama had given Poh’s final tear to Botan, and the Deity of Death had delivered it to the soul of the Koorime ice maiden. Poh was very happy and, unlike other souls, often remembered everything in her life. She asked often about Hiei, Kurama, and the others. Well, Hiei knew she was a warrior…she wouldn’t likely forget everything. She had frequently told Botan to remind him of the incident with the spider.


A hand was suddenly on his shoulder, soft and gentle.


“Are you alright, Hiei-kun?” 


Yukina stood next to him, her sweet face looking into his.


“Yes,” he said shortly. He smiled a real smile, happy for once in a long time. She had come to see if he was okay, as well as Kuwabara. Kuwabara was not going to tell Yukina that he was her brother…he had promised to keep it secret. 


Yukina smiled and went back to the others, who were talking about various things and playing cards. They always seemed to play cards…


“It must have been painful, living your life over,” Kurama said, walking up behind him.


Hiei didn’t need to reply. Kurama knew his answer.


“I can safely say now that you definitely must have a darker past than I. Those Shades must have done something to you…you are quieter and more detached than usual. Kuwabara has made fun of you at least four times already and you haven’t even turned your head.”


Hiei grunted, smirking. Baka ningen…


“So, how do you feel? Are your wounds healed?” Kurama said carelessly.


“What does it matter to you? They probably won’t heal. Go back to your friends,” Hiei said harshly. Kurama only laughed.


“Say what you want, Hiei. You can join us anytime…”


Kurama turned and walked back to the others. Hiei was alone again. He could join them any time, huh? Please…


But Hiei couldn’t help feel something twist in his stomach as he thought…friends…


Maybe he would heal after all.

--

