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Wind Wail

By: Falconess

Silence. No sound, save for the rustling of the leaves in the gentle breeze that swept softly by. The sun was beginning to reach the end of its course, slipping toward the western horizon slowly, turning the sky’s vivid blue to blood red, with each hour the colors becoming darker and more intense. There was little movement besides that caused by the winds that smoothly glided on, relentlessly whispering in the ears of the few that would listen, singing their songs to those that understood the simple meanings. Things were at peace.


A dark blur, imperceptible to the naked eye, flashed by and paused on a high branch, suddenly as still as death and just as cold. This black figure stared down at the clearing below him, crimson eyes scanning the scene as though searching for something important. He sighed almost inaudibly, failing to contain the wistful tinge hidden within it. His finely shaped, ashen-skinned features were drawn into a faint scowl, a scowl that betrayed no emotion but simply blockaded them behind a mask of wood. His black cloak rippled behind him, giving him an almost eerie appearance with its contrast to his all but unnatural stillness. Another flicker of movement, a flash of black, and he was suddenly heading toward the ground, landing with the lightest of taps that the most sensitive ear would have strained to hear. He straightened tensely, his strangely graceful roughness only enhancing his almost dangerous demeanor. He walked forward slowly, stuffing his loosely clenched fists into his pockets, his boots making not the least sound, heading toward the shrine ahead.


He could hear noises coming from inside and gathered that the normal group was within. He stepped forward, his hand on the door, and hesitated for a split second.


That split second was all he needed to reconsider. What am I doing here? Why do I care what those bakas are doing? Don’t I have better things to do? These thoughts plagued his mind, tormenting him. Normally, he would have pushed away these distractions without another consideration, but something in that sinister little voice at the back of his head was particularly disturbing this time. Why was he here? Did he have something to do? Someone to see?


Feeling foolish, he carelessly shrugged these somewhat ludicrous thoughts off, though in the deepest chasms of his mind he was still haunted by them. Then, he opened the door.


“Nani!?” someone grunted stupidly, but this abrupt exclamation was overwhelmed by the overly enthused greetings that reached the door.


“Oi! What are you doing here?”


“How are you? It’s been so long.”


“It’s been a while, where have you been hiding?”


“Why, hello. You showed up after all.”


“Hiei-kun…”


These greetings were all meant in good humor and warmth, but Hiei paid them no heed. This last voice had caught his attention, and he turned to give the voice the faintest hint of a smile…Yukina…


“So, shrimp, where’ve you been?” Kuwabara, the large, clumsy, orange-haired ningen, inquired rudely. “We haven’t seen you in quite a while. I was beginning to think that you were getting scared of me.”


 Hiei only snorted contemptuously.


“In your dreams, baka,” he sneered, rounding on Kuwabara and pronouncing his scowl still more deeply. “Why should I be scared of an insignificant insect—“


“Hiei, I think it would be best if you didn’t finish that sentence for the time being.”


Hiei glanced over at the owner of this voice. Long scarlet hair, sparkling emerald eyes, softly chiseled features, and a gracefully lean body made Suiichi Minamino, or Kurama by his demon name, quite a sight to behold. His low, calm voice, so like a gentle breeze or a soft tap of rain, made Hiei blink slightly. For all his charm, Kurama irritated Hiei whenever the kitsune interrupted him like that. The Koorime was annoyed by the fact that Kurama’s common sense was always right, and further annoyed by the fact that he couldn’t hate Kurama for it. 


“Whatever,” Hiei snapped, though his tone was not so harsh.


“Thank you,” Kurama replied, meaning it. 


“Well, now,” Yusuke said, with an air of someone trying to get things back on track, “if you children are done…where have you been, Hiei? It’s been months since we’ve seen you.”


“Ne, Hiei, where were you all this time?” Botan put in.


“Where do you think I was?” Hiei inquired quietly, his voice carefully apathetic. "Makai.”


“We know that,” Keiko said smoothly, “but what have you been doing? It’s been a long time since we’ve really spent time with you.”


Hiei raised an eyebrow at Keiko, but let it fall as he realized his condescension would not be overly appreciated. He had never really become much of a friend to Yusuke’s fiancée, but he felt that he should at least be civil to her…he thanked the gods that she never discovered his little stunt three years ago, when he kidnapped her and almost turned her into a mindless demon slave…


“I’ve been busy,” Hiei replied cryptically. He felt that he needed to say no more than that, but the others were apparently unsatisfied.


“Well, thanks for being so forward with us, Hiei,” Yusuke shot back dryly. “We really appreciate your blunt honesty, it’s great the way you’re so open with us.”


Hiei, knowing that they were going to pester him for further explanation, decided to acquiesce to their inquiries, if only slightly.


“I’ve been doing work for Mukuro,” he said impersonally. He suddenly decided that the next one of them to push further would have their head ripped off.


However, the others were never to know of the impending danger they may have faced—they silently accepted Hiei’s short reply.


“Hiei-kun,” Yukina said suddenly, her gently soft voice shattering the fragile tranquility that they had slipped into. “I wanted to talk to you about something…would you mind if we spoke in private?”


Her timidly hesitant manner caught his attention. He nodded slowly, his curiosity rising as he followed her out into the cool dusk. She was usually so open with him, never afraid to approach him and speak with him about anything…what was different this time?


“I…” she began uncertainly, obviously feeling awkward. “I was just wondering…well…”


“What?” Hiei asked, his voice taking on an uncharacteristically gentle, encouraging note. It seemed to lift Yukina’s spirit a bit, and she went on with somewhat less hesitation.


“Well, I was wondering…did you ever find…my…”


Hiei instantly knew what she was going to ask. To save her further uneasiness, he spoke.


“Not yet…I’m sorry.”


Yukina looked crestfallen. Hiei felt miserable. She wanted to see if he ever found her brother…oh, Yukina, he thought, if you only knew…


“Oh…I see,” she whispered dispiritedly. “Well…thank you for continuing to look…we should go back inside…”


Hiei wanted to say something desperately, but he…just couldn’t…something was blocking him.


Coward! A tiny but forceful voice in the back of his mind sneered. Are you afraid of rejection, you spineless weakling? Or are you just protecting her? Hm?


Hiei held back a growl, wanting to strangle that voice but feeling foolish all the same. It didn’t matter how much he argued with himself, he knew that little voice was right…damn his conscience…


“Hiei, are you feeling alright? You look pale.”


Hiei shot a piercing glance at Botan. What the hell was she prattling on about now?


“Hiei—“


“I’m fine,” he growled. He instantly regretted it, seeing the hurt look on her face. He couldn’t have cared less if she was hurt by his words, but the look of silent reproach from Kurama and Yukina both was more than he could bear. Nevertheless, his pride would never let him apologize…besides, it was too late now. Botan had already forgotten the incident and was now chatting with Keiko.


“Are you sure you’re alright, Hiei?” Kurama whispered, so as to keep the others from hearing. “You do seem a bit…preoccupied. And you are looking quite pale, even for you. Is something wrong?”


Hiei prepared himself to snap an icy reply, but when he looked up into Kurama’s gentle, genuinely concerned jade eyes, he found that he could not open his mouth to speak. Damn Kurama for being too understanding…


“I’ll live,” he hissed instead, intending to speak forcefully but instead whispering pathetically.


“I’m not questioning whether you’ll live or not,” Kurama pressed on smoothly, “but what is disturbing you so. What did Yukina say to you while you were outside?”


Kurama’s last question was stated as barely a whisper, so that Hiei had to strain to hear it. When he did hear it, however, he felt a mixture of resentment, fear, and displeasure build up inside his chest.


“That’s none of your business,” Hiei croaked, his voice even softer and weaker than before. He felt ashamed that he could barely talk for his weakness…damn, damn, double damn Kurama for knowing me too well!


“Hiei?” 


Hiei looked back up at Kurama, and let his eyes do all the talking. He could see that Kurama was severely perturbed by what he saw, for the kitsune’s eyes widened in what could be shock or incredulity, their cool green depths emanating his disconcerting position as he recoiled ever-so-slightly at whatever Hiei’s eyes were imparting.


Kurama saw what Hiei was thinking, yes. Those blood red ruby orbs couldn’t have been clearer in what they were transmitting. Kurama saw a pain and regret that he had never known could exist…but it did exist, and in none other than his closest friend. Hiei had never let his emotions show like that…it was completely unexpected to see the fire demon actually approaching tears. Kurama felt like he had been dealt a particularly unsettling blow. He felt off balance for a moment before recovering himself. He then knew what Yukina had wanted to talk about that had so upset Hiei…she wanted to know where her brother was, and Hiei was feeling wounded because he was torn…on one hand, he wanted to tell Yukina that he was her brother, that she needn’t search any longer—but on the other hand, the hand that Hiei seemed to have chosen, the Koorime wanted to take the secret with him to the grave.


“I’m sorry Hiei,” Kurama whispered. Hiei could tell by his friend’s tone of voice that his condolences were authentic. 


“Well, anyway,” Yusuke said loudly, taking both Hiei and Kurama by complete surprise. They had been so immersed in their own conversation that they hadn’t noticed the others were talking.
“I’m sorry, Yusuke,” Kurama said softly. “What were you saying?”


“Nothing interesting,” Yusuke replied, sounding not the least bit hurt by their inattentiveness. 


“Yusuke!” Keiko scolded. “We were talking about Shizuru. She gets back from her trip tomorrow.”


“Where’d she go, anyway?” Yusuke inquired lazily, slumping in a chair and looking profoundly bored.


“I told you, she—“


Keiko cut off suddenly, looking over at Kuwabara.



“Is something wrong, Kuwabara?” she asked softly, her brow furrowing in concern.


“I don’t know,” Kuwabara said in an exaggerated conspiratorial tone. “Something feels…funny…”


“Is it your spirit awareness?” Kurama asked carefully. He had always trusted Kuwabara’s unusually keen senses.


“I…don’t think so,” Kuwabara replied uncertainly. “It’s weird…not like the usual stuff. It’s not reiki or youki I sense…it’s something else…it’s not even my usual awareness…I just feel like something bad is going to happen, like a gut instinct.”


There was a short, uncomfortable silence, in which everyone avoided the others’ gazes and became drawn into their own thoughts.


“I feel it as well,” Kurama whispered worriedly. “Kuwabara’s right…it’s not something natural awareness can pick up. I’ve…felt this before, but never this strongly…”


Hiei looked up at Kurama. He knew from the kitsune’s tone that he was referring to certain past experiences, and Hiei was guessing that it had to do with the feelings Kurama had told him about the night before his battle with Karasu during the finals of the Ankoku Bujutsukai. Kurama had approached him and confided his feelings, and Hiei knew that the “gut instinct” Kurama was feeling now was very much like those he felt about Karasu.


Hiei looked around and saw that the others were still feeling quite perturbed. He relaxed his mind and began to concentrate. And then, as soon as he began to try and sense whatever it was that Kuwabara and Kurama were sensing, he felt it. It brushed the edge of his thoughts, and then fully invaded his mind. It was so overwhelming…but nothing Hiei could recognize, though he felt a fleeting familiarity that vanished with the rising of his suspicion. It was…hard to put into words…it was an unclear feeling, albeit strong, but it was…more like…a feeling of oppression, like approaching thunder. An image flashed in his mind—a sunset, glittering over a river…a quiet chatter of birds…but before he could see more, the feeling disappeared. Whatever it was, it wasn’t reiki or youki, just as Kuwabara said. It was disturbing.


“Well, I can’t sense anything,” Yusuke said suddenly, abruptly penetrating everyone’s thoughts.


“But…what could it be?” Kuwabara asked no one in particular, staring at his hands, which were laying on the table.


“It feels like we’re sensing something other than an actual living being,” Kurama said mysteriously, and then clarified by adding, “but rather an ominous peril of some sort.”


“That sounds bad,” Yusuke muttered. Then, he suddenly shook his head, as though ridding himself of a disturbing thought. He looked around, as though hoping no one would catch him with his guard down like that, but was left disappointed when he saw that everyone in the room was staring at him.


“Did you sense it?” Botan inquired shakily. She looked extremely pale…


“Not quite,” Yusuke said. “Demo…why don’t we forget it for now? If whatever it is decides to come, we can deal with it then, ne?”


There was a half-hearted agreement from the others, but nevertheless, the suddenly disquieting silence that fell upon them once more was beginning to take its toll. 


“Ano…etto…” Botan stuttered, trying to initiate some form of conversation, but her efforts were to no avail.


Hiei’s head swam. Without even realizing it, his thoughts began to drift back toward his doubts when he hesitated at the door. Why was he here? No one here really cared about him, did they? And even if they did, why should he care? He had schooled himself his whole life to remain distant and aloof, so everyone would be satisfied and no one would get hurt…but somehow, when he used this manner around his friends, he was neither satisfied nor free from pain, but rather the contrary of both. He was left with an emptiness so consuming he felt like curling up into a ball and sobbing his eyes out, and the pain made things worse. He was in perpetual limbo until he stopped arguing with himself, but he had no clue when that would happen. He always found something wrong with life, and when he saw that, he would argue with himself about it. So he was left to start doubting his relationships when he found nothing else in life to criticize…and it was hurting him.


“Maybe you should get some rest, Hiei-kun,” Yukina said gently, placing a soft hand on Hiei’s shoulder.


“You do seem a bit off,” Botan added in an attempt to support Yukina’s suggestion.


Hiei looked around at the others. They were all staring at him with expressions that somehow read “they’re right, you know” and only incensed his essentially resentful nature. Nevertheless, he couldn’t bring himself to hurt Yukina’s feelings by denying her suggestion so coldly. So he nodded once, curtly, and allowed Yukina to usher him into the next room, saying “You can rest in here” and leading him toward a futon, indicating he should get some sleep.


“Arigato,” he said simply, smiling gently at her. She seemed taken aback for a moment, but then looked elated. It was well known to her that Hiei seldom smiled, and if he did, it was usually a smirk or grimace rather than a real smile. She was unbelievably pleased that she was usually the only one on the receiving end of one of Hiei’s rare smiles, and even more overjoyed that he was smiling outright instead of smiling fleetingly or giving a faint one. This smile was kind, genuine, and beautiful. Yukina noted mentally that Hiei looked handsome when he smiled.


“I hope you feel better after some rest,” Yukina said quietly, smiling in return. “We’ll try not to make too much noise.”


Hiei nodded, sitting slowly down, kicking off his boots and swinging his legs up and lying down. He fell asleep almost immediately.


Yukina continued to smile slightly. She pulled a blanket off the back of futon and placed it carefully over Hiei’s sleeping form. He looked so peaceful…not the same dark, cold, serious, and somewhat haunted individual he usually was. Now that Yukina saw him at rest, he looked so much younger, probably not much older than herself. She saw that when he was not scowling, he looked little more than a boy. How old was he, anyway? Yukina never bothered to find out, but she could always ask Kurama later. He probably knew.


Kurama…Yukina smiled again as she continued to look upon Hiei’s young, restful face. Kurama was the only one that Hiei ever really talked to. The fire demon was anti-social as a rule, but Kurama could get him to talk more than usual. Yukina was glad that Hiei, who seemed so lonely and withdrawn, had someone to confide in and trust. The little fire demon was like a brother to Yukina, and she secretly wished that Hiei would never find her brother, because then she could continue to have Hiei as a kind of brother substitute…and she wasn’t sure that, if Hiei found her brother, he would come back to see her. Out of all her friends, Yukina liked spending time with Hiei the most. He was never very talkative, but his presence soothed Yukina, and he was always so kind to her. The others…they were kind, but it was normal for them to seem caring and nice. She also felt like it was a kind of pitying kindness they showed her, because she had been alone and she couldn’t find the one person she wanted to find most. But Hiei…he never acted that way. He seemed to be nice simply because he liked her…there was no pity in his kindness. Yukina always felt warm and secure when she was near Hiei. 


“Yukina-chan.” 


Yukina turned around, feeling slightly ashamed that she had been staring at Hiei for so long. Kurama was leaning against the doorframe, his arms crossed lightly, a small, slightly sad smile on his face, his eyes glittering with something she couldn’t quite recognize.


“Oh…Kurama-kun,” Yukina stumbled, feeling her face reddening. She felt awkward…how long had Kurama been standing there? And what was that look in his eyes?


“The others were beginning to wonder what happened to you,” the kitsune explained softly, his smile suddenly becoming reassuring and banishing her embarrassment. He walked forward gracefully, unfolding his arms and placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, his eyes turning to the sleeping Hiei.


“Oh…ano…I was just…” Yukina began, but Kurama chuckled quietly, his smile widening and then becoming sad once more as he stared down at Hiei.


“I understand,” he whispered understandingly. “It’s hard not to become lost in thought when you see Hiei like that. He looks so calm…not the same tortured soul we all know and love, ne?”


“So desu,” Yukina agreed, a strange thought suddenly hitting her. “Demo…I’ve never thought of Hiei like that…as a tortured soul, I mean…yet…it’s true…I never really noticed before…”


“Hiei tries to hide it,” Kurama said wistfully, “but it doesn’t always work, especially with people like you and me—people he trusts…people who know him well enough to see past his acting.”

 
“Demo—“


“Yes, you do,” Kurama cut in, knowing what she was going to say and interrupting her protests at his words. “You know him better than the others, because he doesn’t hide his true nature around you. And you have his trust…you can believe me with that.”


Yukina nodded in acceptance of Kurama’s words…after all, he was the one to whom Hiei was known to confide, and the kitsune may have heard some fleeting mention of this from Hiei himself…Yukina hoped that the man she considered a brother would trust her.


“You know,” the kitsune said suddenly, his voice still quiet but even more wistful than before, “Hiei looks…very young when he’s asleep. Naturally, he wouldn’t scowl or brood while sleeping, but still, it seems a bit strange, don’t you think?”


“I was meaning to ask you about that,” Yukina said, and then realizing she didn’t say what she was asking about and added, “I wanted to know how old Hiei actually is.”


“Well,” Kurama began slowly, as though considering his words, “I can’t be sure of his exact age, but I believe that he is twenty-two.”


“So he’s my age,” Yukina whispered, more to herself than to Kurama.


“Hai.”


He was young…only twenty-two? Yukina never knew the details of Hiei’s past, but from what she had heard of it, it had been full of suffering and grief, and Hiei had not had a pleasant childhood. She knew that he had a lot of blood on his hands, being a warrior, and even more so due to the fact that he grew up with a band of thieves, but…he was so young, too young to have gone through that…she knew now why Kurama called him a tortured soul. Anyone who went through such a terrible life in such a short time would be tortured.


“He’s strong,” her company said suddenly, once again seeming to read her mind. “But…maybe that’s why the both of us worry about him so. Maybe he’s too strong in some aspects.”


Yukina nodded, knowing what he meant by those cryptic words. An unspoken agreement passed suddenly between them, and they knew that they had stayed conversing too long. They smiled, glanced at Hiei once more, and left the room together, seeing the questioning looks they were getting from the others the moment they entered the room.


“We were caught up in a small conversation,” Kurama clarified immediately. “I apologize for keeping you all waiting for us.”


“Small conversation?” Yusuke repeated incredulously. “You two were in there for almost fifteen minutes! It can’t have been that small.”


“What were you talking about?” Kuwabara asked, looking truly curious.


“We were talking about—“


“—that thing we sensed earlier,” Kurama said immediately, sensing Yukina’s hesitation to tell the truth. “We discussed it fleetingly and then become so immersed in our conversation of it that we lost track of time.”


Kuwabara and the others looks to Yukina for a sign that this was true. She smiled sweetly and said nothing, and they took this as a yes.


“Well, anyway…” Yusuke began, as Yukina sat next to Kuwabara and Kurama took up a place along the wall, next to Botan, who, Yukina noticed interestedly, was trying to hide a blush as the kitsune neared her. In fact, it seemed that Botan could only keep eye contact with him for a few seconds before blushing furiously and hiding her face behind her hair. Kurama seemed oblivious to this.


Interesting, Yukina thought…very interesting…


“Iie…”


It was little more than a whisper, but that single sound escaping from his lips woke Hiei up. He heard his own voice croaking feebly, and his eyes snapped open, panic rushing through him for only an instant before he realized that he had just been dreaming.


What the hell was that? His mind wondered. That was no mere dream, as far as he was concerned. That was definitely not a dream…but if it wasn’t a dream, what was it? A vision? A premonition? Whatever it was, it was so much more than a dream…it was real.


Hiei gasped as he felt a painful throb on his forehead. His Jagan…why was it throbbing in such pain? He put a hand up to his forehead and to push in, to will the pain to stop. But as his hand touched the cloth ward on his head, he pulled it away. His cloth…it was soaked through. He had been sweating profusely. His entire face was damp with a light sheen of sweat…and…was he crying? Were those tears? Not that he was particularly surprised, given the intensity of that…dream? It was all he could call it, for lack of a better word, until he knew what it was. 


It had been so real. He had started in the midst of a thick fog, so thick he could see only inches in front of him before a misty white blocked his vision. Then, some presence had appeared, a dark shade from the past that had come to haunt him in this blinding mist. It had called his name, but no sound could be heard…it was not communicating aloud or through telepathy. It was as if Hiei had heard with his heart rather than his ears or mind. It was a soundless call that he knew existed but could not give name to. The shade had come closer, a hand stretching out, and then, darkness surrounded him…


Then his dream shifted. His most painful memories had begun to flash one by one, overwhelming him. He remembered crying out in his dream—had he done that outside of his dream as well? He hoped not—and trying to escape the images, but he could not. Something was holding him down, something…


Then, he saw a new vision…Yukina. Kurama. Yusuke. Everyone he had ever let himself care about, even if he wouldn’t it, appeared, staring at him accusingly. They were all mocking him, disgusted by him, abhorring his presence…they hated him. Their loathing was so profound that he could almost taste it…it was real. Just like the rest of the ‘dream.’ It was all real…they did hate him, why didn’t he see it before?


Stop it, he scolded himself silently, his mental voice firm.


But you know it’s true… a small, tormenting voice countered.


Iie! he argued forcefully.


You can’t deny it, Hiei, why do you try to so hard?


Fuck off!


That disturbing little voice cackled harshly, jeering at him for his weakness.


You just want me to go away because you know I’m right, that voice sneered. Why don’t you admit the truth to yourself? It will make things much easier on you and your…friends, are they? Ch’…ningens. Do you truly need them, Hiei? You are the Forbidden Child of the Koorime, but you survived…all your life you were a cursed soul, but you survived. When you were cast from Koorime, when you were beaten to the brink of death every day, when you were wandering alone through Makai, were they there for you then? They only befriended you because they were forced to. They despise you…give yourself amnesty from their weakening world…leave them. Better yet, kill them…they only get in your way…


Hiei tried to ignore the voice, searching frantically through the blanket and futon to see if he could spot any of his Hiruseki stones, but he was distracted by more of that evil voice.


Kill them Hiei…they’re no good for you…kill them…kill them…you don’t want to be so weak, do you? You’re weak already…refusing to kill a few worthless ningens because you’ve let yourself care. You do care, don’t you? Yessss, you do…why not free yourself from such burdensome chains? You know that’s all friendship and caring is…just shackles…free yourself, Hiei. The key is in their deaths.

“IIE!”


“Hiei-kun?” 


Hiei looked up, breathing heavily, his eyes widening in fear and anger. He relaxed when he saw Yukina…thank the gods, someone he could trust…he abruptly stopped his search for any tear gems, that idea forgotten.


Can you trust her? She doesn’t even care about you, all you’re good for to her is finding her brother…when will you find him, Hiei, when? 


Hiei growled, causing Yukina to gasp and start.


“Go…gomen nasai, Yukina-chan,” Hiei said immediately, holding up his right hand in sign of reassurance. Yukina rushed forward, falling to her knees beside the futon where he lay.


“Hiei-kun, what’s wrong?” she asked nervously. “Were you having a nightmare? You were tossing around and mumbling, and then you…”


She trailed off, looking up at him timidly.


“I…etto…” Hiei muttered, shaking his head and pressing his hands over his eyes, drawing his knees up to his chest. K’so!


“Ano,” Yukina began, but stopped a moment. She looked at Hiei and then looked decided about something. “Never mind,” she whispered. It was apparent that she had decided not to say what she had been about to blurt out.


Hiei opened his mouth to ask what she was leaving to her silence, but thought better of it and closed his mouth again. He had just realized that she was probably trying to keep his pride from being wounded, as he may have said something in his sleep that he did not wish to impart.


“The others are still here if you want to come out and spend some time with us,” Yukina offered sweetly, looked glad for a change of subject.


Hiei looked at her for a moment, seriously considering just going back to sleep. Secretly, he was eager to see what was causing him to have those memories flash…he had a feeling that it had to do with that shape he saw in the fog…but instead of succumbing to this tempting idea, he nodded once in approval of Yukina’s suggestion. She looked happy, but she wasn’t looking at him. Her smile seemed suddenly strained as she stared a little to the side. Hiei brushed it off, taking her uneasy state as being caused by his probably tactless sleep-talking, and sighed. Hiei put his boots back on and walked out, smiling at Yukina as she said “I’ll be right out.” When he left the room, she looked back down at the sheets and reached out her hand, clasping something small, round, and cold. 


She looked at it and gasped at what she saw. No…it couldn’t…be…


“How was your sleep, beautiful?”


Hiei scowled at Yusuke for this sarcastic remark. Yusuke giggled and turned away, obviously seeing that he was getting on Hiei’s nerves, a fun but stupid thing to do.


“I’m sorry on Yusuke’s behalf, Hiei,” Keiko said angrily. “How did you rest?”


“Fine,” Hiei lied, becoming suddenly aware that he didn’t want to be there at all.


“You don’t look fine,” Kuwabara grunted. “You look like a dead fish.”


Hiei clenched his fists, accidentally cracking his knuckles in the process and therefore warning them of his increasing anger.


“Kisho, Hiei,” Yusuke scolded mockingly, grinning stupidly at Hiei and lifting his hands to his chest to ridiculously imply self-defense. The fire demon was annoyed to find that this absurd display calmed him slightly. 


“Man-ichi you could stop being an ass, Yusuke, I think we would all appreciate it,” Keiko hissed acidly, but Yusuke just shrugged, unperturbed. This seemed not to placate Keiko, but instead to incense her further.


“Gomen nasai,” Yusuke purred, leaning over and almost brushing her cheek with his lips but pulling away at the last moment. “Ai shiteru.”


Keiko sighed and shook her head.


“One day, Yusuke, I’m not going to fall for your tricks,” Keiko said menacingly, but she smiled warmly all the same.


“Aren’t you a cute couple!” Botan said dreamily, grinning and titling her head to one side. 


“Speaking of cute couples,” Keiko said brightly, her eyes twinkling mischievously, “what about you, Botan? Any cute guys you’d like to tell us about?”


Hiei noted that Kurama seemed particularly interested in this subject, as he turned his head toward Botan a bit sharply to go completely unnoticed. Hiei noticed also that the only other person in the room who seemed to notice Kurama’s sudden tensed attitude beside himself was Yusuke, who was grinning in a roguish way toward Hiei. Hiei smirked in return, nodding very slightly.


“Iie,” Botan said quickly, blushing.


“Oh, Botan,” Keiko said, “you should go out sometime, find a nice guy you can spend time with. You deserve to have someone.”


“Arigato, Keiko, but I have no time for relationships with my job. Besides, wouldn’t it be a bit awkward for me to explain to my date that I’m actually the Deity of Death?”


“Not if your date already knows,” Hiei put in, his scowl interrupted by a minute twitch at the corner of his mouth and a suppressed peal of chuckles from Yusuke.


Botan blushed again and looked nervously from Yusuke to Hiei and back, biting her lip.


“What do you mean, Hiei?” Keiko asked curiously, elbowing Yusuke in the side and further stimulating his giggles. Kuwabara was scratching his chin and staring thoughtfully up at the ceiling.


“You know,” he said suddenly, still scratching his chin, “it might be interesting to see Botan with—“


Kuwabara cut off, jumping and crying out in a surprised manner as Yusuke slumped over, letting out a raucous gale of laughter that he could no longer supress. He had slumped over and hit Kuwabara with his head, and Kuwabara was now rubbing his shoulder in an irritated manner, pushing Yusuke over so that he landed in Keiko’s lap, which only made him laugh harder, clutching his sides and squirming with mirth.


“What’s so funny?”


Hiei turned around and saw Yukina, her face tinged oddly red. She was crying.


“Daijoubu ka, Yukina?” Keiko asked, glaring at Yusuke as he sat up straight, still giggling every few seconds and wiping tears of hilarity from his eyes.


“Kurama…could…could I talk to you? Onegai?” Yukina asked tremblingly, her hands clasped in front of her and shaking dreadfully.


“Of course,” Kurama said kindly, stepping forward and placing a gentle hand on her shoulder.


“We’ll…be right b-back,” Yukina managed to get out before her tears spilled, falling to the ground in a series of soft taps as they solidified.


Yukina led Kurama through a few doors and out to the back of the shrine, her back to the kitsune. She had her hands clasped tightly at her chest, her head tilted slightly upward to look at the clouds heavy with unshed rain, her tears hitting the ground in large numbers.


“Yukina-chan?” Kurama whispered softly, placing his hand on her shoulder again. “Daijoubu ka?”


 Yukina shrugged his hand off harshly, spinning around sharply to face him, her tear-filled, garnet eyes full of such profound hurt that Kurama felt as though he had been slapped across the face.


“When I went in to check on Hiei-kun,” she began without warning or preamble, taking Kurama completely off guard, “he had just woken from a bad nightmare. We talked for a few minutes, and then he got up and went into the other room to join you and the others. I…I had seen a tear fall from his eyes, and when I looked at the place where he had lain after he left, this is what I found.”


She held her hands forward, keeping them cupped as though she were holding water between them. Kurama noted as he peered at them that they were shaking dreadfully, and when he saw what was held between them, he could understand why as he began to shake himself. He closed his eyes and turned his head away from her in shame, regret, and a hundred other emotions he could not think to put a name to. Held between her hands was something Kurama had seen only once before.


It was a Hiruseki stone. A black Hiruseki stone.



“I wonder what they’re talking about,” Kuwabara mused aloud. 


“Jealous, ne, Kuwabara?” Yusuke inquired in mock mischief, his eyes twinkling.


“Yeah, right, Kurama wouldn’t do anything like that with Yukina,” Kuwabara said confidently, puffing out his chest and jutting his chin a bit in an attempt to look tough. “He’s too nice and besides, he’s not stupid enough to mess with the great Kuwabara! Ha!”


“Hiso,” Hiei hissed, glaring over at Kuwabara. But before Kuwabara could rejoinder, Yusuke giggled again.


“What is it now?” Kuwabara asked exasperatedly. “And what was it last time?”


“Well, as to Kurama not trying anything, I really don’t think it has anything to do with him being nice or afraid of you, Kuwabara,” Yusuke chuckled, grinning widely. “I’m not denying he’s nice, but he sure as hell isn’t afraid of you, and he seems to be interested in someone else at the moment…I wonder who?”


Yusuke broke into another gale of laughs and Hiei found himself failing to supress a snicker. It immediately faded when he remembered what the topic of conversation had been essentially based around—Yukina.


What had made her cry like that? And what was she holding so tightly in her hand?


Hiei couldn’t think any further than this. A wave of white-hot pain passed over him and then the world went black.


Kurama opened his eyes after a few minutes’ thought and titled his head to stare up at the darkened sky. Yukina had not pressed for a reply. When he had seen that ebony tear gem that could belong to none other than Hiei, he had not known what to reply, and this was still so. Taking a deep breath and knowing that Yukina would not be patient much longer, he looked at her, feeling a small pain at the corners of his eyes and knowing that he was close to tears of grief on Yukina’s behalf. She was living a lie, and now she was about to know the truth…Kurama knew that it must be a terrible thing to go through.


“I don’t think I should be the one to explain this, Yukina-chan,” Kurama whispered frailly, not knowing anything else to say.


“Who should be?” she demanded quietly, already knowing the answer.


“You know who,” Kurama said sadly, watching wistfully as she clasped the black tear gem close to her heart. “Would you like me to get him?”


Yukina seriously considered this, but before she could answer, something happened.


“Holy hell!” 


That was definitely Yusuke’s voice, but why was he crying out so loudly? Before Kurama could take it all in and react, Yukina was brushing past him, her hands clenched, her face both fearful and brave. Kurama, seeing no other choice, rushed after her into the shrine.


“Hiei-kun!” Yukina cried, rushing and falling to her knees. Hiei was laying on the ground, his body half-reclined as he rested on his elbows, apparently trying to rise after falling.


“What happened?” Kurama asked quickly, kneeling next to Hiei as well.


“Nothing, I’m fine,” Hiei snarled, swatting Yukina’s hands away gently. Kurama could see it was a lie.


“What happened?” Kurama asked again, this time directing the question to the others. There was a moment of awkward silence, as though no one in the room could fully recall the events, until Botan spoke up.


“We were just talking and then he…well, he collapsed,” she stuttered weakly, looking surprised and confused. 


“Well,” Kurama sighed, “he seems to be recovering now…but…Hiei, why did you collapse?”


Hiei gave Kurama a mulish glare, but closed his eyes and shook his head after a moment, giving the slightest hint of a sigh.


“I…don’t know,” the Koorime admitted grimly. “I was standing here and then everything went black.”


“After he fell,” Kuwabara said, earning a sharp glance from Hiei, “I felt that…thing again. You know, the one we were talking about earlier. That thing we sensed. But…it was different…somehow…I really don’t know how, but it wasn’t the same as before.”


“I see,” Kurama answered, and then, turning to Hiei, offered his hand to the fire demon. Hiei looked at it for a moment, and then up at Kurama. When Kurama looked into Hiei’s eyes, he could see pain beyond anything he had ever experienced radiating from their crimson depths. He held back a gasp and recoil but noticed his offered hand began to shake slightly. Hiei ignored his offer to help him stand and got up on his own, brushing his clothes off nonchalantly and staring off to the side.


“Hiei…” Kurama said slowly, “I…”


Kurama cut off as he felt a worried glance cast in his direction. Yukina was trying to catch his eye, and he cut off, knowing that he had been about to slip and tell Hiei about their conversation, and knowing that Yukina was trying to prevent this. What he did not know was why she would want to keep him from her recently found knowledge.


“What?”


Kurama looked over at Hiei, who had just spoken that one word. Yet Kurama could read past this indifferent, even apathetic, and seemingly simple inquiry. Hiei wanted to know what…what happened to him, what they had been talking about, what was going on, what everything meant…Kurama knew that Hiei was feeling vulnerable and it hurt to see his best friend like that.


“Well…” Kurama began, thinking his next words out slowly, “I think that we should probably…talk to Koenma. About the strange things we’ve been sensing, I mean. He may know what’s going on.”


“So desu,” Botan rang in, looking sheepish for a moment, then secretive, and then putting up a pathetic doll face. “He may know about the—the thing we’re sensing.”


She seemed rather furtive and shifty when she said that, as though she were covering up what she wanted to say with a deliberately weak lie, hoping someone would speak up and tear the secret out of her. Kurama noticed that Yusuke was about to do exactly that until he himself spoke instead.


“Ano, Botan-chan,” Kurama put in quickly, before Yusuke could open his mouth, “I think…well, you should go to Reikai, but I believe that Hiei and Kuwabara should come with us as well. The others should stay here, lest something happens while we’re gone and we miss it.”


“Demo—“


“Yusuke,” Kurama said gently but firmly, holding up a pacifying hand at Yusuke’s approaching objection. “We need someone here to protect everything if…whatever this thing is decides to pay us a visit. Do you want it to come and hurt someone while you’re in Reikai when you could barely even sense what it was? You need to stay here with the others and keep watch, if you will.”


Yusuke looked rebellious for a minute, but after he thought about it he shrugged and seemed to accept it.


“Arigato,” Kurama said, lowering his hand. “Well, then, Hiei…Kuwabara…Botan-chan…shall we go?”


“Hai,” Botan chirped brightly, meeting Kurama’s gaze and blushing copiously before lowering her head to hide it…Kurama, unlike last time, noticed. Hiei swore he could see the shadow of a blush held just in check on Kurama’s own cheeks.


“Let’s get going already,” Kuwabara said roughly, kissing Yukina on the cheek. Hiei nodded curtly, and they left together.


“What do you mean, you collapsed?”


Koenma’s topaz eyes blazed in curiosity and what seemed to be checked anger. Hiei snorted disrespectfully and looked condescendingly at the Reikai Prince.


“I collapsed,” Hiei said. “It means I went unconscious and fell down.”


“I know what it means,” Koenma snapped impatiently. “What I want to know is why in the hell you collapsed.”


“If I knew that, do you think I’d be here?” Hiei challenged, staring down at Koenma like he very much wanted to melt everything in the room. However, Koenma’s gaze never faltered—he stared Hiei in the eye with a heat to match the fire demon’s own rage.


“Kurama, why don’t you tell me what happened,” Koenma spat acidly, not taking his eyes away from Hiei. “It seems Hiei here doesn’t feel like cooperating with me.”


“Very well,” Kurama said coolly. Botan was slightly surprised that the kitsune seemed to find the whole argument between Hiei and Koenma amusing. She thought it was disturbing and terrible—but Kurama, somehow, looked at it like it was all very entertaining to him. She felt herself blush for what had to be the thousandth time that night and lowered her head to hide it behind her hair. Why do I keep acting like this?


“Earlier tonight,” Kurama began smoothly, calmly folding his arms across his chest and shifting his weight to one leg, “we were gathered at Genkai’s shrine to visit Yukina and Kuwabara here. Shortly after Hiei arrived, quiet a few of us began to sense something—it’s hard to tell what it was, it didn’t seem like reiki or youki, or even anything close. It was…warped, for lack of a better word. It seemed twisted out of proportion. It faded slightly, at least for a time. I was outside speaking with Yukina about—something—and then we heard Yusuke’s unmistakable tones and went inside to see what happened. We found Hiei waking from his…er…short nap. It was then that Kuwabara told us he’d sensed that presence again, and we decided to come here and see what you might know about all of this.”


Botan sighed very slightly, hoping that no one heard it. She had been trying to hold it in so she wouldn’t sound like a lovesick schoolgirl, but she had only half succeeded. Kurama’s voice seemed to calm even Hiei when he spoke, though the topic of his words was hardly calming, yet everyone seemed to feel at ease when he finished. Botan blushed more, but could not take her eyes away from Kurama, and therefore could not hide her reddened cheeks. He was so gorgeous. His long scarlet hair framed his softly featured face, surrounding sparkling green eyes as beautiful and precious as emeralds. He was a picture of grace, elegance, and beauty, and Botan felt that she would never tire of seeing his charming, smiling face.


“So, what can you tell us?” Hiei demanded of the Reikai Prince.


“It’s a complicated matter, Hiei, I can’t just tell you off the top of my head,” Koenma said loudly, his voice escalating in sheer irritation. However, Hiei was pertinacious and would not let the matter drop until he had answers.


“How long do you think they could go on?” Kurama asked dryly in Botan’s ear, leaning back slightly to speak softly so that only she could hear him. He looked sidelong at her, smirking impishly, making Botan’s face as red as Kurama’s hair. She shrugged, feeling a rather silly grin make its way across her face. She had been taken aback by his wry comment, and was further unsettled by Kurama’s mischievously bowed lips barely an inch from her skin and his breath brushing her ear.


“Probably all night,” she whispered back, turning her face to his. In the process, their faces moved even closer, and had Kurama leaned forward just an iota, his lips would have brushed the corner of hers.


Kurama chuckled quietly. He had an endearing laugh. Botan felt herself wanting to break into giggles, but whether they were from her own little joke, Kurama’s influencing chuckle, or nervousness at having Kurama so close to her, his sweet rose scent filling her with every breath, she didn’t know…she didn’t care, either. Simply being so close to Kurama made her shiver, and she didn’t care if she laughed so hard her side exploded. She wanted to stay exactly like they were for as long as feasibly possible.


Little did she know that Kurama was thinking along the same lines. He had not expected her to turn her head and come so close to him, and he was shocked beyond belief to find that he was reacting. He chuckled to hide his state of mind, shifting his weight to the other foot and hoping that Botan thought he was laughing at her remark rather than hiding something from her that he did not want her to know. He hadn’t even heard her reply…he was too busy taking in the gentle curve of her reddening cheek, the large lavender amethysts that were her eyes, and the graceful, beautiful curve of her lips in a nervous half smile. Kurama felt torn when he backed away…the Suiichi side of him felt elated and embarrassed that such a beautiful woman would have a marked, obvious interest in him, but the Youko side was laughing himself into hysterics at the reaction his body had just had and the flushing shame Suiichi felt at it. Suiichi found it both exhilarating and unsettling—Youko found it hilarious.


Yet, Kurama could not be annoyed with his Youko side for long, for it was also the side that felt not the least bit afraid at the thought of grabbing her right then and there and kissing her…possibly more. Kurama became mischievous at that thought, his kitsune mind playing over some possible ways to ensnare Botan’s body and the ningen half wondering how to win her heart. He was thinking over a rather tempting scenario when Kuwabara’s low, rough voice pulled him painfully out of his enticing fantasies.


“Well, I don’t know what’s going on, exactly, but if we’re in danger I’d like to know,” the ningen said firmly, an uncharacteristic flash of something like intelligence. Kuwabara was trying to figure everything out…


“I told you, it’s complicated,” Koenma seethed, speaking through clenched teeth. “Nevertheless, I will find out what I can. Botan, please stay a moment. The rest of you, return to Genkai’s Shrine and wait for Botan to return.”


He said this so firmly that no one had any inclination to argue. Botan, as the others left, felt a small pang of regret that Kurama was no longer so close to her. She was almost shivering with the memory of how close they had come.


“Hello, Botan, pay attention!”


“Hai,” Botan chirped, startled momentarily out of self-possession at Koenma’s voice. She turned to her boss, blushing furiously.


“You know what we have on our hands here, don’t you?” the Reikai Prince asked, giving Botan a significant look.


“I believe so, Koenma-sama, but I can’t be sure.”


“Well,” Koenma pressed, “tell me what you think.”


Botan pondered it for a moment, and then, with a shiver of dread and a noticeable pale to her countenance, she answered.


“It…it can’t be…gh—ghost dancers?” Botan inquired, her voice shaking with sheer terror at her own words. 


Koenma went rigid at those last words, gasping and flinching horribly.


“Yes,” he replied. “I think that…that is the situation.”


“But…” Botan started, trying to find words in her fear. “We…we haven’t had any encounters with them for…a century, it must be. There have never been reports of them during my time here. Why—why are they reappearing now? What…has brought them out?”


“Botan, you know what brings them out,” Koenma whispered darkly. “They want more souls…and if they want one, we can do almost nothing to stop them.”


“But…what about last time? What kept them from taking souls last time?” Botan demanded weakly, her eyes standing full of unshed tears.


“I honestly don’t know,” Koenma said, looking up at Botan with unconcealed panic in his topaz eyes. “Go back to the others. But do not tell them what they want to know, understood? I’m trusting you not to reveal anything, Botan.”


“Of course,” the Deity of Death replied obediently, bowing her head and leaving the room.


They sat in complete, uncomfortable silence, the apprehension in the air almost too thick to bear. No one spoke—for all the silence, it was as if no one even breathed. Too much silence…


“I can’t take this anymore,” Kuwabara cried, his fist pounding the table. “Either Botan gets back here and tells us what’s going on or I go to Reikai and drag her down here myself.”


“That will accomplish nothing, Kuwabara,” Kurama replied blankly, staring down at the floor with a slightly nervous, wide-eyed look. It was almost as if he knew what was going on. “Give Botan her due time…she will come tell us what we need to know when she is done talking to Koenma.”


Kurama hoped that no one had suspected that he had any idea what might be happening, but unfortunately, Yusuke looked at him with an angrily vexed gleam in his hazel eyes.


“All right, Fox Boy, what the hell’s going on?” the half-demon demanded, his gaze fierce and even slightly angry. Kurama, knowing that glance all too well but having only been on the receiving end of it a few times, had no doubt in his mind that he would not escape the expectation from the others for an explanation.


However, he was saved the trouble. At that moment, Botan appeared, her amethyst eyes full of unshed tears, her azure hair ruffled slightly, probably from rush.


“Botan,” Kurama sighed in release, casting her an indebted gaze for lifting the cumber of an explanation. She appeared to cognize his message, but was turning carmine in the face at a look from those resplendent malachite eyes. 


“Hello, Kurama,” she said, her voice breaking slightly to her own conspicuous vexation. 


“Botan, what’s wrong?” Keiko asked concernedly, seeing Botan’s shaken state.


“I’m fine,” the Deity of Death replied, her answer not at all convincing. Kurama walked up to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, guiding her to a seat. She looked shocked beyond belief, and a rush of obvious heat rose to her cheeks. She looked slightly uncomfortable, but controlling herself all the same. Her tears were no longer standing in her eyes, as she had pressed them back, but one solitary teardrop betrayed her and slid down her fine-boned cheek.


“I…I know what that—presence—we sensed earlier was. It was…ano…”


“What?” Yusuke pressed grimly, looking like he was preparing for the worst. Botan, not really all that encouraged to go on by Yusuke’s pushing, was completely convinced to go on at a curious, albeit threatening, glance from Hiei’s eyes, blazing like glowing embers still burning with fire.


“I’d tell you…demo…” Botan hesitated, biting her lip.


“What is it?” Hiei pressed, narrowing his eyes but keeping his tone deadly calm.


“Koenma-sama is not completely sure…I can’t tell you anything until he is. I’m sorry,” she added quickly, “but I have no control over what Koenma says. All I can say is that this may be dangerous.”


“Dangerous?” Keiko blurted out.


“I think everyone should stay here,” Yukina said suddenly, her voice quiet, “just for a while. We don’t know if something will happen and it won’t help if everyone is trying to find out what happened to the others when they should be paying attention to the situation at hand. Would you like to stay here? You all can. I think it’s best.”


No one spoke for a long moment, until a low, toneless voice cut unexpectedly through the renewed silence.


“It is best. If we are distracted by the well-being of each other when we could very well know the exact state everyone is in, we shouldn’t go to the trouble of making it harder on ourselves.”


Everyone gaped at Hiei. They hadn’t anticipated a reply from anyone, let alone the reclusive fire demon they considered the most introspective and serious of them all. He was just not one to talk much, and they had not expected his ready agreement.


Likewise, Hiei had not expected himself to speak. It was as though someone else were speaking through him, trying to get him to convince the others to stay there for their own reasons. He had not intended to say anything of the sort of his own words—he had even thought about declining Yukina’s suggestion simply because he thought it would be stupid to let an unknown enemy near all of them at once. But he had agreed, and definitely not of his own free will.


Kurama could sense this. He looked at Hiei’s fiery crimson eyes and saw the strong, albeit well-hidden, confusion behind their vermilion depths. He found himself wondering how he could possibly have missed the strange pain that was perpetually at the surface of Hiei’s eyes—so deep, so profound that when Kurama had first seen it, he could not look away. It was terribly unnerving. He tore his eyes away, finally, and saw Botan looking at him strangely, almost inquiringly. She looked over at where he had been staring and cringed slightly, probably caught unawares at the strange anguish that Hiei had, for the longest time, hidden so well that no one had known of its existence. Yet, now it was so obvious, Botan wondered how she missed it, swimming through those eyes, red as garnets and just as capturing. Botan wondered, much to her own shock and slight dismay, why he didn’t have girls all over him. 


What am I thinking? She scolded herself, feeling confused. She wasn’t attracted to Hiei in any way whatsoever, but she still found the thought unsettling in its near-absurdity.


But is it so strange? A small voice in the back of her mind whispered. Hiei was attractive, physically. Ashen skin over high cheekbones…fine, sharp features…an unsmiling, yet mysterious countenance…and those ruby eyes that could capture a soul forever…plus, a body as perfectly cut and firm as the most beautiful sculpture. Botan ripped her mind away, glancing at Kurama. Hiei may be good-looking, she realized without even really thinking it, but Kurama was just as attractive, but on a very different scale. Hiei was handsome in a dark, enigmatic way…Kurama was beautiful. There was no question about that.


Long, silky, scarlet hair. Creamy skin. Emerald eyes. Soft features. Tempting lips. A lean, graceful body. An endearing smile. And while Hiei had looks to rival, his quiet, serious attitude made it hard for anyone to get close. Kurama, while he was somewhat serious, was charming, wryly witty, brilliant, kind, polite…everything a girl with any sense could want. Girls follow him everywhere…he practically has a fan club of schoolgirls, Botan thought…


She saw Kurama looking back at her and blushed. With the way I’ve been acting, I could be one of them…hell, I could be the president of the Suiichi Minamino fanclub! 


 “Well,” Yukina began uncomfortably. She was still a bit off from her shocking discovery about her relation to Hiei. “Why don’t you all settle down. You know the guestrooms. If you need anything, please, help yourself to whatever we have or let me know.”


She turned and walked through the nearest door, Kuwabara following soon after. The rest, looking uncomfortably around, wondered what they should do.


“Well, I’m beat,” Yusuke yawned, stretching out and putting a hand on Keiko’s shoulder. “So, Keiko, shall we take advantage of the great hospitality we have been shown?”


Keiko looked at him reproachfully, but she could not remain angry at—or resist—the sly, roguish gleam in Yusuke’s deeply amber eyes. Remaining in the room, standing in a slightly more eased hush, were Botan, Hiei, and Kurama. Finally, Hiei stood and stalked off wordlessly, heading toward the living room where he had slept shortly earlier. That left the second guestroom, the one Yusuke and Keiko had not taken—and it was left to Botan and Kurama.


“Well, then…” Botan said in a falsely cheery voice, looking at anything but Kurama’s eyes, which were focused on her, “I guess we’re roommates, ne, Kurama?”


Kurama paused, but it didn’t seem to be out of hesitation, but rather out of a deliberate addition to the twisting in Botan’s stomach.


“So desu,” he said finally, smiling kindly. Gods, he had such a beautiful smile!


Kurama stepped aside and indicated that Botan should walk first through an open door to one side. She shuffled nervously past him, eyes downcast, a blush, much to her own chagrin, creeping to her pale cheeks. Kurama, smirking impishly and feeling something that must have come from Youko inside of him tingle suddenly, couldn’t say he didn’t altogether enjoy it.


When he walked in, he saw Botan staring at the room, a bit awkward. When Kurama looked, he once again felt torn, as he did in Koenma’s office—Suiichi was feeling uneasy, but Youko was feeling all but devilish at the prospect of what he saw. They were in the only guestroom left, the only room left that could accommodate anyone comfortably, and there was only one bed.


“Etto…” Kurama started, trying not to blush, or, rather, allow Youko to take over and commit some illicitly wanton act. “I…uh…suppose I should…sleep on the floor. You should be comfortable.”


“Kurama, don’t be stupid,” Botan chided, though not unkindly. She smiled at him in a bantering, condescending way, as though mocking his foolishness with a dry wit. 


“I…suppose,” Kurama began, but really didn’t know what he supposed. He was feeling a bit imbecilic at his embarrassed conclusion to sleep on the floor. He and Botan were good friends—nothing was going to happen…


Or is it? Kurama was beginning to feel rather annoyed as his two halves battled once again. Suiichi was, once again, feeling slightly uneasy but concurrently eager. Youko was enflamed and finding this all unbelievably funny. Kurama felt rather torn, but he was afraid that he might do something he would regret later.


But why would he regret such a thing? He cared for Botan, he wanted her, hell, he all but loved her. And yet…did he love her? Was he, the infamous Youko, capable of love on that level? Suiichi loved his mother, yes, but would his Youko side, the side that had taken a thousand lovers and a thousand more, be able to make a commitment to one person for the remained of his ningen life? He had yet to make one in this form…perhaps it was because he knew that he would not tie down, and that was expected more so than it was in Makai. He did not just have casual relationships that would end within a short time in Ningenkai, it would be seen as improper and eventually a large problem. If he was to have a relationship here, it could not be promiscuous and casual, it would have to be lasting. And then, he would die, and become Youko once more and forget about everything in Ningenkai, like a hazy dream is forgotten upon waking. But he could take one in this form…a lasting one. If he wanted, he could have almost any girl he wanted, he was practically always followed by his own personal fanclub of girls. And it would last. But somehow, he wouldn’t. Not couldn’t—wouldn’t. Youko would not let him make a serious commitment, and if he wouldn’t do that, Kurama was left with no feasibly considerable options. Then again, Youko could always be ignored—no. He couldn’t. He was always there. And he wouldn’t let Kurama love Botan. Kurama wanted to very much, had convinced himself he did, but he had yet to truly love her. And Kurama, even though it was not a conscious idea, knew that he did not truly love her, deep in his heart. That would come with time, and until then, he would not be able to have any sort of relationship with Botan—or any woman—without hurting her and regretting it.


But maybe a good tumble is exactly what you need, Youko mocked silently within his mind. Just a pretty girl in your bed, and then bam, you love her. That could work, ne?


No, Suiichi argued. I will not just take her body and hope for the best. I will not let myself do that until I truly love her and she loves me in return. I don’t even know if she feels the same way.


Are you joking? Youko countered. What girl wouldn’t want you? Such a handsome boy, quite acceptable for a ningen. I was always certain I chose this body for a reason—its looks. You are a charming, handsome boy, Suiichi, and with my soul inside with you, you can have anyone.


What am I thinking? Kurama scolded himself harshly. He did not think like this. He forced both his halves to think as one. He wanted Botan, but he would not hurt her. Therefore, he would not do anything that would be considered inappropriate until he had come to love her and she him. 


“Kurama, is something wrong?”


Botan’s soft, gentle voice pulled Kurama back to reality. He blinked a few times, composing himself, before he turned to the blue-haired Deity of Death.


“I’m fine, Botan,” he replied amiably, offering the girl one of his gentle smiles. “I was just temporarily lost in thought. It’s nothing now.”


Botan nodded, though Kurama knew she wasn’t convinced. He couldn’t blame her—his excuse would have satisfied only the most gullible of morons.


“Well, I’m very tired,” Botan mumbled softly, sounding quite sincere with an added yawn. She walked silently to the other side of the bed, sat down, lifted her legs, and fell asleep right then.


Kurama sighed, standing where he was for a short amount of time. Then, moving to the bed, he lay down next to the Reikai ferry girl, feeling very aware of her body so close to his—it was not a large bed. Finally, after many minutes thinking about the woman beside him, he fell back into the arms of restful sleep.


Hiei was awake most of the night, his head throbbing and his mind not willing to let his exhausted body rest. For some reason, he was tired—more tired than he should be. He knew that it was close to dawn when everyone parted and went to their rooms—they had spent almost all night talking and thinking over the whole situation that had just presented itself. So, when Hiei had lain down and tried to sleep, a restless, twilit morning was trying to seep into the room, causing him to altogether forget sleep and focus on other things. Yet, he was tired. He had slept earlier, and nothing overly tiresome had happened. Maybe it was the stress…yes, the stress was wearing him down. 


But something in that just didn’t satisfy him.


Hiei, his mind finally exhausted to a breaking point, fell into a restless sleep, with dreams to haunt him for a long time.


“No! Please, don’t!”


That voice was so loud…it penetrated his young mind, with a frightening and painful effect. It was so cold despite being wrapped tightly in many blankets. His small fists fought against the fabric, trying to reach energy out of unthinking instinct. Even though he was only a few hours old, the young demon knew that he must escape this somehow. A soft voice whispered suddenly in his ear.


“Survive,” it said. “Grow strong, and when you are ready, come back and take your revenge. I’ll be waiting for you.”


He felt something thin, rough, and flexible around his neck, and could see a faint glimmer of bluish-white before his vision faded in the rushing air as he plummeted toward the ground.


He cried out, afraid of something he had only a faint instinctive idea about, that seemed too near since he had only just entered this world—death. He waited in terribly agony for the imminent impact.


But this time, contrary to the true events of the past, he did not hit the ground. Something caught him and slowly laid him on the cold, hard earth.


“Hush, kodomo
,” a soft, whispering voice soothed. 


Ceasing his cries, the child looked up. His own eyes met two beautiful ones set in a lovely face. They were colored somewhere between the rich azure of a sapphire and the shining, cool grey of silver. They were so kind, and loving, and filled with reassurance.   


“I am here to give you a message, Hiei,” the woman said smoothly, her voice flowing like fresh cream. “We do not wish to harm you, but to show you the truth. We are here to show you your purpose.”


Hiei looked up at her, confused and unable to speak.


“You have always questioned the world, Hiei,” the woman went on, still in the calm, silvery voice. “You know there is a reason for everything, including yourself. We will show you, Hiei…”


Hiei jumped suddenly, his eyes snapping open, his mind wrenched with an almost physical pain from the dream. Someone had just knocked on the door. He put up his guard, tensing his body in preparation to jump up and attack if necessary.


The knock sounded again, this time accompanied by a soft, familiar whisper.


“Hiei-kun?” It was Yukina.


“Come in,” Hiei croaked, annoyed that his voice was less than steady. He sighed deeply and leaned back, tempted to draw the covers over his head and ignore Yukina completely, but unwilling to act in such a way toward her.


“Gomen nasai…did I wake you?” Yukina asked softly, opening the door slightly and stepping halfway through the door.


“Iie,” Hiei replied, shaking his head. It was something less than the truth, he thought.


“You’re feeling restless, aren’t you?” Yukina inquired kindly, her voice never rising above a soft whisper. She stepped inside and walked forward, standing next to Hiei’s sleeping place.


Hiei sighed again, looking up at her in relent.


“Hai,” he nodded, closing his eyes and biting back another sigh.


“I can’t sleep either,” Yukina said suddenly, sitting on the edge of the futon. She looked upset about something.


“Yukina-chan, daijoubu ka?” 


Yukina bit her lip, not turning to look at Hiei.


“I am afraid.”


Hiei felt at a loss. This candid confession, so utterly forlorn in its quiet misery that even Hiei felt moved at its dejection. He was distressed to see that tears stood in his sister’s carnelian eyes.


“Of what?” Hiei asked lamely, finding no other way to respond to such a deeply emotional disclosure.


Yukina looked at him, her eyes seeming to grow larger as the tears welled up yet still refused to fall.


“When I was a child in Koorime,” Yukina began without preamble, “I heard stories of a terrible danger…I cannot remember what it was called, but the stories tell what it was like. A strange presence would come, and then someone would start blacking out or acting strangely, and then…I can’t remember the rest of the signs, but somehow, that person—the one that would start acting strangely—would be taken away. I never thought it to be true, but Hiei-kun, we’ve sensed a strange presence, and you’ve been acting strangely and blacking out. I am terrified that something will come and take you away from us.”


Hiei was shocked into a speechless stupor. She was…afraid…for him?


“I…uh…”


Yukina stared at him for a long moment, and then turned and buried her face in her hands. Hiei could hear the soft clicks as her tears fell from her hands and solidified, hitting the ground softly in groups with each fresh sob tearing from her frail body. Hiei felt torn apart inside. He never wanted her to cry, to hurt like this, especially not over someone like him…


Without realizing what he did or how he found the courage inside himself to do it, he leaned forward, put out his arms, and drew Yukina into a comforting embrace.


Yukina turned and leaned into his arms, sobbing into his chest. Hiei could feel the wetness of her tears clinging to his bare skin, thereby preventing the tears to turn into the beautiful gems they would have otherwise made. Hiei felt strangely comfortable, and could sense that the same would be true for Yukina had she not been in such a state. He felt a strange urge to reveal his deepest secret to her, to let her know that she was not without family to love her, but he held it back, as he had all his life. It caused him more pain than any wound he had received in battle, but he could never reveal it, even if it tore him up from the inside out until there was nothing left but a memory of his former self.


“Gomen nasai,” Yukina sobbed finally, breaking away and wiping her eyes. “I didn’t want to burden you, demo—“


“I’m glad you came to me,” Hiei confessed, feeling, to his own chagrin, his throat constricting against the words. 


Yukina nodded, looking at him with wide eyes. She hadn’t been able to sleep, though Kazuma had fallen asleep like a child within minutes. She had risen, feeling her heart throb in pain at the conclusion to which she had come about Hiei and the impending ordeal with the notorious danger of the Koorime legend, and she had gone to her brother almost without realizing it. She still felt the strongest inclination to keep from Hiei that she now knew the truth—and so she did. She went to him to find comfort that she knew he would give, as he had sometimes in the past when she was feeling down and did not feel that Kazuma would entirely understand. She wanted to talk to someone who would listen entirely and respond in kind, letting her know that she was not alone in her pain. She was, when it came to it, alone in the world. She knew that Hiei was the same. She could not go to Kazuma for such a thing—he had friends and family that he had had all his life: she had not. Neither had Hiei, and so she found solace in speaking with someone who could share her feelings of loneliness instead of someone who would only dote on her and try and make her feel better with flattery. It was now so tenfold—she was terrified of these terrible tales, and was even more terrified that she would lose the only person she could truly relate to, whom she had just discovered was her brother, and so she felt a stronger affinity to the lonely fire demon. So she had gone to him for comfort and reassurance, and he had given it to her with his mere presence. He was so cold and aloof, but he was strong and he protected her—she now knew that he had protected her all their lives. The wisps of familiarity she had felt for him over the years came into perspective as she came to the shocking realization of their relation—and she began to recall certain memories: a wisp of a strange energy signal, a flash of black amidst the snow, the constant (though reassuring rather than disturbing) feeling of having someone watch her. She was loved. His strong protection made her feel at ease, as it did when she came to him and admitted her terrible horror of what might come. A sudden recollection of something she had done when she was a young child came to mind.

A young Yukina, merely five years of age, stood in the snow, once again feeling that strange sense that someone was keeping an eye on her. She felt warm, protected, and safe.

“I can feel someone watching over me always,” her childish voice whispered into the wind. “I can feel you come to me every night, and I can feel you now. I don’t know who you are, but I love you. Thank you for watching over me.”

Now, she looked into Hiei’s deep, somewhat haunted vermilion eyes and felt utter despair at the thought of what those beautiful eyes had seen through his relatively short life. He had never had someone to watch over him…dear gods, Yukina wondered, what had he sacrificed to watch over me when he knew that no one would do the same for him? His life was terrible, she knew. They were both not much older than twenty years—and Hiei, in those short years, had lived a thousand horrible lifetimes, each one filled with death and pain and complete desolation from the world in which he lived, in which he could find no true home, and in which he could never truly belong without the lasting knowledge that he would never—had never—known innocence or true happiness for a single moment. He had to live every day with the knowledge that he was rejected by his own home, cast from their society like a diseased animal when he was no more than a mere infant. All his life, he was completely alone, shattered by the fact that he was a curse on his own family, his own people. A curse. It was a terrible burden that was too much to bear for a young soul such as Hiei. He was young physically—but mentally, emotionally, and in every other way, he was older than most. So much pain…Yukina shuddered and broke into another onslaught of tears at the thought of what his life had been like as a child. She had heard Kurama speak of it in passing, and even the small wisps that she could not even call hints at what her brother’s childhood was like was enough to make her shiver with grief at the injustice of it all. It wasn’t fair—her amazing, deeply emotional brother was forever condemned to be locked within himself because he had not been the right kind of person when he was born. He was forced to grow up before he could even walk or talk, before he could understand in so many words. He was made to defend himself as soon as his hands could grasp a sword. He was made into a killer because he had no other option. There was so much blood on his hands, but how could Yukina possibly hold that against him? He was given no choice. If he had not done those terrible things, he may not be alive, sitting before her, perhaps not perfectly stable, but alive and healthy, and surrounded by friends who loved him, however much or little that meant to him. It was in the past, but the past was so dark, so cold, so utterly unthinkable! He was never given a chance! He could never know truly what happiness and love are, because the world he lived in shunned him from the moment he took his first breath. It wasn’t fair that this man had been deprived of childhood, of innocence, of an entire life, and he was so good-hearted beneath the cold, harsh words and the pretense of hating everything—yet, perhaps it was not a pretense. Maybe, Yukina thought with a painful sob, he was forced to hate the world, simply because the world hated him, without even giving him a chance—


She could not think of it anymore. She bit back a cry before it escaped her throat, and fell into Hiei’s shocked embrace once more. It wasn’t fair! Her dear brother was denied a life because of some stupid taboo that he could never control! It wasn’t fair at all! 


Hiei could not brush her thoughts. Each time he tried, something—he could not tell what—shoved him away. He knew that his sister was not a high-grade telepath, but just a natural low-grade. She didn’t put the barrier up on purpose…perhaps, though, her thoughts were pushing him out on their own. They didn’t want to be seen, so they weren’t, even by his almost unstoppable mental abilities. No matter. He didn’t care anymore what her thoughts were. He only wanted her to be free from pain. He tried to soothe her, to make her listen to him, but she seemed beyond rational thought. Whatever it was that was distressing her so, Hiei felt the urge to give it a slow, painful death.


“Hello, Hiei, what a lovely morning it…is.”


Yusuke had just opened the door, his last word fading from his lips with a confused look. Hiei snapped his gaze up sharply, glaring at Yusuke with a thousand unspoken threats of pain if he upset Yukina any more. Yet, Yukina did not seem aware that anyone had entered the room.


“Warui,” Yusuke said quickly, with the slightest hint of a laugh, scratching the back of his head with a silly grin of his face. Suddenly, he went somber.


“Whatever’s going on, Hiei,” he whispered, his strangely piercing gaze falling upon Hiei’s own angered stare without falter, “I hope it’s ok…I’ll keep Kuwa away from here until you guys come out, alright?”


Hiei nodded. With that, Yusuke turned and left, closing the door behind him.


“G…Gomen nasai, Hiei-kun,” Yukina said shakily, her voice shuddering with suppressed sobs. “I…should have controlled myself better.”


“Why?”


Yukina seemed at a loss to answer this question. To save her the trouble of inquiring after what he meant, Hiei went on.


“Don’t you have the right to cry when something upsets you?”


Yukina looked like she felt ashamed, and Hiei put his hand on her own quickly, before standing up and throwing his cloak on in a swift, fluid motion.


“Do you think you want to go out now? The others are probably wondering where we are.”


Yukina, finding the sense hidden in Hiei’s unspoken message of “let’s not make them start teasing us if we take too long” that was perfectly true, nodded, wiping her eyes and composing herself as well as she could.


“Hai,” replied she, and they went to join their friends, their minds heavily weighed down with the unclear prospect of what lay ahead.


Neither Kurama nor Botan had a particularly restful night’s sleep. They lay with their backs turned to one another, each painfully aware of how close their bodies were. Each scolded themselves for reacting in such a way to one of their oldest friends. And though their minds denied it, yet this denial could not negate the feelings they so strongly felt within their hearts. They weren’t just simply reacting to an attractive appearance and the heat of a body so close to their own—though they believed this in their minds—but rather coming to a slow, confused realization that they had true, deep feelings for one another.


About an hour after the sun rose, feeling exhausted after catching only a few hours of broken sleep, Kurama sat up and rubbed his eyes, letting them adjust to the bright light that invaded his sight, blinding him temporarily.


“Good morning, Kurama.”


Kurama turned his head and squinted in the still-too-bright sunlight. Botan, recently awoken, was stretching her arms above her head gracefully like a cat lazing in the sun. Her unconsciously sybaritic supine body lengthened and arched upward as she yawned and stretched, doing nothing to abate the desire pervading throughout Kurama.


“Good morning,” Kurama said softly in return, noticing with a sharp twinge how Botan’s face seemed to glow luminously in the pale morning light. It was beautiful. He could not help but stare at her in a clandestine fashion. However, a quick knock on the door deterred any further staring on Kurama’s part, which, when he realized that he was staring, made him feel that he was quite penitential to be snatching glances of a pretty girl in such a furtive manner.


“Hello?” he answered mordantly, trying to cover his ostensibly petulant manner with an overly amicable front. His attempts ended in disillusionment, but to his fortune a pervasively unperturbed Yusuke stuck his head in, not the least bit unsettled by Kurama’s uncharacteristic trenchancy.


“Feeling cheery this morning, aren’t we, Kurama?” he said in a bantering vainglorious manner, as though he were an irritable master scolding an impudent slave. He grinned, and Kurama felt instantly calmed. 


“Excuse my agitation, Yusuke,” Kurama said softly, putting a hand to his forehead and feigning pain. “I have a rather irritating headache.”


“Ah, well, don’t we all?” Yusuke sighed, smirking. “Heard you guys talking as I walked by, wanted to see if you were up or having a sleep conversation. You two going to join the rest of the group anytime soon?”


“Why wouldn’t we?” Kurama inquired, sensing the direction the conversation was headed and instantly regretting his reply.


“Oh, who knows. Just don’t take too long, we’re all waiting for you…”


Yusuke snickered and slipped out, closing the door behind him in a suggestive manner, as though to say “it’s closed—no one can see you if you want to do something you want kept secret.” Kurama found Yusuke’s behavior both annoying and amusing contemporaneously.


“Well, then,” Botan said suddenly, obviously uncomfortable about something—Kurama could guess what. “Shall we go out there and grace our friend with the pleasure of our company?”


Kurama smiled warmly at Botan’s mummery. Chuckling, Kurama stood and waited for Botan to get to the edge of the bed before offering his hand to her.


“Arigato, Kurama-kun,” Botan said smilingly, taking his hand and standing up quickly. She felt like her hand had been burned where it touched his.


“Then let us join the others and…er…grace them with our presence.”


Botan giggled delightfully at Kurama’s continuance with her little jest. It was heartening to see that he was enjoying her banter. Still feeling lighthearted at the prospect of enjoying his company for a while, Botan grinned as they walked out of the room together, both content—even happy—with the circumstances of being near each other all day, for surely Yukina would want them to stay in light of the dangerous circumstances.


The dangerous circumstances…out of everyone in their group, Botan was the only one who knew how truly dangerous all of this was.


When the pair reached the rest of the group, they were gathered in a large, dark room, empty save for a large statue at back. This was the room Genkai had put to use during her tournament, where all the remaining warriors battled one another in the dark. The group came to this room often, each one feeling that Genkai’s presence still lingered, even after her recent death.


“Yukina and Hiei will be here in a minute,” Yusuke said wearily, yawning and putting his hands behind his head in a tired manner.


“We’re here now, Yusuke.”


Botan and Kurama turned to find Hiei and a rather disturbed Yukina waiting behind them. The two stepped aside and waited as the Koorime siblings walked quietly by, and then they followed, joining their friends on the floor.


“If only Genkai were here,” Yusuke whispered in a pained voice.


“You know how she’d reply to that, Yuu-kun,” Botan said softly, placing a hand as soft as her voice on his arm.


“Yeah,” Yusuke said with a wry laugh. “ ‘Stupid dimwit! I can’t believe you still need me to hold your goddamn hand! Get off your lazy ass and do something yourself for once!’ “


They all laughed. Yusuke’s rough falsetto sounded nothing like Genkai, but the manner and phrasing did.


“Well,” Yusuke went on, “anyway. What are we going to do about this whole thing if we don’t know what it is we’re dealing with?”


“I’m afraid we can’t do much, Yusuke,” Botan replied, looking down at the floor with a sad look on her countenance. “We won’t be able to take any action until Koenma decides it is time for you to know the whole truth.”


“You’d think the little shit would have learned by now that keeping secrets from us does him no good,” Yusuke sneered, looking frustrated. “But no. Even after the whole thing with Sensui, he still hasn’t gotten it through his thick little skull—“


“Well, Yusuke, I’m glad to know you think so highly of me.”


They all turned around at the sound of that familiar, sarcastic voice. Koenma, in his teenage form, was standing haughtily in the doorway, raising an eyebrow at his former Reikai Tantei.


“Well, look who it is,” Yusuke mocked. “I notice your pacifier is missing today. Are you being weaned?”


“Actually, Yusuke,” Koenma replied blandly, “I thought it prudent to put it away for a while, to keep it safe, you see.”


“Yeah,” Yusuke countered. “I get it. The other kids at the playground made fun of you for still needing your binky.”


“Very funny,” Koenma said, still keeping his voice characteristically calm and smooth. He cast a short glance at Botan.


“I trust you’ve kept our little secret, Botan?”


“Hai, Koenma-sama,” Botan replied dutifully, nodding once.


“Good. I wanted to make sure that it was so. Would you please go to Reikai, Botan, and bring back Ayame? She will be needed for our next conversation.”


“Hai,” Botan replied, standing up and summoning her oar. A few moments later, she had flown out the door and disappeared. 


“Is everyone here?” Koenma asked, looking around and stepping forward a few paces, stopping just short of the little group. “Good. When Botan and Ayame arrive, we will begin.”


“I have a question,” Kurama said, his voice low and mild as always, but tinged with a slight note of annoyance. “If you knew Ayame would be needed for this meeting, why did you not bring her in the first place?”


“Because, Kurama,” Koenma replied, with the condescending air of explaining a simple concept to someone who just could not grasp it, no matter how easy it was, “I know that Botan has a penchant to say more than she is supposed to. It’s a rather bad habit of hers. If she had let it slip, as I had suspected, Ayame would not have been needed.”


“But Botan did not let anything out,” Kurama replied, still remaining completely calm and reasonably patient. “Besides, do you not trust your Chief Deity of Death? Does she not follow orders every time?”


“Yes, Kurama,” Koenma sighed, putting up a tone of one who is bored with the ramblings of a simpleton, “but you know as well as any of us that Botan does not always keep her mouth shut.”


Kurama would have replied, but Botan returned with Ayame. Turning away from the Reikai Prince with an air of disgust, Kurama noticed that the others had been listening to their conversation intently, and it seemed they were unsure of who to side with. 


“I’m here, sir,” Ayame said respectfully, bowing her graceful head with a mark of obedience. Botan stood beside her and smiled, bowing her head slightly as well, though it seemed to be in a manner of amusement rather than solemnity. It seemed as though her respect was only an exclusive joke between Koenma and herself. Koenma ignored the impudence of this and brushed it off.


“Then we should begin,”  Koenma said. The three Reikai residents sat in the group, completing the large circle. All eyes went to Koenma, but then shifted over to Ayame when she began speaking in her airy, business-like voice.


“There have been no reports of unusual occurrences in the immediate area,” she said, reading off some files in a folder she had brought with her, “but there have been energy disruptions coming from this shrine in the past twenty-four hours. The readings say that the energy was demon.”


“I’m guessing that was Hiei when he blacked out,” Koenma said informatively. 


“I don’t think so, sir,” Ayame said in her delicate voice, her large eyes narrowing in confusion at the papers. “Hiei’s blackout occurred some time before the energy disruptions began. It seems that only after the incident did the warping take place.”


“Warping?” Hiei echoed, casting a questioning look at Koenma and Ayame.


Ayame nodded.


“There were strange twists and spikes in the energy signal. At one point in time, your energy level leaped so high that it surpassed that of an upper S-class being.”


Everyone froze at those words, staring at Ayame in disbelief. Then, collectively, they turned to look at Hiei, who was still staring in shock at the raven-haired deity, who returned his gaze unflinchingly.


“Higher than upper S-class,” Botan said wonderingly, almost fearfully, as she looked at Hiei with a wide-eyed look that made her seem very young. 


“His energy level dropped and remained steady after the last leap,” Ayame informed. “It remains at a level somewhere between an upper A-class and a lower S-class now.”


“That’s rather stronger than before,” Kurama noted unnecessarily. Hiei was beginning to become angry under the stares, though, and did not notice Kurama’s voice.


“Stop looking at me,” he hissed, automatically lowering his head and lifting his shoulders, so that he looked something like a frightening turtle retracting into its shell.


The others were somewhat afraid not to obey him, hearing of his amazing power leaps. They all looked away, casting surreptitious glances at him every once in a while, incensing him further. However, he found great amusement in the fact that Yusuke was obviously afraid of him as well, even though his, Hiei’s, energy level had dropped to below the half-demon’s. It was the knowledge that he had achieved more that worried Yusuke. Yet, Hiei hid his amusement…he would save it for a later, more appropriate moment in time.


“When did the highest leap occur?”


Everyone turned to see Yukina, staring intently at Ayame. Ayame flipped through some papers and then looked one over, her gaze focused and rapt.


“It happened sometime early this morning,” Ayame said softly, looking up at Yukina as she answered the Koorime’s inquiry. “It was around…three o’clock, I think.”


Hiei stopped thinking almost instantly. Something was wrong. He went into blank shock that didn’t even allow him to answer a question that Yusuke had obviously aimed at him. When Hiei snapped out of his dead shock, Yusuke was waving an arm in the air and trying to catch his attention, obviously annoyed.


“Hey, Mr. Mysterious, I asked you a question!” Yusuke said loudly, still waving his arm in the air in front of Hiei’s face. Hiei was annoyed that Yusuke had called him ‘Mr. Mysterious’ like he had on their first mission together. It was annoying.


“What?” Hiei snapped, watching Yusuke’s arm drop in aggravation.


“I said, ‘what were you doing at three o’clock this morning?’ “ Yusuke sneered, his dark amber eyes boring into Hiei’s. It annoyed him that Yusuke seemed to be reading his mind, baring his soul without his consent. He looked away with an effort.


“I was sleeping, like normal people do at that time of day,” Hiei snarled back, looking angrily at a point on the far wall a few inches over Yusuke’s shoulder.


“Yeah, well,” Yusuke said wryly, grimacing slightly, “we aren’t exactly the standard for ‘normal people,’ are we? Sitting in the middle of a shrine and discussing leaps in demon energy isn’t something you’d discuss on a Sunday afternoon while having tea with your grandmother.”


“Not for you, Yusuke,” Keiko smirked, her voice equally as wry as Yusuke’s but a bit better in humor, “especially since you don’t like tea.”


“That’s not the point,” Yusuke sighed exasperatedly, throwing up his hands in a desperate manner and letting them drop. “All I meant was that—“


“I know what you meant, baka,” Keiko said sharply, glaring at Yusuke. “I was just trying to lighten everyone up a bit. It’s all so depressing, can you blame me?”


Yusuke looked at her a long moment before leaning over and kissing her lightly.


“No, I can’t,” he admitted, leaning his elbows on his knees and his head on his hands. He looked over at Hiei again.


“So, what were you dreaming about?” he inquired abruptly, almost as though he already knew but was asking solely so that Hiei would have to tell the others as well. Hiei brushed this impression away and blinked a few times, wondering whether or not to tell them.


 “I think it would be wise to tell us, Hiei,” Kurama calmly said, reading the Koorime’s mind better than Hiei felt comfortable with. “Leaving something out in a situation where we know nothing of what we’re in for could be a fatal mistake.”


Hiei glowered at Kurama for a moment. Damn, damn, double damn him for knowing me too well again!


Reluctantly, Hiei gave them the general idea of the dream, leaving all mention or hint of the part about being cast from Koorime as once before out of it. He only mentioned to woman and her message.


When he finished, Koenma, Ayame, and Botan were all exchanging meaningful glances. Hiei did not like that they were keeping secrets.


“What is going on?” Hiei demanded evenly, his voice deathly quiet and calm. Koenma looked sideways at him, sighing heavily.


“I suppose there’s no getting around this,” the Reikai Prince noted blandly.


“No, there isn’t,” replied Hiei, his voice still fatally soft, “so you might as well tell us everything and leave nothing out. It will do you no good.”


“Ayame,” Koenma said with a heavy sigh, “this is your area of expertise. Tell them.”


“Of course, sir,” Ayame answered with an obedient nod. Flipping through her papers once more, she focused on them once again and started to speak.


“The issues recently brought to the attention of Reikai intelligence has been the reported existence of a strange presence,” Ayame explained calmly. Then, suddenly, she gasped, her eyes widening and her voice becoming shocked. “This presence, judging from descriptions given in the report, have been determined to be Ghost Dancers.”

With this seemingly simple statement, confusion broke loose and took over the room. Yukina started and gasped, Yusuke’s face went blank, Keiko whispered something to Botan, Kurama almost stood up from surprise, and Botan winced. Hiei, however, stayed where he was, no obvious reaction taking over him, as did Koenma.


“What in the hell are ‘Ghost Dancers?’ “ Yusuke asked shortly, blinking several times in confusion. 


An uncomfortable silence fell over the group. The only ones who did not seem confused were the three Reikai residents, Yukina, and Kurama. After a long moment, Koenma spoke.


“Does anyone care to explain, or do I have to?” 


“I will explain.”


Koenma raised an eyebrow at Kurama, who had offered to explain. He looked like he was growing tired of the kitsune more and more with each passing second. He waved a hand imperiously at the thief, who nodded and turned to the others.


“Yukina will know some of this tale, as will those who come from Reikai, but to the rest of you, there is an old Makai legend that has been all but lost over the centuries,” Kurama began eloquently. “This tale tells of the beginning of a group of souls known as Ghost Dancers. Billions of years ago, it is said that Makai, much like Ningenkai, was at its beginning, but in a much different way. While there were creatures like dinosaurs and things that have been long lost, demons were beginning to form in Makai. They continued to multiply and evolve, and when humans were just starting to appear in Ningenkai, the demons had established their world and all the races that exist there today.”


“What is all this getting to?” Yusuke interrupted darkly.


“Be patient, Yusuke. There is quite a bit to this tale,” Kurama said calmly, gracefully shaking some hair out of his face. “Where was I? Ah, yes. The demons began to grow restless, feeling that they should rule both worlds and that Ningenkai should be cleared for their use. You know that Reikai did not rule over Makai then as it does now—the Netherworld was placed above Makai until about a millennia ago. In any case, Netherworld decided that it was high time that they should start planning exactly what the demons had in mind, but with one extra step—ridding the universe of Reikai. They spent centuries planning what they should do, and finally, Yakumo and the Netherworld demons made their move. You know the story of the battle from that point, am I correct? Enma-daiou defeated those of the Netherworld and sealed them away in the Power Sphere. It was at this point that Reikai held power over Ningenkai, and began to slowly gain rule over Makai. We know that they do not control much, but they are progressing in the attempt. We also know that when a demon dies, his spirit travels to Reikai, as do the spirits of deceased ningens. However, immediately after the Netherworld was banished, there was no place for demon spirits to go. Reikai leaders had not yet established a way for souls from Makai to travel to their domain. So, all those demons that perished while Reikai was trying to establish power were believed to be lost. This was not true.


“These souls were forced to linger in the living worlds,” Kurama went on gravely. “I’m not sure if any of you know this, but a spirit can only stay in the living world for a certain period of time before they are unable to travel to Reikai. There is no explanation for this of which I am aware, though there may be some explanation within the minds of those from Reikai. Anyway, these demon souls stayed too long in the living world, and they were forever condemned to wander it, past the end of time, for a spirit is not an easy thing to destroy. They eventually gathered, all those that could be found, and held council. Yes, it’s strange, but these spirits knew they needed to do something, or they would all remain tortured through eternity. So they gathered, and decided to continue to wander and observe the way in which the worlds would develop. They would gather once every hundred years, and at that time, they would demand from Reikai a fresh soul to join their group. They told Reikai that since they were forced to live an eternity in the living world as only half-dead beings with nothing to keep them going but their own hatred and determination, they wanted something in return for Reikai’s mistakes. They wanted another member to their group, and Reikai was inclined to acquiesce to this request. They felt that this group, that called themselves the Ghost Dancers, would serve purpose in keeping an eye on things, for Reikai is known to extract information from these lost souls for their own benefit. So a deal was made—the Ghost Dancers would serve as a twisted patrol for Reikai, and Reikai would give up one fresh soul every hundred years.”


“What kind of deal is that?” Yusuke sneered at Koenma. “You’d let more souls be forced into eternal torture so that your information business would rise a step? Some ruler!”


“It was not my decision at the time, Yusuke,” Koenma replied. “This all took place before I was born, when my father was in my place. You must realize that this happened over a thousand years ago. I am not nearly that old.”


“Yeah, well, your father was an idiot,” Yusuke snapped mercilessly, earning a startled gasp from Ayame.


“Don’t pay any attention to him, Ayame,” Botan whispered soothingly, laying a gentle hand on the shocked Reikai girl’s shoulder. “He does this quite often, but no one seems to care all that much.”


“Well, he’s going to insult the wrong person some day,” Koenma put in.


“Yeah, yeah, I’ll die a horrible death for being too disrespectful, and everyone will live happily ever after,” Yusuke sighed scurrilously. “Get on with the story, fox boy.”


“As you wish,” Kurama replied gracefully. “As I was saying, Reikai would give up one soul every century, and thus, the Ghost Dancers increased in number. Yet, they did not consist solely of demons anymore—ningen souls were also given up by Reikai, when the Ghost Dancers suddenly placed new restrictions on the type of soul they wanted.”


“What do you mean, new restrictions?” Yusuke inquired.


“They wanted certain…qualities to be attributed with the soul they were given,” Kurama clarified patiently. “They demanded that the spirit should come from a certain type of person while they were alive. They wanted the spirit to be wise, strong, and experienced. They also wanted the spirit to have experienced great pain in their lives, so that they would be all the more prepared for an eternity of limbo. The spirit could not be pure, and could only have everything to lose. They were cruel in their selection, but they wanted only someone who would despise Reikai as much as they, and who would have reason to wander around the world, willing to give up information about it in hopes that it would one day be destroyed and they would no longer have to watch it and be completely incapable of taking part in it. And so, with spirits of these properties, they became a strong, bitter race.”


“Why are they called Ghost Dancers?” Keiko rang in.


“They became…less than ghosts, I suppose is one way to put it,” the kitsune mused aloud. “Normally, ghosts move much like living beings, with a few exceptions—“


“Like flying,” Yusuke offered wryly.


“—like flying,” Kurama nodded. “Yet, these lost souls moved differently—they moved in an eerily graceful way, as if they were dancing. Have you ever heard of The Four Postures of Death?”


“Yes, I have,” Keiko replied eagerly.


“There is a quote within that comes to mind. Let me see if I can remember it.”


After a moment’s thought, Kurama abruptly recited the quote.


“I believe it is like this;

“ ‘He said, “Dance for me” and he said, “You are too beautiful for the wind to pick at, or the sun to burn.” He said, “I’m a poor tattered thing, but not unkind to the sad dancer and the dancing dead.” ‘

“Am I correct?“


“Hai,” Keiko agreed.


“That is the closest I can come to telling you what the feeling is when you see a Ghost Dancer,” Kurama said quietly. “You feel that they are…sad, terribly sad. If you’d ever seen a siren, you’d know what a sad dancer appears to be, and these Ghost Dancers are much like these sirens—they are not trying to dance, but they just seem like they are. It is…a penitential sight.”


“I’ve seen the sirens,” Hiei said abruptly. “I know what you mean.”


“I’m guessing they’re exclusive to Makai?” Kuwabara asked.


“Of course,” Hiei snapped in reply. “They are a race of demons, so it would make sense that they lived in the demon world.”


Kuwabara looked like he was about to reply, but he was interrupted.


“If you two are quite done,” Koenma snarled scathingly at Hiei and Kuwabara. “Kurama, would you happen to know the rest of this wonderful legend?”


“I do,” Kurama responded. “The Ghost Dancers still wander, both in Ningenkai and Makai. I have seen one before, only in passing. They are like normal ghosts in that they can communicate with the living through dreams, and one appeared to me once on a whim while I was in Makai and still young…they spoke with me of various things. It was…strange. I can barely recall the conversation. But in any case, they do appear to be dancing, so graceful and fluent are their ways.”


“I heard of them in Koorime,” Yukina said shakily. “I couldn’t remember what the signs of them were, but I remember now. First, a presence, unlike any other, would appear. Then, someone—they’re called a ‘Chosen’ I believe—would black out or start having visions. They would start acting out of character, due to the presence and something in them sensing subconsciously what was to come. His energy would become erratic, and he would be unable to sleep. Eventually, the Chosen would begin to act violently, hurting those around them and coming to later only to find that they couldn’t remember what happened. Finally, one of the existing Ghost Dancers would come to them and demand that the Chosen follow, and he would have to, regardless of what he wanted. The Chosen has no say in the matter…it’s like he’s hypnotized. He leaves…that’s it. He’s just…gone.”


There were tears streaming down Yukina’s face. Kuwabara reached for her in an attempt to give comfort, but she pulled away, standing up and running out of the shrine and into the temple beyond. Hiei made as if to go after her, but Kurama deterred him. 


“What the hell—” Hiei growled, glaring daggers at the kitsune.


“You know that you are starting to show these symptoms, Hiei,” Kurama said softly, his eyes brimming with resigned sadness. “There is no doubt that you are a Chosen.”


“Nani?” Hiei whispered slowly, his eyes widening in shock and incredulity. 


“Hiei,” Kurama persisted, his voice cracking slightly. “It has been almost exactly one hundred years since the last time another Ghost Dancer came to existence. Soon, the current Ghost Dancers will want another. They’ve chosen you, Hiei.”


Everyone was staring at him. He felt like they were ripping apart his soul, reading his every thought, leaving him bare to the world. No! He would not be stripped and read like so! It was not their place to read his thoughts and judge him as they did! Never would he submit to this! Never!


He turned and darted out of the shrine, running as fast as his legs could carry him, not caring where he went but only seeking escape from the horrible truth that had wormed its way into his exhausted mind. He eventually tripped over a tree root and flew forward, sprawling across the ground. He realized with a jolt that he was rolling down a hillside, heading straight for a pond. He tried to catch himself, but in vain. He tumbled into the water, the murky water splashing everywhere, soaking him and the ground about him. He crawled silently toward the bank, collapsing into a fatigued heap, his supine form covered in dead leaves and dirt. His face and neck were scratched up by sharp stones and the lower half of his body was still submerged in water. A trickle of blood fell from his open mouth, flowing slowly down the hill in a contrite parade, only to be washed away by the rain that had begun to fall. How could the situation acerbate? He might as well die here.


“Hiei-kun!”


Hiei tried to lift his head, but could not find the strength.


“Hiei-kun!”


Something slid into sight, blocking his view of the grey sky. Gentle hands turned him over carefully, cupping his face between the warm, soft palms, forcing him to look not at the sky, but at she who had just called his name and dragged him from the water. 


“Hiei-kun, what happened?” It was Yukina.


“K…’Kina,” Hiei whispered, regressing back to calling her by the nickname he had used when they had just defeated Sensui. After that, he had called her “ ‘Kina,’ “ instead of her full name, and she delighted in this. However, as of late, he had been calling her by her full name, for no apparent reason other than he felt no need to cut her name short. She grinned sadly, obviously elated that he was calling her by this exclusive nickname and, antithetically, afraid that this atavism meant something horrible.


“I’m all right, ‘Kina,” Hiei said softly, sitting upright and managing a weak smile at his sister. “I just tripped.”


“Why were you running like that?” the Koorime inquired worriedly.


“I…just needed to get somewhere…I…”


Yukina stopped Hiei with a tight embrace. Hiei returned this, grateful that she needed no more than that confused statement to understand. He felt a sharp twinge, though, when he noticed that she was sobbing into his shoulder.


“ ‘Kina, don’t cry,” he pleaded. “Don’t cry for me…never for me.”


“Nani?” she whispered incredulously, lifting her head and staring at him with such pain that he felt like crying out. “What do you mean never for you?”


“I’m not worth crying for,” Hiei replied, standing up and turning away. 


“Hiei-kun,” Yukina said angrily, standing up behind him. Hiei did not respond.


“Hiei-kun!” she cried again, stepping forward once.


When he did not respond yet again, Yukina stepped around him, glaring at him with such anger that Hiei was somehow afraid.


“You actually think that you aren’t worth crying for?” she demanded.


Hiei, finding no alternative, nodded once. 

“Hiei-kun,” Yukina snapped, trying to control her temper but failing, “you know that’s not true. We all love you so much and you are worth crying for. Why don’t you understand that?”

“It’s not like that with me…I can’t just accept that love exists.”

“Hiei!” Yukina cried, shocked at this confession. “You know it’s not that hard. Love isn’t that hard.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Hiei whispered sadly, the quiet regret in his voice so profound…and then he gasped suddenly as Yukina lifted a hand and slapped him across the face.


He staggered back, surprised at the strength with which Yukina slapped him and hurt that she would even do such a thing. He looked at her with pleading eyes, begging her to tell him why she would do that. She was cupped her hands over her mouth and nose in hurt surprise, tears falling down her face.


“Oh, Hiei-kun, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, running forward and burying her face in his chest. Hiei, knowing that she was pushed beyond the limits of her strength, only held her, comforting her silently as she lost herself in her sobs. Absently, one hand strayed up to touch his cheek where she struck him. It was raw and tender, and hurt when he touched it. He felt shocked—Yukina had never displayed behavior like that…ever. She had never acted out of anger or hurt anyone from frustration. He somehow sensed, also, that the strike hurt her more than it hurt him.


“Gomen nasai,” Hiei whispered suddenly. Yukina looked up at him doubtfully, pain lacing through her ruby eyes.


“Iie,” she answered, shaking her head. “I am the one who should be sorry. I…I can’t believe I hit you…I…”


“I deserved it,” Hiei replied wryly, smirking at her. “Just…forget it. I did deserve it for what I said, and you had every right to do it. Just leave it at that.”


“Are you okay?” she asked softly.


“Besides a forming bruise, yes,” Hiei smirked, still keeping his wry manner. It seemed to lighten Yukina’s mood slightly to see that Hiei found it funny, at least in some twisted way. 


“Onegai, forgive me,” Yukina pleaded.


“’Kina,” Hiei replied gently, “there’s nothing to forgive.”


Yukina nodded once, still unable to believe that she had struck Hiei. She had been afraid he would be angry, but he seemed to taking it differently than she thought. He put an arm around her shoulder, held it there for a moment, and then let go, walking away. Yukina, finding no reason not to go with him, followed along. They were heading back to the shrine where they were sure questions were numerous and answers were few.


“Where are those two?”


While Hiei and Yukina were outside, the others had remained in the shrine. For a long time, there was nothing but an uncomfortable silence shrouding everything, a depressed air lingering like poisonous miasma. The horrible truth of what was coming to pass was pressing them all down. No one wanted to face the fact that they would lose Hiei—not even Kuwabara was willing to accept it. He was just as upset as everyone else, because, deep down, despite his chagrin, he cared about Hiei and considered him a friend…sort of. They bickered and bitched at each other, but Kuwabara really did consider Hiei a friend. Furthermore, Hiei was like a brother to his beloved Yukina, and he could never hate someone who made her happy. The orange-haired ningen glanced around the room, his eyes seeking those of anyone else, trying to find some kind of solace in knowing that they all felt the same…they didn’t want to lose Hiei.


Kuwabara had to voice the question. It was killing him not knowing where Yukina and Hiei had disappeared to. He wasn’t nervous of anything happening—of course not. He was not only confident in Yukina’s love for him, he was certain of the love she gave Hiei. He knew very well that she loved the little bastard, but he knew that love wasn’t romantic. The shrimp was a brother to her. He was the one who had undertaken the search for her real brother, but Yukina had once confessed to Kuwabara the truth of what she felt—she didn’t want Hiei to find her real brother. The only reason she let him keep trying was because she didn’t want Hiei to stop coming to visit her when he finally did find her long-lost brother. If he found her brother, Hiei would have no reason to see her because someone would have taken his place, which he didn’t really have in the first place. The real brother would take up his rightful place and Hiei would have no more reason to go to Yukina, seeing as how she had a real brother to be there for her. Hiei would be useless. Yukina, knowing this, felt also that if she asked him to stop, he would have no reason to come back. There was no way out of it…if she let him continue to search, he would eventually find her real brother and he would never come back. If she told him to stop searching, he would never come back. Yukina had often cried about that at night, seeking his comfort in her dilemma. Thus, he knew Yukina felt overwhelming love for Hiei, but as her surrogate brother.


At that moment—with perfect timing—Hiei and Yukina walked in. Yukina looked as though she had been crying, and Hiei’s cheek had a strangely red tint to it. No one else seemed to notice, though, for they were weighed down with their own thoughts. 


“There you two are,” Botan said in a falsely cheery voice, trying and failing miserably to lighten the mood.


“Yes, there you are,” Koenma said monotonously, looking profoundly bored. “Which means everything here is starting to piece back together, at least for the moment, and I will be leaving you all for the time being. Botan, I would like you to stay here and let me know what’s going on soon. Ayame, let’s go.”


“Hai, sir,” was the answer from both Spirit Guides, spoken with toneless obedience. Ayame and Koenma left, and Botan turned to the others with a pathetic grin.


“Well, what shall we do now? I suppose—“


“Come on, Botan,” Yusuke snapped, losing his patience. “Don’t start acting all optimistic on us. No one needs to be cheered up right now…just stop, all right?”


Botan looked hurt, but she didn’t reply. Kurama, seeing how she felt, leaned over, placing a hand on her shoulder, and whispered something in her ear. Botan’s eyes widened, and then she nodded once, sighing. Kurama smiled softly at her, a smile that she did not try to return.


They all stood in awkward silence, staring at the floor or one another, trying to find something to do or say. 


“Why does this have to happen?”


To everyone’s surprise, it was Keiko who blurted this question out. She was biting her lip, shaking her head and staring at the ground, tears welling in her eyes.


“After everything that’s happened, things should just be all right,” she declared, her voice cracking and quivering. She was relatively hysterical. “We’ve all been through so much…things should just be easy after that. We shouldn’t have to face this sort of situation again. But here it is. It’s bad enough that these Ghost Dancers have to take souls away, but why did it have to be one of us?”


This was shocking. Something like this was utterly unlike Keiko. She knew that life wasn’t easy, as she had been shown on numerous occasions when Yusuke was in trouble and everything was not all right. But for her to blurt out such things without thinking was not something she often did. Yusuke, sensing her distress, moved forward and pulled her into a tight embrace, stroking her hair and whispering comforts to her. She buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably. 


This outburst affected everyone. To see someone as strong-willed as Keiko burst into tears was bad for their esprit, and they were beginning to feel the strain of the imminence of losing Hiei. No one wanted to lose him, even those among the group who did not particularly like the demon. They just wanted him to stay with them.


Then, the most unexpected person pulled everyone together, strengthening them and giving them comfort, piecing them together for the hard times to come.


Hiei.


“Everyone be quiet,” he said, his voice somehow abandoning his cold, harsh, sneering characteristics and taking on a softer, almost achromatic note. “It will do us no good to stand around here bawling and carrying on like pathetic weaklings. You seem to think that I’ll give in without a fight, that these Ghost Dancers will take me without struggle. You’re wrong. I don’t care much for the world I’m in now, but I’d rather be here than wandering around forever as nothing more than a lost soul. I don’t care if they show me the meaning of life—I never wanted to know in the first place. If they want to take me, they’re going to have to force me, and I won’t give in easily. If you have any plans on dissuading me from this notion I would wonder if you’d ever faced a Ghost Dancer…no one seems to question if they have the power to take someone against their free will. I’ll question it—I don’t think they can. They won’t take me without going through quite a bit of grief, if they take me at all.”


No one seemed to have any idea how to respond to this other than to stare in blank silence at the Koorime. These words were what they least expected and it left them in aphonic shock. They wondered silently if he was serious—could he really fight off the Ghost Dancers? None but Kurama among them knew very much other than what they were told, and even the kitsune knew little enough. 


“You know what?” Yusuke said suddenly, a wry smirk gracing his face. “I wouldn’t put it past you to cause some damage to these things. You always had the potential to be a true hell-raiser, Hiei. I just don’t understand why you didn’t become so cocky earlier. It sits on you quite nicely.”


“I’m really confused,” Kuwabara broke out, ignoring Yusuke’s dry comments. “Can someone please explain this again?”


Botan sighed, as though building up her courage, and spoke.


“All right, I’ll see if I can explain…Ghost dancers are…well, I guess the only way to explain it is to say that they are lost souls, but that’s not quite right. I think I’d just better explain how ghost dancers come to be and maybe you’ll understand through that”


“Okay, try it,” Kuwabara said, obviously needing thorough explanation.


“When the Netherworld was first banished all those years ago,” Botan went on, slowly and carefully, as though making sure that Kuwabara followed every word, “there were demon souls that had no place to go after they died. Kurama explained all of this to us. They could not go to Reikai after they were forced to stay in the living world, though, because if a soul stays in the living world without permission from Reikai, it has to stay there as punishment. This law was established without much real thought to the consequences—the consequences that the Ghost Dancers had to face—eternal torture. It wasn’t their fault, but I guess Reikai overlooked that when the law was first created. So, the souls stayed in the living world and figured out that they had to keep doing something to prevent their souls from breaking down due to sheer madness. They wander the living world now, and they take souls every century. They demand new souls in exchange for giving Reikai information. Did you get all of that?” 


“Yeah. Explain another thing again—why are they called Ghost Dancers?” Kuwabara questioned. “Do they dance or something?”


“Well, I’m not sure, to tell you the truth,” Botan replied. “I’ve never seen one, though I have heard tales. I think they are called Ghost Dancers because they are not like regular spirits—they do not move like they did in life, or anything like that. They are said to be eerily graceful and move in a fluent way, as if they were dancing. It is also said that they can trap others souls by dancing in front of them, but I’m not sure if that’s actually true or not.”


“Why is everyone so afraid of them? They don’t seem to be too dangerous, but every time someone mentions them you flinch.”


“It’s not that easy to explain, Kuwabara,” the blue-haired girl whispered miserably, feeling helpless to clarify. Up until then, she had lapsed into her business-like ‘assistant mode,’ one that she used when informing Yusuke of his missions or discussing something gravely serious. Now, she fell back to fear and anxiety. “Ghost dancers can steal souls from Ningenkai and Makai. They can harm living beings terribly if they wish, or so I’ve heard. They aren’t like normal ghosts, in most ways. I’m not sure of their powers, having never seen one, but I know that they are not something to be taken lightly. I will trust what Kurama says, however…we cannot take them lightly at all.”


“You are correct in assuming that they should be handled with all due caution.”


Botan jumped at the sound of Kurama’s voice, low, breathy, and calm as always, but tinged with a darker note that made Botan shudder.


“Fine,” Kuwabara said, “I think I get it now—sort of. How do we know when it will come?”


“There’s no way to know that beforehand,” Kurama replied softly, keeping his voice even and calm. It was frightening how calm Kurama could be in such situations. “This Ghost Dancer may mean the rest of us no harm, but perhaps it does. It all depends on what we do about it and how hard we fight them.”


“But why?” Keiko exploded, her voice almost hitting a yell as she struggled to grasp it all. 


“I’m afraid I can’t answer that,” Kurama said truthfully. “As I’ve said, there’s no way to know beforehand what will come of this. We’ll just have to wait. What will come, will come.”


It was disturbing to know that he was right.


It was agreed that they would all spend the coming night at the shrine as well. With the knowledge (or lack thereof) of what was to come, they wanted to stick close and avoid becoming vulnerable in separation. Though they had gained some knowledge of this mysterious presence, it was still not enough to judge whether or not they would be able to face it or how to do so if the need came about. 


After a long time just sitting in silence, Yukina drifted out of the room toward her own bedroom, leaving behind an air of slight concern and surprise. Yukina was not one to walk out without explanation, and she had just gotten up and strode right past Kuwabara, ignoring his inquiry after her state. She just brushed past him, clutching something to her chest, and closed the door behind her. Kuwabara, sensing something terribly, terribly wrong, went after her.


“Yukina?” Kuwabara whispered, poking his head into the bedroom. He stepped fully inside as soon as he saw Yukina curled up on the bed, sobbing miserably, and closed and locked the door behind him, moving over to the bed and laying next to Yukina, taking her into his arms and not speaking, just giving her comfort in his presence.


“Yukina,” Kuwabara repeated after long minutes of just holding his beloved in silence. Yukina sat up, breaking away from Kuwabara’s embrace, and wiped away her tears.


“I’m sorry, Kazuma,” the Koorime whispered shakily, the poor girl ignoring the enormous pile of tear gems laying next to her on the sheets. “I shouldn’t be crying…”


“Yes, you should,” Kazuma replied, sitting next to her. “If you didn’t, I wouldn’t think much of you. I’m pretty close to it, myself.”


Yukina looked up at him in shock and saw that he was telling the truth. He was equally as upset as she was, just not showing it as openly. His eyes seemed full of tears, but he did not let them fall.


“Why don’t you tell me what you’re feeling, see if I can’t make it feel better, my love,” Kuwabara muttered, placing his hand into Yukina’s, squeezing gently for reassurance. 


Yukina, taking heart in her love’s comfort, began to speak in a quick-paced monotone, seemingly to get out all her emotions without stopping so that she wouldn’t break down in the middle of her speech.


“You know I am upset for Hiei-kun,” explained Yukina. “I’ve told you before—he is closest to me out of the others. He is like a brother to me. He’s the one who is looking for my…my…real brother—“ (here she broke off for a minute, her eyes filling with something akin to anger, the sarcasm in her voice just barely hidden: however, when she continued, Kuwabara swore it was just a figment of his imagination) “—and he is working hard to, but…I just feel like he is my brother, do you know what I mean? He has always been there for me and protected me…he’s closest to me, as I said. I feel like I’m losing my brother all over again and I don’t know if I can handle that. I love Hiei-kun so much, I don’t want to lose him.”


“I know, Yukina,” Kuwabara whispered, taking her into his arms again. “To tell you the truth, I feel the same.”


“Nani?”


“Hai,” said Kuwabara, nodding. “It’s true. I feel kind of like everyone out there is family, and Hiei’s one of them. Yeah, we fight and argue all the time, but I think that, somewhere, deep down, that’s our twisted way of showing friendship. I know: it sounds silly, but Hiei and I have a strange friendship and I think all our bickering is just a way of showing that we care. I don’t want to lose him either.”


“Oh, Kazuma,” sniffed Yukina. “What am I ever going to do if he dies?”


For a long time, Yukina cried. She was not to notice that Kuwabara’s face was also streaked with tears. Neither of them was to notice that just outside the door, Hiei was watching with his Jagan, and he was crying too.

“I’m so worried and confused. What can we do if we don’t have any idea what’s really going on?”


It was just after sunset. Botan was sitting on the floor of the room she and Kurama shared, leaning against the bed and holding her head in her hands, holding back tears and feeling utterly exhausted. Kurama was standing next to her; his back against the wall, his face displaying no emotion…however, his eyes betrayed his inner turmoil. He was regarding Botan with a mix of concern and passion, and hidden beneath that was a layer of fear and anxiety that reflected the deity’s feelings. At her words, he moved to sit beside her, putting an arm round her shoulders and pulling her close. Finding the warmth and comfort of his body, Botan broke down into silent sobs, her head titled onto his shoulder, her hands wrapped around her own torso as if to ward off cold or fear—or both.


Once again, Kurama felt a burning rush of shame. His close contact with Botan was affecting him in a rather inappropriate way, and he was having difficulty suppressing his natural male reaction. However, sensing Botan’s true distress, he chided himself for feeling such things at a time such as this. There were terrible things at play, and he could hardly allow his lust free reign when the woman it was directed toward was sobbing into his shoulder—and not while he was still unsure of whether he loved her. Yet…he felt the need to comfort her somehow.


“It will be all right,” Kurama soothed, not really believing his own words. It seemed Botan was thinking along the same lines.


“You know that’s not true, Kurama,” Botan whispered miserably, looking up at him with her large, lovely eyes. “It will not be all right, not when we are sitting around not knowing what we can do.”


“I’m trying to make you feel better,” Kurama replied softly, rubbing her shoulder a bit. “I don’t want you to cry.”


“How can you say that?” Botan hissed accusingly, turning to look at him full in the face. “Hiei is your best friend, and with the knowledge that he could be taken to wander the world in the eternal torment of being somewhere between life and death, I am not sure why you aren’t crying, too.”


“Botan,” said Kurama.


“What?”


“I am crying,” Kurama answered. “You can’t see it, but in my heart, I am breaking. Just because you see no tears doesn’t mean that I am not grieving. In your heart, you can always cry, no matter the outward circumstances.”


Botan was genuinely moved to see the tears start to appear in his eyes, enlarging their already enormous emerald depths. He looked so beautiful. She gazed into his eyes, wondering if there was ever a time in knowing him that she did not love him. From the beginning, seeing his gorgeous face blank with grief as she and Yusuke encountered him on the street, she felt a reluctant pang in her stomach, and even though he was an enemy at the time, she could not help but feel drawn to his enigmatic charm. And when she found out why he had committed his crimes, her attraction to him grew. She had always loved him—it just took her a long time to realize it. It was probably when he fought Karasu that she finally discovered how much she loved him. Watching him wounded to the point of death, his blood pouring all over his body and the ring, her love poured out of her like blood from a gushing wound, and she could barely contain herself as she watched him fall. She did not want to escort the man she loved to Reikai. She was heartbroken. Yet he was alive. After that, she vowed never to deny her love…to herself, anyway. She would not tell Kurama what she felt for him until she saw that he returned her love.


Oh, yes, she knew. She knew what Kurama was feeling. She had been in existence for quite a long time, and she knew how to read a man’s heart. Kurama hid it well, but she knew. She knew that although he wanted her body badly enough, he did not yet love her. That was fine. She would give him time. It never occurred to her that he would not eventually love her. It was as if fate had suddenly decided to take a place in her life, ushering Kurama toward her like an obedient dog. He would run to her in the end…she was positive of that fact.


“Do you really believe we will get through this?” she asked tentatively.


“We must,” replied Kurama. “We can’t lose Hiei like this. I’d do anything to stop it.”


“If you believe in our group, it will be fine,” Botan whispered. “We’ll get through this.”


“I don’t know if I could admit this to anyone else, but I am afraid. I am not sure what the outcome will be, and I don’t want to lose my closest friend.”


“Do you believe in Hiei?”


Kurama looked up at her.


“Do you believe in Hiei?” Botan repeated.


“Yes.”


Botan smiled.


“Then it will be all right,” she said. “Believe in his strength and his will to live, and we will all be all right. We can only trust in Hiei. Until then, we must stay together.”


Kurama tried to smile in return, but he seemed to have lost the trick.


“And then what?” Kurama asked, feeling depressed with his uncharacteristic show of doubt. “What if we do lose Hiei?”


“Then we remember him,” the deity answered, placing a gentle hand within Kurama’s. “If we cannot save him, then we honor his memory and hope he can find rest. As long as we keep him in our hearts, we will never lose him.”


Looking down at Botan’s hand entwined in his own and taking in her words, without any fireworks or fanfare, without warning or premonition, Kurama realized that he loved her. Leaning forward and cupping her cheek with his free hand, he kissed her softly.


“Yes,” he whispered, breaking the kiss, his lips just brushing Botan’s. “We will remember him. If we forget, it will be a sad day indeed.”


“Kurama,” Botan sobbed, flinging her arms round his neck and kissing him, tears falling down her face in the contradictory grief and happiness that she felt. 


They lay for a long time, their emotions exchanged through that first kiss. There was no need to think of whether the other was a good kisser—thoughts of that were all but banished from their minds. All they felt was a rising need for the other that brought them closer in body, mind, and soul. Now, the only thing on their minds was the hope that none of the others would hear them.


When Kurama awoke, it was very dark outside, as is during the hours before twilight morning comes. He looked down at the deity nestled close to his chest, breathing with a mouth slightly ajar, her long azure curls tumbling about her face. She was so perfect. Everything about her—her eyes, her gait, her way of talking—seemed absolutely flawless. Her exquisite features were peaceful in contented sleep, her warm curves brushing against Kurama’s flesh with an innocent burn. He felt like he had been scorched wherever she touched him, but the burn was neither painful nor uncomfortable—it was amazing. He wanted to feel that every day of his life.


His mind, which, had he taken Botan when it was torn between the human and demon parts of him, would have been arguing intensely over the right and wrong parts of the night, was at rest. Youko was satisfied with the physical aspects of the night. Suiichi was content—no, absolutely happy—with the love that he now shared with the deity. 


The deity. The words hit Kurama’s mind like a physical blow. Botan was a Reikai ferry girl—the chief one at that. The head deity of death. Kurama felt like his heart had just been ripped to pieces. She would not be allowed to spend her life with him. She was devoted to her job, her life as the pilot of the River Styx. He would lose her forever because of her job. Or, perhaps, Koenma would be angry enough to banish Botan from Reikai. No, that was unreasonable. Koenma needed Botan. However, the Reikai Prince had a temper that he hid well and it would certainly surface should he discover that his primary deity was in any sort of relationship with a demon, especially one that was one of the primary Reikai Tantei. But then, maybe that was perfect. It seemed to tie the group closer—the primary deity of death in a relationship with one of the primary Reikai Tantei groups employed by the spirit world that she was assistant to. It seemed like a match made, so to speak, in heaven. Yet, there was still a hint of doubt crawling through his mind like a poisonous snake searching for the tender skin to penetrate with its venomous fangs.


Botan stirred and opened her eyes with a flutter of long lashes, her rich amethyst orbs gazing lovingly up at Kurama’s smiling face. She had seen a shadow of doubt that had been quickly hidden in her beloved’s eyes, but she dismissed it as her imagination as her mouth sought his.


Being a pilot for the spirit world left her no time for relationships. Lately, and increasingly since she became a crucial part of Yusuke’s Reikai Tantei group, Koenma had been giving her more time to herself, due to her friendship with the other members of the group. What would he do now? He would certainly never allow her to become human because of her love for Kurama. That would be completely out of the question in the eyes of the Reikai Prince, no danger. What could she do? She wanted to spend her life with Kurama.


“Botan,” Kurama whispered, breaking the kiss they had been sharing, though both their minds had been occupied with other matters. 


“Kurama,” Botan replied, making a slight joke of it and then falling serious when she saw the look in Kurama’s eyes.


“Koenma is not going to approve of this,” Kurama said as Botan lay at his side, her head rested on his shoulder and her arms around his torso. “You know he isn’t.”


“What does that matter?” Botan broke out, raising her voice slightly. 


“Hush, koiishi,” Kurama soothed, delighting in the furious blush that covered Botan from forehead to neck at the term he used to address her. “We don’t want to wake the others. It’s still the middle of the night, you realize.” Botan nodded. “We need to talk, but we should still be considerate.”


“What should we do?” Botan inquired worriedly. “I…I don’t want to lose my job, but I want to be with you. Koenma would never allow me to become human even if I wanted to give up my job desperately. He…needs me in Reikai too much.”


“So desu,” Kurama answered.


“What do we do?” Botan asked again. “Do we keep this a secret? Do we tell the others? What do we do?”


“Hush,” Kurama said a second time, equally as gentle as he had been from the start. “What will come, will come. I’ve said that before.”


They fell to silence. There seemed to be a rope tightening about them, threatening to suffocate them. There seemed to be no options.


Suddenly, Kurama turned Botan onto her back and shifted his body until he lay above her. Botan opened her embrace eagerly, but Kurama made no move as of yet pertaining what she was expecting. He leaned down and kissed her furiously, and nothing more. They lay wrapped in each other’s embrace, inches from repeating the events of only a few hours before, their sighs muffled as they continued the kiss almost fiercely.


Then, his kiss strayed to the right side of her neck, down to about an inch above the collarbone. Kurama, with as much gentleness as he could, broke the skin and held, hearing Botan’s moan of pain and pleasure. When he broke the bite, Botan had tears in her eyes. 


“Oh, gods,” Botan whispered, holding back a whimper and shaking like a leaf. “What did you do?”


He ran a gentle finger round the bite, tracing it.


“This…” he replied softly. “This is a mating bite. This is a demon’s way of choosing his mate and showing it. Sort of a demon’s wedding band.”


“You mean…”


“I have chosen you as my mate.”


Botan looked up at him with wide eyes filled with tears of happiness, their lavender depths looking larger. Then she whispered the three words he had been longing to hear.


“I love you.”


Kurama felt soaring emotions claiming his mind. He kissed her frantically, whispering her name repeatedly. Then, he made love to her again, like a prince, like a god. When they finally collapsed again, she lay in perfect awe, tears dampening her face in her transport. Eventually, their minds content with each other as much as they could ever be, they fell asleep, wrapped in each other’s arms, protected by the comfort and love that flowed through their bodies. It was wonderful.


Everyone wandered into the shrine room again the next morning. In ones and twos, they appeared, seating themselves in a circle, making room for others when they appeared. Eventually, everyone had come, sitting silently in a circle. They all seemed preoccupied and confused. It was all so fuliginous. Yukina noticed quite a bit in this time. Everyone seemed preoccupied, yes, but with different things. Two stood out in particular—Botan and Kurama. The shrine was large and the rooms where a good distance apart. The closest to the guest room the deity and kitsune had taken was her own room, and the only of the rooms that had advantage (or disadvantage) of earshot. Yukina had heard what happened—it was hard to ignore—between the two, and was happy of it, but there was something strange about it. They seemed to be pretending it didn’t happen, stealing clandestine glances at each other and then looking quickly back down. Yukina, never one to notice a change or turn in manner, dress, or anything of the like, noticed Botan wearing a turtleneck for the first time in over a year. She wondered vaguely why.


So suddenly that everyone jumped, Koenma appeared in the middle of the room and began screaming.


“Botan, why is there demon energy mixed in with yours? What kind of fool do you take me for? You’ve mated with Kurama, haven’t you? What were you thinking? This is unacceptable…”


“You guys are mated?” Yusuke blurted out, cutting Koenma off.


“Yes they are mated and they are damn well—“

Botan stepped forward and slapped Koenma.


“If you cannot accept the man I love, Koenma,” Botan snapped, “then you can banish me from Reikai. I will not give up my heart for your anger. I love him…I will not give that up.”


Koenma looked stunned. He was about to reply, but he was cut short.

“Do you guys sense something?” Kuwabara grunted suddenly, sounding casual and then tensing. “There. Again.”


They all tensed, as though trying to sense what Kuwabara had sensed, even Keiko, whose awareness was all but cipher. 


Suddenly, Hiei jumped up and ran out of the shrine. As quickly as they all could, they ran after him, following him into the woods and toward Hiei’s place of solace when visiting the shrine—the pond he had run to when the truth had been discovered, the pond where Yukina had slapped him. 


He skidded to a stop before the water and suddenly fell on his knees, as though he had been dealt a blow.


“Hiei!”


“Hiei-kun!”


“Hiei-kun!”


The voices of his friends faded to nothingness. His mind went black, and he was falling…falling away…


Hiei was kneeling in nothingness. It seemed as though he was lost in a world of blackness, swirling round his mind like a comforting but deadly blanket. He tried to turn, and found himself face to face with a woman.


Hiei looked at the strange woman, and immediately recognized her, for this was the woman he had seen in his vision before he and his friends had found out the truth. Her hair was light gold, swirling about her head in a magnificent halo of glowing curls, flowing in a wind that came from no particular source. Brilliant, silvery cobalt eyes shone at him kindly from a perfect, heart-shaped face. Her skin was so pale it seemed almost to be white, but there was no mark to be found on it. Her full lips were tinged light pink, the tone only a few shades darker than her skin. Her beauty was timeless, and though she seemed young, the Koorime had a strange, overwhelming feeling that she was not so youthful as she seemed, though her appearance seemed so. Her lithe, slim body, its curves full and perfect, was covered with a flowing, gauzy drape, covering all but her arms and neck yet still somehow revealing the woman beneath without any provocative suggestion. She moved with an effortless, almost unnatural grace, and as she walked toward him, it seemed as though she were dancing.


Dancing.


The word hit Hiei like a newly sharpened blade still hot from the friction. A thousand daggers made to be as sharp and clear as glass could not have struck him so sharply or painfully. Neither the licks of a flame nor the bite of the frost could match this shock, nor could the swelling ache of grief or the piercing anguish of loss. He felt as though he had been thrown into a bed of thorns, each tiny point scratching him with mocking lightness, never hurting him enough to be fatal but still drawing blood and sending countless messages of pain to his already pounding mind. He could not have been more pained at the deceivingly kind façade this woman painted across her lovely face than at the cold hand of death reaching its merciful yet cruel claws toward his body. 


Dancing.


“I know why you have come,” Hiei managed to croak. 


The woman said nothing, only shook her head, a slightly condescending smile gracing her lips. This, rather than placating the agitated demon, only incensed him further.


“Do you think you are clever, deceiving me like this?” Hiei snarled.


“You should not be so quick to judge one such as I, about whom you know little that is true,” the strange woman said smoothly, her temperament seemingly unaffected by Hiei’s outbursts. Hiei would have retorted, but something in her voice stopped him. It was like liquid silver, so smooth and enrapturing, flowing along at its leisure with nothing to hurry it, though he sensed that in time it could harden and become as cold as ice should its owner wish it. But for now, it was as warm as a new spring’s morning, as comforting as a gentle breeze on a warm summer’s night. 


“I knew you would be quick to temper and anger, dan no ta zannen
,” the woman whispered, her lips greeting his ear in a quick, almost mocking kiss. Hiei would have growled, but he realized that it would do him no good. “Yet,” she went on, “I somehow felt that you would listen to me if I promised to reveal to you what you’ve always wanted to know—why.”


“What do you mean, bitch?” Hiei snapped, not raising his voice for reasons unknown even to him. 


The woman raised a light, slanted eyebrow.


“You have every perception of what I mean, baka,” the woman said lightly, her voice not raising a bit and her tone remaining not unkind. “You have always wanted to know why your life turned out the way it did.”


“I know perfectly well why it turned out the way it did,” Hiei sneered, his lip curling up in a nasty grimace.


“You have an idea,” the woman replied, completely unperturbed, “but you are not satisfied with your own answer. Why continue questioning yourself if I can explain here and now what your life’s meaning was?”


“Because it makes things more interesting for me,” Hiei replied sarcastically, but the woman obviously saw past the snide remark and saw the truth.


“Aren’t you tired of being interested all the time?” she inquired placidly, stroking his cheek lightly and looking at him without a change in expression, save for the disappearance of her lovely smile.


“I…”


Hiei found, to his own chagrin, that he could not finish the sentence. What the hell was wrong with him?


“If you promise to listen to me, I will answer all your questions, dan no ta zannen.”


“Why do you keep calling me that?” Hiei asked, at a loss as of what else to say.


“Are you not what I say?” the woman replied, blinking at him.


“Who are you?” Hiei finally asked, wanting to sigh and holding it back.


“I have no name,” she said. “I have no position. I am a simple Ghost Dancer who wishes to show you the truth. You may become one of us if you wish it. If you do not, you will come unwillingly. Understand that we want you with us because of your hope. You have it, if it is not apparent. You must come with us.”


“I won’t,” Hiei said. “I will fight you to the end.”


“Then we must take another.”


Hiei gasped, and fell…fell…


When Hiei went still and fell to his knees, no one knew what was going to happen. They felt like everything was suddenly lost, suddenly so hopeless. They knelt next to Hiei, their cries and attempts to shake him from this strange trance ending in futility. 


Then, suddenly, he woke, blinking several times and breathing in sharply. He looked at them as though he barely knew them.


“Hiei,” Yukina whispered.


Hiei looked up at his sister. He would have run from all of them, just to get away, but he realized that on his lap there lay his own, ebony Hiruseki stones.


“’K…’Kina, I…”


Kuwabara was standing in the background with his mouth hanging open. Everyone else was silent, save for Kurama, who was whispering to Kuwabara softly. Explaining, probably.


“Oniisan,” Yukina sobbed, throwing herself into his embrace.


For how long they stayed there, kneeling next to Hiei and Yukina, none could tell. Time was lost as Hiei comforted his sister, feeling like he was going to be sick.


“I didn’t want you to find out, ‘Kina,” Hiei said finally.


“Why the damn hell not?” Yukina snapped, an uncharacteristic show of anger. Everyone jumped when they heard her speak. She rarely became angry, and even then she never cursed. 


“I…I…”


Hiei could not think why. He wanted to say that he was protecting her, but she would never accept that. He just wanted to run away and die.


“I love you, Oniisan.”


He blinked. He had expected anger, not love. Yukina smiled at him happily.


“You have no idea how happy I am that you are my brother,” she went on. “All the time that I’ve known you, I felt like I was close to you somehow, even though we rarely spoke. Then we became friends, and finally when I asked you to search for my brother it hurt. I wanted you to be my brother. Whenever you came back and told me you hadn’t found him, I was ashamed of myself for being happy, because then I could keep you as my brother instead. When I found out you were my brother, my real brother, nothing else mattered. I don’t care if you lied, Hiei, for whatever reason. I just want you be my brother now.”


Hiei could find only one reply.


“Oneechan.”


Yukina smiled as the tears fell down her face. 


And suddenly, she stopped. Her body went limp, and her energy was all but gone. The group rushed to the ground and tried to see what happened. Hiei knew better.


“Give her back!” he screamed, standing over her body and yelling to the sky. “I don’t care what you do with me, just don’t take her!”


The others must have thought him mad, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t lose Yukina now, after they had just found each other truly for the first time.


And then, in front of him, the woman appeared.


“Hiei,” she said softly. “You must come.”


“I won’t! Give me back Yukina and maybe I won’t destroy you,” he answered.


“You cannot destroy me because I am already dead.”


Hiei knew it was true, but he couldn’t think of anything else. And then, his friends were gone.


“You must come with me,” she insisted, still gentle and annoyingly calm.


“Yukina—you can’t have her.”


“She is fine now,” the woman assured him. “We are concealed to them and they to us. They think you are gone.”


“I won’t go!”


“You do not have a choice,” she said, her voice becoming hard but never rising in volume. “Let me explain—“


“I know what you are and why you exist—but I won’t come.”


“I am going to explain why you must come.”


“Then do so before I lose my patience.”


“You were chosen because of your love for your sister, Hiei,” the woman said, smiling. “We have watched you from your birth, and you have passed all tests given to you by the gods. You have proven yourself strong and unbreakable. You were destined to become one of us.”


“I…won’t.”


“Hiei,” the woman said. “You have no choice in the matter. If you do not come, Yukina comes instead.”


Hiei sank to his knees.


“Why?”


The woman did not answer. She simply let Hiei kneel before her, blank and helpless.


“If—if—I went with you,” Hiei said falteringly. “Would…when would you take me?”


“As soon as you had said your good-byes and accepted your fate.”


“Let me say goodbye,” Hiei demanded. He was running out of options and he wanted to say goodbye if he had none left.


“Very well.”


His friends reappeared. They saw him, and turned as he stood.


“I…don’t have any more choices left,” Hiei told them bluntly.


“What do you mean?” Kurama asked, breaking off in the act of comforting Yukina. “Hiei, what is happening?”


“I have to go.”


“Where?” Yusuke inquired.


Hiei did not know so he did not answer. He felt lost.


“Take me instead!” Yukina cried. She had caught on to what Hiei meant and was acting according to her feelings now. “Just don’t take Hiei away!”


Hiei took her hand in his own. She looked like she was going to faint from her grief at the realization of where Hiei was going. The others now saw as well. He was not going on a small vacation or a trip to the store. He was leaving for good.


“Don’t go, Hiei,” they said, each in their own way and tone. 


“If I don’t go,” Hiei explained. “Yukina goes. I won’t allow that.”


“Please don’t leave me Oniisan!” Yukina begged.


Embracing her one last time, Hiei whispered in her ear.


“I love you, Oneechan. I will always watch over you.”


Suddenly, he was gone. Someone had taken him away, lead him to somewhere he would never understand. He left the shrine, the city, the land. No one saw him go.

The group was left dumb after Hiei disappeared. It was much too sudden, much too quick. They felt like they had nothing left to do. Everything seemed blank and numb. They felt confused and wondered if Hiei was coming back, where he went, anything but acknowledging the truth. He wasn’t coming back, they didn’t know where he went. He was gone. It was just too sudden. They felt like something was denied them. They didn’t even say goodbye.

“What can we do?” Kuwabara asked aloud. “That was…too…”

“Sudden? Quick? Fucked up?” Yusuke offered.


Yukina fell to her knees and sobbed. She would not allow anyone to comfort her. She had just lost the one person she had always looked for, and had just found. She wanted Hiei back, her brother, her dear brother who had always watched over and protected her. He was gone, and she couldn’t control it or even say goodbye. Why? Why, gods, why? She wanted to scream, tear her hair out, something. Why did he have to go?


The wind was blowing harder and rain was beginning to pour, but Yukina refused to move. She just let herself sit there, grieving over what she could barely understand. The wind continued to wail, and her tears were beginning to dry, but she would not leave until she had Hiei back.


Oneechan.


Yukina gasped. She could have sworn that she had just heard Hiei’s voice—it was not the wind, she could not convince herself it was the wind. She felt a soft kiss on her forehead, yet saw no one kneeling in front of her. The others were keeping a small distance away to let her grieve.


“Yukina,” someone said—she could not tell whom, the voice was too soft.


“I’m fine,” she replied automatically.


It was still too sudden, but…Hiei didn’t lie. He was watching over her.


“I love you, Oniisan,” Yukina whispered. She knew that if Hiei had heard, he would have been smiling. Perhaps he was.


“Is there anything you want to…say…before we go back?” Kurama asked as she came back to them. 


She shook her head. No more words were needed. She had said all there was to say.

--

� “Child”


� “Man of many regrets”





