Chapter 1: Journey’s End
Lying prone on a cold slab of stone, Uzumaki Naruto watched a gigantic, dark shadow stretch before him as a demon-like statue rose from the ground. Never once had the blonde man ever entertained the thought that his life would end like this...

The Akatsuki, after many long years of fighting off the strange organization, and its even stranger members, had finally capture him. Now, tied to a sort of strange rock-like alter — which seemed to prevent him from summoning up chakra — he was about to undergo the same ritual that took his friend’s life, as well as the other seven jinchuriki that were unfortunate to feel its effect, only...there would be no Chiyo-basan to resurrect him from the dead.

“Genryuu Kyuu Fuujin,” spoke one of the shadows as the statues mouth opened and several dragon spirits made from pure chakra came shooting out of the stony orifice and enwrapped him while causing him pain like he had never felt before.

The next thing Naruto saw was the familiar sewers which represented  his mindscape and where his tenet imprisoned. Running down the corridors, Naruto could feel the presence of the dragons slowly making their way to his location as the temperature of the room seemed to steadily rise.

Appearing before the cage, Naruto slid out a kunai as he took a defensive stance. From behind him a growling voice, which held years of sarcasm and an almost undetectable hint of fear, spoke up while a warm blast of air that represented breath shored up against the blonds back “Fool, what do you think you are doing? These are spirits that are coming for us. You little toy will not bother them in the least.”
“Yeah? Well…I’ve gotta do something, rather than sit around and just let them take you.” grunted out the man as he tightened his grip on the kunai in his hand

“And why not? Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?” growled the demon with a sneer.

“Those are your words, fox..” said the man as sweat dripped down his face, “Besides, extracting you from me is nothing more than a death sentence...so…I thought I might as well go down fighting,” Naruto spat angrily, flashing a defiant smile at the centuries old fox demon. “I’m definitely not going to bow down to any bastard who thinks they can boss me around! Not even you!” said the man as he focused on the single entrance that led into the room that the two stood in.
Kyuubi regarded the boy in front of the cage with calculating eyes, while turning it’s large head away, “There might be a way to keep them from getting us.” Hearing the fox, Naruto looked up an noticed the great fox’s eyes shining evilly in the darkness of his prison.

“And what would that entail?” asked the now wary shinobi.

“Release me,” said the Kyuubi.

“Sure...” Naruto chuckled mockingly while rolling his eyes, feeling the dragon spirits getting closer, “...release you so you can devourer me and feel satisfied before you become their slave?” The man then watched as the giant demon threw itself against the cage in anger.

“I AM NO ONE’S SLAVE!” roared the mighty demon lord as he looked down on the boy while continuing in a cold voice, “Which would you rather have? These pitifully weak, violent, hairless, apes gaining control of my power? Or the possibility of disrupting their plans, there by indirectly ‘protecting your precious people’.”
Naruto couldn’t refute the demon’s logic, he took one glance back at the small corridor before he walked up to the cage and placed his fingers on the seal paper that kept the great demon at bay. Staring at the demon, Naruto tore the very old, worn seal off and watched as the cage that contained the Kyuubi disappeared and so did the sewers. Now, the two stood facing each other while darkness surrounded them both.

“Ha! I didn’t think you were going to actually do it, gaki!” the beast smirked devilishly as it’s mouth opened exposing rows of razor sharp teeth while it move slowly toward Naruto menacingly. “I shall take this as a confirmation of our pact,” the Kyuubi said with a wicked smile that seemed to curl in delight and it’s eyes held something sinister in their depths. A power that which Naruto had never felt before enveloped him as the darkness around them seemed to slowly become filled with the Kyuubi’s blood red chakra. Naruto, unable to withstand the onslaught of the chakra, laid down on the black floor his head pounding from the chakra that coursed through him.

‘Pact!? What pact?’ question Naruto mentally, as he lifted his head and looked over at the fox who had its tails waving in intricate patterns. The bijuu’s chakra gathered around it as he growled out something. Turning around Naruto saw the first dragon bearing down on them. Creating a kage bushin in his mind, Naruto gathered what little chakra he had left and created an Odoma Rasengan. The moment the swirling ball of chakra hit the spirit force of the dragon, Naruto was thrown back...but was able to still steady himself, as he watched the dragon fade away into nothingness.

“Foolish human! Come to my side now!” said the great tailed beast.

Not about to complain, Naruto stepped next to the fox only to feel a searing pain through his abdomen. Looking down, he gasped out in shock as he saw the elongated and hardened tip of one the fox’s tails protruding from where the seal was originally place as the demon chuckled and spat out in amusement, “You can grovel and praise me later!”
There was pain, and then there was a deep, swallowing darkness that chilled him to the bone. Naruto felt as if he was falling...in fact, for a moment, he thought he was falling towards hell, but he doubted that hell was so cold. A moment passed, but it was more like an eternity, before he saw a light in the distance. Moving himself to that light Naruto began to feel warmth spread through out his body, the Konoha ninja couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to the Kyuubi as he move to the light. However, when he reached the light’s source he felt his world explode in pain as he dropped ungraciously to a wooden floor panting and aching all over.

‘Wait!? Wooden floor? Where am I?’ wondered the blonde as he looked around trying to get his bearings, while also not trying to throw-up as a bout of dizziness hit him. ‘Table, chairs, Ramen poster, potted plants, rusty misused bed with crappy mattress,” the blonde inventoried what he saw and it suddenly clicked as he saw a brand new orange jumpsuit covering one of the chairs in the room. ‘Oh no...’

Rushing to the bathroom, Naruto took a look in the mirror and wanted to scream in frustration as he look at the reflection. Staring back at him, from the reflection in the mirror, was the face of a twelve year old boy. “This can’t be good...” Naruto began to say before a shockwave of chakra rippled through his body and pitched him forward with a burning sensation that spread along his ribs and stomach. The chakra then began to intensify while Naruto desperately tried to cope with the pain that it brought along. In his ears, Naruto could hear and feel his bones cracking under the onslaught of changes that the foreign chakra brought with it. The young boy’s muscles expanded ridiculously, before they ultimately condensing into a tighter, more compact size. The boy’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he felt his tendons ripping, thickening and condensing as well. Everything hurt and it felt as if his insides were on fire, not to mention that his senses also seemed to be going haywire as well.

At first he felt like he could see perfectly then his eyes went blurry before snapping back into focus. His smell, at the moment, was actually making him feel even more nauseous since he never really felt the need to ‘really’ clean his old room...and now that his smell was so acute, he could literally smell the funk that the mattress gave off. His hearing was no better as even the tiniest sounds were beginning to hurt his ears.

Naruto moaned pitifully, as another pulse of chakra shot through his body and caused him to black out. However, when awoke, he saw a familiar sight as he stood before a giant gate that had the familiar paper seal on it. Peering into the darkness of the cage Naruto waited and was rewarded with the opening of a huge red eye that focused on him.

Naruto felt another ripple of chakra tear through his body as he fell before the cage and watched as his hands slowly developed razor sharp claws and his canines elongated into fangs that made closing his mouth impossible. What was even more disturbing was the fact that the Kyuubi was watching this display with interested eyes, its face set in a curious glare as it’s tails waved back and forth lazily as if conveying its interest.

Finally the effect of the chakra surge faded allowing Naruto to flip over and laid on his back in front of the gate while panting heavily and staring at the pair of amused giant red eyes, panting Naruto growled in a angry tone of voice, “Bastard!”

The giant demon was still for a second before it looked down at the boy on the ground and smiled a wicked and cruel smile while saying in a cold voice, “It’s not over yet, worm...the next one will be coming any second now...”

Naruto was confused at the demons words, he was about to ask the demon what he meant when another chakra surge ran through him and his muscles again expanded and then condensed, while his abused bones finally broke, elongated and thickened. The young human was again thrashing on the ground as he tried his best not to allow himself to pass out.

“Interesting,” said the demon with a soft laugh, as it watched Naruto weather the pain until he was once again breathing hard on the ground. The old demon stood up glaring down at the tired human boy as he turned around in his cage and began to walk back into the inky depths of the cage. However, before he left, the demon said with a chuckle, “The last one’s going to make you scream...”

Naruto definitely did not like the sound of that, but he suddenly knew that the demon wasn’t lying as he could feel an unbearable pain racing up his legs and into his spine even before the chakra pulse had yet to... 

“Kami-sama, aaarrgghhh!” screamed Naruto while he scrunched his face and felt the bones throughout his body cracked and shattered from the power of the chakra that had begun to flow in his body. Naruto felt like he was being burned alive, and before he lost conscience he could have sworn that he heard a low chuckling echoing through his head.

****

He awoke the next morning, feeling dizzy and having a slight head ache. His eyesight was blurry, but it wasn’t long before everything came into focus. White walls greeted the boy as did a white ceiling. ‘Great,’ thought the boy angrily as he knew where exactly he was at the moment. Focusing his eyes, Naruto noticed that he wasn’t alone within the room either. There, in the four corners, were ANBU members all staring at him silently as they seemed to be waiting for something to happen. It never ceased to amaze Naruto how quiet the ANBU members could be as they each stood perfectly still like statues...yeah, deadly statues that were probably ready and willing to kill him if he made any sudden movements.

Slowly, Naruto pushed himself to sit up in bed as he went about groaning in pain as every conceivable part of his body ached unnaturally. Licking his lips a couple time to moisten them, Naruto looked over at the nearest ANBU and croaked, “I’m going to reach for the water pitcher, is that okay?”

The man who’s bear mask was stripped with yellow nodded once as Naruto grabbed his glass and poured himself a large glass of water while drinking it down greedily. After three glasses, his thirst had been properly sated and Naruto began to methodically take in his surroundings. The blonde noticed the chakra seals that had been placed around the room as were as the windows. He also noticed the two shadows that seemed to lurk just outside the window of the room that he was in. Concentrating a bit, he even picked out several voices coming from beyond the door as he estimated that there were at least four more ninja on the other side.

Whistling lowly, Naruto scratched his head as he mumbled to himself, “Talk about overkill.” That said everyone in the room tensed as the handle slowly turned and the door opened to reveal yet another ANBU along with the Hokage himself.

“I see that you are awake, Naruto,” said the old man as he sent a look to the bear masked ANBU as the others filed out of the room and stood guard outside. Normally, whenever Naruto had met with the old man, he would smiled and had a kind look in his eye as they would discuss anything from Naruto grades to the latest prank that the boy had pulled. However, today wasn’t one of those days, just the fact that the old man was staring at him and breathing the same air made Naruto’s eye become wet as the memories of what would happen to the kindly old man, who was something like his grandfather, assaulted him.

“Naruto? Is something wrong,” asked Sandaime as he watched the boy slowly wipe away some tears that slowly leaked out..

Sniffling and smiling through his embarrassment, Naruto managed to speak up with a slight chuckle, “No. Everything’s fine.”

Sandaime gave the little boy in the bed a tight smile as he nodded and sat down while saying, “Several patrolling ANBU members felt a gigantic spike of chakra coming from your house last night. I was contacted and we rushed to your house to see what was the matter. Let me say that it was quiet a shock to see you curled up on your floor in severe pain. I was hoping that you would be able to shed some light on this event.”

Naruto knew that the old man was trying to dance around the subject of the Kyuubi and the chakra that had probably gone wild last night. However, Naruto knew as well as any other person in Konoha that trying to lie to the Hokage was almost an impossible feat, as the old man seemed to know instinctively when someone was giving him the truth. The only chance that the boy had was to use a ‘lie of omission’ rather than one that was completely false. “From what I can remember...” said the blond as he made a face as if he was concentration.

Naruto told the old man about his pain and where it seemed to come from, he even told Sandaime about his trip to the sewer and the meeting with a giant fox. It was at that point that the old man’s eyes seemed to become filled with regret and worry, but he seemed to take it in stride as he asked Naruto to continue on with what happened. 

When he had finished his story, Naruto watched as the old man stroked his beard and then turned to him and asked, “Naruto? Can you lift your shirt up?”

Nodding, the blonde picked up his shirt exposing a washboard stomach that seemed to have more muscle than a twelve year old should naturally have. Placing his hand on his stomach, Sandaime began leaking chakra into the boys skin and was surprise at what happened next...

Nothing.

Sandaime eye’s widened as he once again began to push chakra into the area only to have the same result happen again. Nothing appeared on Naruto stomach, not the many black seals that were suppose to be there, nor the swirl that represented the Kyuubi’s power. There wasn’t even the faint outline of the seal, which usually happens when a seal of this magnitude is broken. ‘What does this mean?’ pondered the Hokage as he pulled his hand away and told the boy to lower his shirt. ‘If the seal is no more...then the Kyuubi should have either broken out of his prison, or Naruto would have suffered under the effects of the Kyuubi’s poisonous youkai chakra. However, I know that youkai is very potent and easily tracked, and yet...I feel nothing coming from Naruto,’ thought the old man as he searched Naruto’s face for any sign of the Kyuubi’s influence. Sandaime was baffled as he found nothing out of the ordinary except for Naruto unusually toned muscles and his constant complaining that his sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smelling senses seemed to be a bit more acute than what they were a day ago.

“Naruto,” sighed the old man as he came to a decision that he knew would change the boys out look on life, “what I’m about to tell you is something that no one under a certain age in this village should know.” Naruto turned his head as he sadly smirked inwardly and said, ‘To bad that I already know what you’re going to say, jiji.’ 

The young boy sat quietly as the Hokage of Konoha related the true story of the Kyuubi and Yondaime’s battle. After finishing his story, Sandaime glanced over at the boy who seemed to be looking at the sheets in front of him. ‘I wonder how will you react to this news, Naruto?’ thought the old man as he stroked his beard.

“Jiji...” Naruto said with a bit of affection lacing the words while he felt guilt for putting on an act for his step grandfather, “...arigato. I always wondered why the people looked at me the way they did and now...now I know.” 

Sandaime smiled at the boy proudly. For an instant, the old man no longer saw a twelve year old boy standing in front of him. No, instead he saw the proud man and great shinobi, who didn’t allow his past to hinder him as he walked boldly into the future, that this boy would become.

“Am I going to have to quit being a ninja?” asked Naruto meekly, while he hoped that Sandaime wasn’t going to stop supporting his shinobi career.

Chuckling merrily, Sandaime said with wink, “Not unless you want to stop being a ninja. Is that what you want?”

“Eh!? No!” yelled the little boy as he waved his hands about in comical panic. ‘I have too much to do if this really is the past,’ thought the blonde as he eyed his hands.

Walking over to the door, the old Hokage sent a stern glare back at Naruto while saying, “Naruto. If anything else starts to happen...please come to me immediately. Although I do not sense the Kyuubi’s chakra, this is something that you should not take on by yourself.” Nodding his compliance Naruto watched as the old man knocked on the door and spoke to the ANBU member just outside of the door.

The people of the hospital allowed Naruto to sleep overnight as long as the ANBU were present. The bear ANBU nodded his head as he and his compatriots all went back to their corners and stood there as Naruto spent part of the day trying to get them to engage them in a conversation. It seemed, to the boy, that he was getting no where fast, so he decided to sleep the rest of the day off. Surprisingly, Naruto found it easier to sleep knowing that the ANBU were their with him...even though said ANBU were actually there to kill him if he were to lose control of his tenet.
Chapter 2: Uzumaki’s New Story
The next morning found the young blonde boy sitting at his table with a thoughtful expression on his face as he tried to figure out what was happening. ‘It’s obvious that Kyuubi used some sort of power to send my spirit back in time...it the only explanation for this,’ thought the boy as he stared down at his little hands while he flexed them over and over. ‘The real question is ‘why it did that’. Plus, I’m curious about the chakra pulse that I felt when I arrived,’ standing up the boy walked over to a mirror and looked at his reflection only to see something that he didn’t remember having when he was this young. Currently, the boy had his shirt off and his body was no longer scrawny and skinny like he remembered it use to be, no...now his torso showed the faint out line of developing muscle and he looked very fit and healthy.

Eyes snapping open, Naruto remembered something that could help him determine if was right about the changes to his body. Walking to the corner of the room he spotted the hash marks that he made in the wall that measured his height. Placing his back to the wall and using a kunai to notch his height, Naruto turned and saw that sure enough he was well past his expected height by three centimeters.

‘This is the fox’s doing,’ thought the blonde, as he began pondering what the evil demon had in store for him. ‘Why the past?’ he asked mentally, while turning himself around and stared at the gloomy state of his apartment.

Taking some time to collect himself, Naruto walked over to his table and sat down while burying his head into his hands and thinking. ‘Alright...hold on...think clearly, Naruto. Its obvious all of my jutsu’s and knowledge from the future has stayed with me,’ stated the blonde mentally, as he recalled several lessons that his two sensei’s had taught him during his brief initiation into ANBU.

‘However, the knowledge that I had obtained usually was accompanied by hard training, which in turn improved my body...’ thought the boy as he stood in front of his mirror and looked at the small frame of the young boy that stared back at him from its reflective surface. ‘There’s almost no chance for me to pull off some of the jutsu I know without somehow retraining my body...hmmm.’

Sighing deeply, Naruto lifted his shirt as he inspected the tone muscle of his body and the strange white lines, which seemed to have appeared out of no where, that bisected his fingernails. His hair was also suspect to changes, as the boy noticed that his highlights had changed to a pure sort of silver in the light of the sun. This change often made his hair look almost metallic as it shimmered when the wind blew.

“Gah! What a pain,” whined Naruto as he flopped down on his mattress in frustration. Laying on his bed, he was suddenly stuck with a thought that just might give him the answers he wanted. With determination showing in his eyes, the young boy closed his blinds and locked his front door as he sat down on his mattress, legs crossed, while he slowly began the meticulous work of relaxing every muscle in his body and regulating his breath to that of someone who is sleeping.

Closing his eyes, Naruto imagined himself turning around and found himself in a familiar place. Stepping out of the puddle that he waded in, he walked forward as he heard the throaty growls of his inner demon echoing through out the sewer corridor. Taking a turn that he had made many times the blonde came face to face with the giant fox that had more than once ruined his life.

“You are not who you seem to be,” said the fox, as it laid its large head on its front paws in a lazy manner and narrowed its blood red eyes at the supposed boy that stood in front of it. In turn, Naruto looked the demon straight in its eyes, while seeming unaffected by the demons terrible presence.

“So you don’t remember?” asked Naruto as he looked into the eyes of the demon trying to determine if the beast was lying. 

“Hn. Whatever you are talking about doesn’t concern me, gaki,” Kyuubi snorted lazily as if not even giving the boys words even a second thought. “However,” said the great beast as its mouth curled into a tight smile that hid anger and something else, “I’d like to know when it was that you made a pact with me...since I don’t recall making one with such a weak thing like you. Especially since you and that detestable seal are the only things that keep me from taking my revenge.”

‘If he doesn’t remember...then what does this mean?’ thought Naruto as he began rubbing his chin and replied in a confused voice, “Pact?”

“Idiot! The pulse that you felt was the beginning of the pact,” snapped the demon, as it seemed to have a hard time keeping it’s anger reigned in, all the while glaring at Naruto in the hope that the boy would drop dead from the hatred projected from its eyes.

Thinking about the words that the Kyuubi had said to him before it disappeared made Naruto’s blood run cold. ‘I shall take this as a confirmation of our pact,’ were the words that rung through out the sewers as the beast in the cage stood up and looked down at the boy with a calculating look.

“I see,” said the demon, as it sniffed the air taking in Naruto’s scent while chuckling deeply. Turning it’s back to Naruto, the fox sat on its haunches and seemed to think deeply as it said, “A pact...hmmm...yes, I see.” The old demon turned its head and regarded Naruto as it asked in a demanding voice, “Your not from this time are you? To make a pact...I must have been in dire straights. Wasn’t I?”
Naruto thought about not telling his tenet anything of the future, but then he remembered that it didn’t matter because the Kyuubi couldn’t physically influence the future anyway. “You were about to be removed from me by a group of powerful ninja who wanted to enslave you and use your power,” Naruto spoke up calmly, as he felt a surge of anger rush out from the cage.

“Pathetic, insignificant, greedy, hairless monkeys were trying to enslave ME! What sort of nonsense is this!?” the fox scoffed.

“They were able to summon the hell god...” Naruto replied, which automatically caused the Kyuubi to shudder slightly and become pensive. Not knowing what had made the Kyuubi shudder Naruto walked over to the wall and sat down, “I’m guessing they were trying to seal your power in that statue and use it for their own desires.”

“Suicidal worms,” the fox spoke out loud making Naruto look up in confusion, “they have no idea the kind of power they are tampering with.”
“We were the last jinchuuriki and bijuu that they needed,” Naruto continued on explaining the situation that he had been in, “They had captured the other eight bijuu and had killed the other jinchuuriki in the process that they used to extract the bijuu,” explained Naruto as he felt the fox become even more quiet.

“So that’s their plan...” said Kyuubi as it allowed a rolling growl to escape from its mouth, interested in what the monster was taking about, Naruto strained to hear what it was saying, but unfortunately the fox stopped mumbling before it asked, “Gaki! Was it I that initiated this bargain?”
Naruto nodded once as the demon paced in it’s cage grumbling to itself. This time Naruto was more then able to catch a couple of words that slipped out of the old demons mouth like ‘it could work’, ‘not impossible’ and ‘better than enslavement’. When the fox stopped its grumbling, it spoke in a voice that was filled with great distaste, “Listen to me flesh-bag, and listen well. If you want to learn more about what is going on, then you will do me one favor.”
“No way!” Naruto said crossing his arms in a ‘x’ shape, “If you think I’m that gullible, than think again furball! I’m not doing anything for you until I get some explanations!”

Balking at being called ‘furball’ Kyuubi took a swipe at the cage door and rattled them as he roared, “Pieces of dirt like you should be grateful for have such a strong demon inside them!”
What ever effect Kyuubi was waiting for never came, as Naruto merely yawned and looked bored while he stuck his pinky finger into his ears while saying, “Yeah...sure...right...whatever.”

The demon racked it claw once more against the cage, as its paws seemed to clench in anger, “Filthy...fine, I will allow one question to be asked for one favor,” said the demon from behind the iron bars of its prison.

Thinking it over, Naruto knew that he was pushing his luck with the demon already and this deal was as good as it was going to get. “Fine,” Naruto answered, but quickly added, “but if I don’t like what the favor calls for no deal. Agree?”

Narrowing blood red eyes focused on the boy as the demon seemed to take in who this new personality was, as it said slowly, “Deal.”
“What is a pact?” asked Naruto known that out of all the question he had this was the one that took up most of his attention.

“Long ago,” stated the Kyuubi with out even thinking the question through, “demons and summon beasts made pacts with individual humans. These pacts were usually made through some sort of gesture of faith on the part of the human, and were usually completed by the summon beast or demon performing some sort of service. However, that wasn’t just the extent of the pacts. Some pacts could last generations, others were renewed yearly, and some were make merely for exchanging favors.” Snorting lightly, Kyuubi smiled as he said, “There is your answer.”
Nodding slowly, Naruto knew that the demon had withheld some information, but instead of getting angry the boy responded by saying, “So? What is this favor that you are asking of me?”

“There is a scroll that I need you to obtain,” said Kyuubi, but then cocked an eyebrow in confusion as it watched Naruto gape at it in utter shock before slapping a hand to his face.

“Not this again!” moaned Naruto, as he thought of all the trouble that had happened during the last scroll fiasco that he had.

“SILENCE!” yelled the fox, which quickly cause Naruto jump slightly. “To the east of this pitiful town, by a small watering hole in the forest, lies a small dilapidated shrine. Do you know of the place that I am talking about?” asked the fox as Naruto nodded his head thinking of the large smooth stone shrine that stood near a small pool of water in the east. “Under the shrine is a scroll that I seek, obtain it and we shall speak more about what events are upon us.”
Naruto could only sigh and hang his head as he watched the Kyuubi walk back into the darkness of the cage. Blinking once, the man turned boy now found himself back on his mattress with a throbbing headache and staring at his ceiling. Looking out at the dark sky, Naruto closed his eyes and opted to get some sleep since tomorrow he knew he would have some classes to attend at the academy.

****

Hearing the familiar buzz of his old alarm clock made, Naruto wonder if it wasn’t all just a bad dream, but when he half-slept-walked into the bathroom and saw his reflection...he groaned as reality set in quite fast. Taking a shower and putting on some of his old clothes, Naruto made himself some breakfast with toast, eggs, and milk. After he was done eating, the blonde spotted his old orange pants and jacket and couldn’t help but smirk as he remembered his thoughts about ‘how no one would be able to ignore him if he wore bright colors’. He also fondly remembered at those clothes were picked out by him and paid for by Sandiame-jiji as a gift for his birthday.

Pulling on his pants and jacket, Naruto ran outside, locked up, and began heading out in the direction the Academy was in. “First the academy, then the scroll,” Naruto whispered to himself as he ran down the streets.

****

The class room buzzed with anticipation as everyone was getting pumped up for their very last evaluation exams before they would be able to take the genin exams. Sakura and Ino, of course,  had arrived fighting with each other while everyone filtered into the room.

Iruka had done a quick head check and found that he was missing one student, and when he didn’t see hide nor hair of an loudmouthed blonde in an orange jumpsuit he was about to go out and find him, but to the surprise of everyone the door opened as the Academy bell chimed and in stepped one Uzumaki Naruto looking around as if this was his first time in the building.

“Sorry, I was...um...held up...” Naruto offered as an explanation with a sheepish smile on his face as he found an open seat and sat down. To say that Iruka was a bit stunned would have been the biggest understatement in the world. At the moment, the man was wondering what foul trick was being played on him. Not only had the boy, who was known to have made ‘being late’ a statement, arrived on time but he was also apologizing for his lateness...surely, they were all doomed.

“Yes...well, ahem...” Iruka said trying to play off his surprise as he turned to the class and began explaining what the exam would consist of and the rules that needed to be followed. Naruto, at the moment, was wondering if he shouldn’t pass the evaluation exam like he did last time around, or if he should ace it. He was thinking about the consequences of passing, but was soon brought out of his revelry as a high pitched bark echoed into his ears as Kiba laughed slightly.

Akamaru barked again, only this time Naruto thought he was hearing things as it almost seemed as if the dog was actually speaking a language that he could understand, /Kiba, sky-eyes smells different. He smells...really powerful./

“Che...are you sure your nose ain’t broken, Akamaru?” whispered Kiba, not even paying attention to Naruto, who was watching the two have their conversation.

/Sky-eyes, is not the same Kiba,/ said Akamaru as he caught Naruto staring at both of them and flinched slightly.

“Why call me Sky-eyes?” asked Naruto nonchalantly, as he watched both Kiba and Akamaru’s eyes open wide in surprise.

“What did you say?” asked Kiba, as Akamaru barked something along the lines of ‘I told you so’ in annoyance.

“Why does your dog refer to me as sky-eyes?” asked Naruto as he turned his head and pinned Kiba with a questioning look.

/Because the sky is wide and blue,/ barked Akamaru, trying to get Kiba out of his shock, /and so are your eyes./

“Hmmm,” Naruto said in response as he looked back at the top of his desk and smiled, “I guess your right.”

‘How? How is it possible? The only people in Konoha that can understand dogs are the people in my family. How is it that he has the same ability? What the hell is going on!?’  wondered Kiba as he furrowed his brows thinking about what had just transpired. ‘I think I’ll need to have a talk with mom about this,’ thought the young Inuzuka as he was visibly shaken and looked away from the blonde who was still pinning him with a stare.

Naruto, was also pondering his new found ability, but he didn’t press the matter because he knew that this was in some way a part of the ‘pact’ that he and Kyuubi had agreed upon.

“Alright everyone, today is the evaluation exams that you will all be participating in. These exams will test the knowledge that you have learned over the past year, since the genin graduation exams are coming up soon,” spoke Iruka as he began passing out sheets of paper to everyone. “The first exam we are going to have is the...written test!” it was when he said this that Iruka stopped in front of Naruto and made a very scary face, only for some reason the chuunin teacher didn’t get the reaction that he wanted from his student.

“Hai,” Naruto spoke slowly while looking at Iruka like he was insane. Grabbing the test from Iruka’s hand, he passed it to the others in his row.

‘What the...why didn’t it work?’ wondered the young chuunin as he walk pass and began to absentmindedly pass out test to the other rows, ‘Why!? It always works! Every time I’ve said anything about a paper test, its always been Naruto who has complained the loudest. Why didn’t it work!?’

Not paying any attention to the chuunin who seemed to be having some sort of internal conflict at the front of the class, Naruto looked down at the paper test and shook his head as he thought, ‘It feels like I’m cheating.’ 

‘Then again...I am a ninja, and ninja’s are suppose to cheat,’ Naruto debated with himself as he bit down on the end of his pencil and looked at the questions. Finished deciding what he was going to do Naruto began putting down simplistic answers to the easiest question while leaving the harder question blank. This assured him at least an below average to average score.

After the written test, Naruto and the other students were directed out of the building and onto the training field. It was there that Iruka announced that they would evaluate weapon accuracy and the children’s taijutsu.

There were a few students left as Iruka called out loudly, “Uchiha Sasuke! Please step up and perform the accuracy test.”

A young Sasuke stepped up to the chalk line and took aim with his shruiken, however what Naruto noticed wasn’t the confidence that seemed to radiate from the boys eyes. No, Naruto frown when he seemed to finally take a really good look at his former best friend. 

Normally, Naruto was used to see his friends pale complexion...but this time around as he got a closer look, Sasuke looked like his color wasn’t quiet ‘right’. It looked like the Uchiha was suffering from some sort of major cold or something. Deep dark lines under his eyes suggested that his friend wasn’t getting much sleep and even though his eyes shone with a sort of quiet confidence and determination, his body language seemed to convey exhaustion and pain.  

Closing his eyes, the Uchiha concentrated on calming himself before he snapped his eyes open and began throwing his shruiken at the target scoring perfectly as each of his thrown weapons scored a bull’s-eye on the practice dummy in front of him.

“Oooo, Sasuke-kun is so cool!” cooed the girls, while Sasuke coughed and slowly walked away from the group all the while frowning and wincing slightly.

‘Great,’ thought Naruto sarcastically while eyeing the girl off to the side, ‘they can see he’s ‘cool’ and ‘awsome’, but not that he seems to be suffering from a really bad cold.’

“Next is the academy taijutsu kata, begin!” said Iruka as Sasuke stood inside a chalky outline of a circle. The young Uchiha began moving jerkily through the academy taijutsu, and did his best to imitate the basic katas. Naruto knew it was to be expected, he knew that Sasuke had been taught his clan’s taijutsu since he was little. At such a yong age, it would be difficult to learn a whole new style with out it looking a bit choppy.

“Excellent!” Iruka praised Sasuke as he finished the kata. “Uzumaki Naruto!” called out Iruka as the little blonde could be seen stepping up to the chalky line without saying a single word. ‘This is getting me worried,’ thought Iruka as he watched Naruto pick up the shruiken and face the target with a serious look on his face.

Everyone watched as Naruto placed all the shruiken between his fingers as he crossed his hands and closed his eyes. There was silence in the crowd of students as they looked at the young prankster and wondered what he was going to do.

Snapping his eyes open, Naruto flung his hands forward and released all the shruiken at the same time. Everyone watched as the whirling shruiken sped towards the target and...

...they all watched as only two shruiken embedded themselves into the target while the others seemed to  miss the target by a mile. “BAKA! This is why we tell you to throw one at a time!” yelled Iruka, even though deep down he was releasing a breath that he had been holding since the morning..

“But I got two,” Naruto said innocently pointing out the two kunai that were stuck in the target, “doesn’t that count for something?”

Iruka looked over at the dummy and saw in shock that Naruto had managed to hit two major vital spots on the target dead center. Looking back at the blonde boy, who looked like he was trying to figure out what went wrong with his throw, Iruka thought, ‘That had to be luck...there’s no way he could have done that on purpose.’

“Fine, now show me the basic training katas,” said the chuunin teacher as he watched the blond pad over to the outline and strike a ridiculous pose that made many of the kids in the class laugh. Iruka watched as Naruto slipped through the academy taijutsu almost flawlessly, except for several places where he seemed to deviate because of his small body.

Overall, the chunnin was shocked as Naruto finished with a megawatt grin on his face and simply strolled over to where Sasuke was standing without erupting into his usually tirade of ‘how great he was’. ‘Something is wrong,’ thought Iruka as he watched the blonde close his eyes as if he was getting some sleep, ‘I’ll have to keep a close eye on him.’

After everyone had finished their exams, Iruka brought in his class and then handed each of them their grades for the exam. Of course, Naruto had score noticeably underneath the average grade due to not answering all the questions on the written exam, missing all but two throws, and improvising on the taijutsu test.

Scrunching up his paper, Naruto stuffed it into his backpack as the bell rang signaling freedom to the young ninja in training. Naruto stood up smiling as he once more sent a glance over at the coughing Uchiha. ‘It’s strange to see Sasuke sick like this,’ thought the young shinobi as he walked out of the classroom while trying to remember if he’d ever seen Sasuke sick before, ‘I hope he’ll be alright.’ Racing home, while avoiding the villagers eyes and their colorful comments, Naruto was ready to get that scroll that the Kyuubi had be talking about. 

****

That night, as the moon hid behind many large black clouds, Naruto gathered his equipment and began to run to Konoha’s eastern gate. Arriving at the large green gates, the boy quickly flipped through five seals as a shroud of chakra surrounded him and in his place stood a old looking man with a small box clutched in his hands.

Walking over to the guard that were on patrol, Naruto twisted his voice to song like an old man as he said, “Hey, sonny? Do you think I can get through? I need to drop this offering off at the eastern shrine.”

The Chuunin on guard narrowed his beady eyes at the man as he spoke up with a bit of suspicion, “Why go now? It’s dark out and dangerous animals as well as ninja might be lurking about.”

“Well,” Naruto said as he quickly thought of something that would convince them, “the wife was being a bit of a nag and I couldn’t get away to place the offering. You won’t hold it against me, would you?”

The beady eyed chuunin rolled his eyes and snorted as he shook his head and said with a smile, “Naw, go ahead. Having a wife can some times be both blessing and curse.”

“Thank you young man,” Naruto said as he slowly trotted out of the gate, but before he made it to the path that lead to the eastern side of Konoha a voice called out.

 “Hey! Make sure you get back before we close the gates!” said the beady eyed chuunin as he nodded his head once.

Nodding his head, Naruto made a beeline for the eastern forest, and as soon as he broke through the tree line he dropped the henge. Looking around for a short while in the forest Naruto came upon a small grove that had a rather large rock that had been smoothed by human hands sticking out of the ground. In the center of the rock was a wooden shrine that seemed to glow in the darkness as two candles burned brightly on either side of the shrine. Getting to work, after giving his respect to the shrine, Naruto began digging at the base of the giant smooth boulder.

It had taken longer than he had expected, he had dug about six feet deep and still there was no sign of a scroll. “Damn you! You stupid furball,” Naruto spat, angrily digging at the ground before he heard a thump when he dug his spade into the ground in frustration. Stopping everything Naruto used a blunted kunai to dig out a small, but elegant, silver scroll case. Grabbing the case the blond jumped out of the hole and sat down with a frown on his face as he studied the case in front of him.

Upon inspection of the scroll case, Naruto noted that in the back of his mind he felt pleased. However, as he continued with his appraisal of the case he figured out that it wasn’t him that was satisfied but rather the demon fox. Being a bit freaked out by his new found revelation Naruto twisted the top of the scroll case off, and jumped back quickly while dropping the case when dark purple smoke erupted from the silver tube. ‘Posion?’ thought the gennin to be. When the smoke cleared Naruto noticed that the case was open and unharmed, as an old black scroll stuck out of the open end of the case. 

Walking cautiously to the scroll, Naruto plucked it from the case as he felt the object under his fingers pulse slightly with a foreign energy. Looking down at the scroll Naruto shrugged his shoulders and place it in his ninja pack. 

At the moment, the young blond ninja wannabe was unaware that deep inside the recesses of his soul Kyuubi snorted in approval and smile maliciously as it laid down for a rest in it’s cage when a familiar pulse of energy echoed through the sewers.

Making it back to the gates, Naruto re-disguising himself as the old man and then slowly made his way back home where he dropped the jutsu. Opening his apartment door and walking in, the boy took off his jacket and placed his pack at the foot of his bed. Pulling out the scroll he stared at the glossy surface that seemed to remind the boy of liquid black tar. Binding the scroll shut were several monk prayer beads, which made him even more cautious about opening the artifact.

Flopping on his bed, the blue-eyes quickly shifted himself into a meditative position, even though hundreds of questions seemed to pour into his mind, as he attempted to contact the old demon within himself. 

Abruptly, Naruto found himself staring at the gates of the cage which had been a part of his life ever since the frog sennin threw him into the gorge. Staring at the cage of his tenet, Naruto cleared his throat, while demanding in a strong and clear voice, “I did what you asked. Now give me some explanations.”

The fox didn’t waste any time, and instead appeared from the darkness of the cell with a wide grin that unnerved Naruto, “That scroll...the one that you brought back from the shrine, is a special scroll that was used by a demon long ago in these parts. You see...this demon would leave behind a portion of its youkai energy with in the scroll, but the priests and mystics of the land figure out the demon’s strategy and bound all of his youkai in the scroll while they destroyed his body.”

“What does this have to do with me!?” yelled Naruto as he twisted his face into a frown now that he knew that he held a potentially dangerous object within his house
“Imbecile! All youkai is extremely poisonous to any human and that scroll that you’ve been handling is filled to the brim with that same energy...” laughed Kyuubi as he watched a litany of facial expressions fly across Naruto face. 

“Am I going to die? Are you saying you tricked me!? You son of a...” growled Naruto as he checked himself to see if he felt fine.
“Be quiet!” roared Kyuubi as it stood up and sat on its rear with its tails curling around it, “Where did I leave off? Ah! Now I remember...if a human had tried to handle the scroll they would have probably died a very painfully excruciating death since they would have been poisoned by all the youkai energy in the scroll.”
“But, there were sealing beads on the scroll, and...and...” argued Naruto, not liking where the demon’s train of thought was leading, “...I have you to heal me...”

“It wouldn’t matter,” said the demon with what looked like a smile, “the energy would killed you faster than I could have healed you.”
“But then...” Naruto said as he remembered picking up the scroll and bringing it with him and not feeling so much as a twitch of pain.

“Hmmm, it seems that you aren’t so moronic after all,” teased Kyuubi as it sat on its haunches and laughed. “For some reason — that I cannot comprehend — my future self has made a pact with you and sent you back in time,” stated the fox as Naruto nodded his head, “but the pact that he made with you wasn’t just any pact...”

“I have to believe that there was no other way, and that is why he had to take such desperate measures. However, now that I see the fruition of what he has wrought...I believe that his action will save both you and me from those imbecilic monkeys that are using the lord of hell,” said the demon why glaring down at it jailor with some sort of indescribable look floating in its eyes.

Naruto look at the demon and merely stood still as he finally understood why the fox was addressing him so casually with the usual insult or threat, “What did he do to me!?”

“Plain and simple?” responded the demon with another creepy smile, “You are no longer human...”

Those five words seemed to send Naruto reeling back as if he was punched in the stomach, “Wha...but...I don’t...this is impossible!” yelled the twelve year old with enough fury and anger to show that he really wasn’t a child.

“Impossible, you say?” replied the old demon while glaring at Naruto from behind its bars. “Then I guess you’d have to classify ‘traveling back in time’ as one of those so-called impossible feats,” the crimson fox said sarcastically watching Naruto clench his fists in anger.

“I’m not a demon!” screamed Naruto as he felt his chest clench tightly at the thought of losing his humanity. 
“And thank the many hells for that,” snapped Kyuubi as he once again took a restful position why still eyeing his jailor.

“What?” a confused Naruto asked as he watched the Kyuubi smirk...or at least he thought he smirked.

“If you were a real demon, you’d be a pitiful excuse for one,” commented Kyuubi in a lazy manner, while not noticing that Naruto had take a step closer to the iron bars.

“Then...”

“Don’t get me wrong...your still not human enough to be called ‘human’, but at the same time that can also apply to being called a ‘real demon’. So, I guess, in your tongue you would be called a half-demon. Something that is both human and demon” said Kyuubi while sporting another of those wide, toothy smiles. “In fact, since you have already assimilated one of my future-self’s tails...you could say that we’re almost...hmm...” hummed the giant beast as it gave it’s vessel a cruel smile, “...related.”
“No way...” eyes bulging and his face going a sickly shade of white, Naruto fought hard to keep himself from flipping out! “How..how could this happen! The fourth’s seal, would that have stopped you? And even if it didn’t I would have died from the poison effect of your youkai.” Naruto pondered out loud as he paced back and forth.

“Hn, the seal wouldn’t have been a problem. Especially if someone from the outside were to...oh, let’s say...remove the binding seal from my cage. As for the youkai poison...as long as it’s taken in small doses along with small ‘modifications’ to the body there should be no serious damage.” the large beast snorted as it looked down on the new informed half-demon. Smirking triumphantly, Kyuubi decided to rub in the reality of the situation a bit more by saying, “Don’t worry, gaki! I’m sure you’ll grow up to strong enough to make me proud! Hahahahaha!”
Naruto wanted nothing better than to give the furball a oodoma rasengan up his...but, he stopped when he thought about the missing seal and why Kyuubi was still in his cage. “Wait! If the seal is gone then why are you still behind bars?” asked Naruto. 

“The ability to move you through space and time would have taken a sacrifice of eight of my tails, so the night that you were feeling pain and transforming you were absorbing the last tail that my future self had,” explained the fox, as it blinked its eyes slowly and then focused it gaze on Naruto, “And with that absorption my future self disappeared and melded with you.”

“However...” Kyuubi said as he looked away from the half demon in from of him, “the process is far from over, and you still have eight more tails to absorb before you become a full fledged nine-tailed demon.”
“Absorbing? Full fledged demon!? I thought you said...”

“Full demon, in power only...” Kyuubi finally relented to tell the little boy below him. “The reason that the cage is still here is because our pact is still in the process of completing itself. When this pact finishes itself you and I will have merged with one another.”

“NANI!” screamed Naruto as he became guarded and yelled, “There is no way in hell that I’m gong to meld with you, you bastard fox!”

“Hn,” snorted the fox in disdain as it stated, “Fortunately for you, gaki, it was I who initiated the pact and because of that I will be nothing more than what I am now...a voice in your empty head.”

“Empty! Why you...great,” Naruto said with severe sarcasm, “so not only am I no longer going to be human, but I also have to deal with a demon furball running amok in my head.”

An evil chuckle escaped Kyuubi’s mouth when the demon said in a harsh tone, “Deal with it, midget. As much as it pains me to say this...we’ll be stuck with each other...” The fox looked as if he was going to say something more, but at the last second it merely grinned evilly while shifting its weight in the gargantuan prison. Naruto removed himself from his meditiation as it looked like the fox was done speaking to him.

Snapping out of his meditation, cursing loudly, and punching his mattress, Naruto flopped down on his bed and closed his eyes. He was feeling angry at the whole situation, but knowing that he couldn’t do anything about it only fed his frustration. So the blond ninja wannabe did the only thing that he could do as he slowly allowed the gentle tug of sleep to enclose around him as he laid his head on his pillow and went to sleep mumbling, “Bastard fox.”

Chapter 3: Exams and Betrayals 

Once again awaking to the blaring sound of his annoying alarm, it could be said that Naruto was not in a good mood. Especially since he took said alarm clock and chucked it out the window. “Grrrr,” grumbled the young boy as he sat up in bed and looked around the room almost wishing that he was back in the future with his friends. He also wished that he had his old body so he would feel so sluggish in the morning. Upon hearing his stomach grumble in complaint, due to the fact that it had not been fed last night, Naruto stood up and made his way to the shower. 

After washing up and feeling refreshed, the blonde walked into his kitchen and pulled out several ramen cups for breakfast. After he finished his breakfast of champions, Naruto seemed to work on automatic as he quickly went through a rather intricate calisthenics routine that he was use to doing. However, as the shinobi in training got to the middle of his program he noticed that he was, just like the last couple of times, badly winded and his muscles felt a bit like jelly.

‘Kuso!’ cursed the boy as he got up from his position on the ground and threw himself into one of his chairs, ‘Even with the changes that the dame fox made, I still can’t get through my normal routine with this body!’ Several weeks had past after the talk with Kyuubi and Naruto was still trying to adapt his old routine to that of his new body and situation. Possessing all the knowledge and know-how of an older more experienced shinobi, Naruto began testing the limits of his newly ‘modified’ body and found several startling things, as well as a host of frustration facts.

First off, the once minor healing ability that Naruto possessed was now much more efficient and twice as powerful. This information had been found out during a Academy sparring session where Kiba had decided to tried out his newly learned Gatsuga attack on him. Suffice to say, he broke his arm trying to deflect the rampaging drill-like attack. However, Naruto noted that after one day of being put in a splint, his bone seemed to mending unbelievably fast. To say the least, this gave the boy quiet a shock. Normally, Naruto was use to seeing minor wounds heal themselves up before his eyes, but broken bones always seemed to take longer than a couple of day to mend. Now here he was, mending in less than one fourth the time it use to take him to heal a broken bone. 

However, with the increase in his healing ability, Naruto also found that he had a raging appetite that accompanied the ability. His taste for meat also seemed to be affected by the change, and he often found himself hunting in the near by forest for small game to satisfy his hunger. Also, when ever his body was in need of a certain vitamin or mineral he noticed that he would start to get instinctual cravings for a food that would satisfy that need. 

The next advantage his new body offered was, if it could even be conceivable, was an even larger capacity for chakra and chakra recovery. Surprisingly, Naruto discovered this when he began trying to see which of his jutsu he would be able to use and which of them needed some sort of ‘extra’ training to relearn. It was during this practice that he discovered it took him longer to exhaust his chakra reserves, and when he did exhaust himself Naruto only needed about half an hour of rest and some food before he would be able to once again start training.

Finally, the last of the changes to his body was probably the hardest for Naruto to cope with, as it involved his five senses. Naruto found that all of his senses slowly began to change and become sensitive. The first to change was his hearing, and it became sensitive enough to listen to a whispered conversation that was more than ten feet away from him while also giving him a head ache whenever a loud noise erupted from out of no where. It became so bad that he had almost deafened himself when he yelled at someone who pushed from behind, in fact...after that incident Naruto made sure to try to keep his voice under check even though he was dying to do some frustrated yelling.

Next his eyesight developed, allowing him to have better than twenty-twenty vision. Unfortunately this enhancement also came with a side effect as the eyes adjusted to their new clarity and vision range. Naruto was often subjected to small dizzy spells as his eyes would focus and un-focus every now and again, which often left him in awkward situations like ‘bumping into and tripping over chairs’ to even ‘running headlong into a pole’.

When both his taste and smell evolved it was the last straw. Just with his sense of smell alone, he could almost say that he was almost on par with Kiba nose. Normally, that wouldn’t have bothered the blonde that much. However, the fact that his taste had also enhance to a degree where he was able to ‘taste’ the artificial flavoring in his favorite brand of cup ramen cause Naruto to have a minor nervous break down, in which he cursed Kyuubi and this situation that he was in for a very long time. 

Surprisingly, touch was the strangest heightened sense to deal with. You see, Naruto’s sense of touch had evolved so strongly that the boy could often tell if someone was approaching from behind him, because not only could his skin feel the vibrations of the air as the person made his/her way towards him, but he could also feel both their body heat and that person’s chakra emanating from them. The down side of having ‘oversensitive skin’ was that Naruto never felt completely comfortable and pain was often intensified to ridiculous proportions. 

Even though the young shinobi hopeful was pained at having all of these disabilities that came with the new senses, slowly they began to disappeared as Naruto became more accustom to, and used, them. Plus, he learned how to ‘tone down’ the sensitivity of his senses as he used them.

Looking down at his hand Naruto frowned as he thought in frustration, ‘Even with all these so-called ‘modifications’ I still can’t get through my old training routine.’ Looking up at the calender on his wall Naruto almost choked as he saw that the today was marked with a big red circle and inside that circle was the words ‘Gennin Graduation Exam’.

“Ah! Shoot! I almost forgot,” yelled Naruto as he held his head and began running around his apartment trying to find some clothing that weren’t dirty. Finished changing into his clothes, Naruto quickly grabbed his yellow backpack and slung it over his shoulder while locking up his apartment. 

On his way to the academy, Naruto began wondering if he should fail his test like he did last time. However, as those thought filled his head he began wondering if failing would be a good thing. ‘That bastard, Mizuki, is still going to trick someone into going for the forbidden scroll,’ thought the blonde as he turned the corner and saw the academy building in the distance. ‘Yeah, I’ll have to keep a close eye on him,’ thought Naruto as he decided that he would try his best to pass his test this time around. With a smile lighting up his face, the orange clad ninja-to-be made his way to the academy where his new future seemed to be waiting for him.

****

Entering the classroom with only seconds to spare, once again had Iruka glaring hard at the boy almost as if the young teacher wanted to ask ‘who are you, and what have to done with Uzumaki Naruto’.

Smiling sheepishly Naruto, walked over to the only open seat in the class room which was right next to one Uchiha Sasuke. It seemed that the young Uchiha was giving his patented death glare to all who tried and sit next to him, and Naruto was not exempted from that fate. Walking over to the seat, Naruto could feel the black haired boy’s eyes on him. It was almost as if Sasuke was trying to burn a hole straight through Naruto’s head.

“Got a problem, teme?” Naruto whispered fiercely, as Iruka began to once again explain the rules of the test and what was going to be covered.

“No,” Sasuke said while looking away, a frown marring his face, “I’m just hoping that idiocy isn’t contagious, cause it looks like you just overflowing with it.”

Giving Sasuke a tight smile while trying desperately to not explode, Naruto managed to chuckle once before narrowing his eyes and whispering his retort, “Ha, ha...real funny. Just admit it, Sas-uke. Your just jealous of my greatness.”

The Uchiha’s eyes gleamed in anger, the boy had obviously catught Naruto’s well hidden slight against his masculinity. However, before he could reply, Iruka began to pass out papers for a written test. 

Naruto bit on the end of his pencil as he scanned the paper before him and hung his head in shame as he thought about the questions in the test, ‘Damn! Some of these problems are really hard.’

Hearing the Uchiha next to him snort in amusement, Naruto looked up to see the boy leaning back in his chair with his test face down. ‘Damn, no matter what time period I’m in, that bastard always make me so angry!’ Bending his will to the single minded focus of completing the test, Naruto was able to complete most of the question while leave some of the harder question unanswered. Seeing that his other classmates were now finishing their tests as well, he folded his arms and rested his head on the desk in front of him while wondering if the exam was going to be just like it was last time.

“Alright,” called Iruka’s loud voice waking Naruto from his little nap, “time is up! Everyone turn in their tests for grading. For the next part of the exam, you will be called into one of the three adjacent class rooms and tested on your practical ninja skills. Meaning that your taijutsu, ninjutsu, and kenjutsu will all be tested in those rooms. Please remember that these next tests are what make or break you as a ninja.” An eruption of protests and angry shouts assaulted the poor chuunin teacher as the kids in the class began complaining about taking the written test at all.

“Now, now,” said Iruka as he waved his hands in the air while pacifying the angry gennin hopefuls, “don’t misunderstand me. The written exam is just as important as well, and also carries the stigmata of keep someone from being a ninja if not completed to standard. However, a shinobi who lacks ‘know-how’ needs only to invest time, while someone who lacks the actual skill as a shinobi is something completely different, ne?”

Quieting down, the kids all waited to hear the first three names called out by another chuunin teacher that stood by Iruka, while the scared faced chuunin opened the dividing door to the next room and walked into it ushering one of the students inside.

Slowly more and more of the gennin hopefuls began disappearing into the room, and they either emerge with a bright smile on their face and a shinny new hitai-ate on their forehead or they appeared with look of defeat as they shuffled out of the building and went home.

“Uzumaki Naruto,” called Iruka while another teacher appeared and called Sasuke’s name. Naruto stood up glaring at Sasuke as he received the same treatment from the Sasuke. Walking to the door and opening it, Naruto took a deep breath as he stepped into the room and found a scene that wasn’t the same as his memories.

Inside the room there was a small square outline on the floor that seemed to be made from a black tape. At the far end of the room sat both Iruka, Mizuki and another ninja that Naruto took note of almost instantly, as the man had the same pearl colored eyes the Hyuuga were known to have. ‘What’s going on? This isn’t like the exam that I took, and why is there a Hyuuga branch member here?’ Naruto wondered while walking to the middle of the room and awaited instruction.

“It’s okay Naruto,” said Iruka in a calming manner as he noticed the boy eyeing the presence of the Hyuuga in the room. “Kyo is here only to observer these exams.”

Giving the Hyuuga on last look while thinking, ‘Sure sensei, more like he’s here to observe me,’ Naruto turned his head to regard his teachers and waited patiently.

“Alright Naruto, the fist test is going to be on your taijutsu,” said Iruka as a door opened and a gennin walked into the room. “Naruto, this is Shourin. He’ll be sparing with you today. This test will show us how far you have come with your taijutsu skill. The objective of this test is to stay within the square on the ground and to drive your opponent out of the square. There is to be no use of chakra or any sort of jutsu in this test. Any use will count as an automatic failure, understand?”

“Hai,” Naruto said as he sized up his opponent. Sure enough Shourin looked like he was several years older than him and his muscle mass and height definitely added to his advantage. However, what Naruto also noticed was that the boy smelled of stale sweat, he could hear his labored breathing and even though the boy had washed his face, his clothes showed that he had already been through several of these ‘exercises’.

Walking over to his place in the square, Naruto tired to think of a plan to capitalize on the boy’s already weakened state. Before he could even start thinking, Mizuki’s voice rang through the room, “Begin!”

“Mizuki! Wait!” yelled Iruka, but he was too late as Shourin sped towards an off guard Naruto.

“Damn!” Naruto cursed as he evaded the older boys punches and traded getting kicked in the thigh with punching his opponent in the stomach. Shourin took two steps back as he clutched his mid-section and tried to regain his breath, while Naruto rubbed his now aching thigh, ‘That hurt! Seesh, that kid pack a lot of power in his kicks! I can’t afford to get hit like that again.’

Not wasting any time, or allowing his opponent to gain his bearings, Naruto shot forward and attacked with a flurry of punches that were meant to keep his opponent off balance and create an opening for him. However, the blonde never expected his sparring partner to parry the attacks while executing a front kick that was aimed at his chest. Having trouble working out the kinks of his newly acquired body, Naruto side stepped the boys front kick and gave Shourin a devastating kidney shot.

Bringing up his defenses while simultaneously taking a step back, Shourin compromised his balance as he lurched back too fast. Naruto recognized the opening that he was given and sprung forward from his position in front of the older gennin, ducking under an off-balance punch that was sent at his head. At first glance, it looked as if Naruto was just evading another of Shourin’s attacks to get behind him, but when Naruto’s hand shot out and his palm rested on the boys chest, Iruka knew what was coming next.

Because of Naruto’s foot placement behind that of his opponents, he was able to perform a small sweep that connected with the heel of his opponents foot causing Shourin’s balance to disappear completely. Add to that, the push that Naruto had generated with his palm on the gennin’s chest, and the boy had no choice but to be sent flipping out of the square head-over-heels.

Iruka could only stare, open mouthed, at the move that Naruto had just performed, and was amazed at the level of taijutsu that he had just shown in that instance. He watched as Naruto slowly hobbled over to the boy on the ground and help him up, even though the kid wrenched his arm away in anger. It looked like Naruto had really hurt the gennin’s pride by executing that maneuver.

When the boy left, Naruto breathed a sigh of relief as he asked, “What’s the next task?”

“Next we will test you on the three basic ninjutsu that the academy teaches all gennin hopefuls,” answered Mizuki with a slight smirk plastered on his face.

‘Great,’ Naruto thought sarcastically, as he wondered if he’s still be able to pull off a Bushin no Jutsu.

“Kyo will be your judge for this part of the test,” explained Iruka as the Hyuuga branch member walked over to Naruto.

With a deep voice that startled Naruto, Kyo stood in front of the boy and said, “You will perform Henge, Kawarimi and Bushin no Justu. That is the order that I want to see those jutsu performed, do not deviate from the order that I have specified. Also, this is a test of you academy skills not the skills that you have learned outside of the academy. Any deviation from the basic jutsu will automatically earn you a failing grade in this test.” Quickly running through several seals Kyo ended by whispering, “Byakugan.” 

As the muscles around the branch members eyes seemed to tighten, which — in effect — exposed the man’s veins on his temples, Naruto couldn’t help but feel a little weirded-out seeing this transformation up close. Truth be told, he was never comfortable around Neji and Hinata when they were using their bloodline limit. In a sense, he felt a bit naked every time those eyes were turned on him. Even now he couldn’t totally suppress a shiver as the man glared at him. “Let’s begin,” said Kyo as he nodded his head once in Nartuo’s direction and watched as the boy limped over to a spot in front of the man.

Quickly producing the ‘gather’ seal, Naruto brought up enough chakra and molded it to the shape that he was thinking as he called out, “Henge!” A cloud of smoke erupted and when it cleared, Iruka nodded his head in a support as a blacked haired Uchiha boy stood where Naruto once stood. Naruto had even gotten the boys trade make scowl and stance down as he eyed the Hyuuga in front of him.

“Acceptable,” said Kyo while writing something down on a notepad that he had in his hands, “continue with the next jutsu.” 

Grumbling his disapproval for the lukewarm praise that the shinobi handed out, Naruto gathered his chakra again and this time used the Kawarimi no Jutsu to replace himself with one of the chairs in the room. Smiling broadly, Naruto looked up to see the Hyuuga once again writing something on the pad while saying, “Right. Now perform the last jutsu and we’ll be finished here.”

Not knowing why, Naruto stomped his way over to the spot that the man had indicated and growled his dislike for the impersonal way the man was handling the test. Just the fact that he kept writing on the pad that he was holding had Naruto a bit suspicious.

‘I don’t know if I’ll be able to actually produce bushin,’ though Naruto as he slowly made the ‘gather’ hand seal, ‘even though I could produce kage-level jutsus, it was still hard for me to produce such a low level of chakra and control it so precisely.’

Taking a deep breath, Naruto let his worries go as he began his seal sequence and finished by saying, “Bushin no Jutsu!” Two puffs of smoke appeared signaling that his clones had manifested, but when the cloud of smoke dissipated, Naruto could only groan as two pale, dead-looking clones laid on the floor of the room with their tongues hanging out of their mouths.

“Baka!” yelled Iruka, “What the hell are those!?”

“B-bushin?” answered Naruto sheepishly as he tried to smile his way out of the mess.

“Do I even need to give you an evaluation on those bushin?” asked Kyo keeping his eye averted while he began to scribble furiously on his pad of paper. Seeing Naruto nod his head defiantly, Kyo took a deep breath and said in a stern voice, “As for my recommendation...you have not passed this portion of the test.”

“What!?” Naruto yelled in surprise as he wanted to do much more than that to the Hyuuga bastard in front of him.

“Your control is horrible, your seals are weak, and you released enough chakra to produce four or five times the effect of the jutsu that were asked of you. The Henge was the only jutsu that you seemed to perform adequately, and even then you went beyond the normal amount of chakra that needed to be used,” said Kyo as he held Naurto gaze while giving his evaluation of the boy’s skills, “More than three quarters of the students here are able to preform more efficiently than you are able to. Using this logic, you failed the test...along with any other student unable to keep up with the average.”

Naruto clenched his fist in anger as the Hyuuga turned his back to him and walked back to the table where he saw Iruka giving him a look that seemed to convey his empathy. Trying not to let the white eyed man’s word anger him too much, Naruto loosened his fist and shook his hands as he asked in a tight voice, “What’s the last test going to be, Kyo-sensei? Splitting hairs with a kunai?”

Kyo looked up from his note pad to regard Naruto as he narrowed his eyes. Obviously, just like Sauske, the Hyuuga understood the hidden meaning behind Naruto’s words. “No nothing that intense,” said Mizuki as he pulled out a training dummy and set it at the far end of the class room. After that, the white haired academy teacher set up three tables that had the ninja weaponry that the students had trained with. Kunai, shuriken and senbon adorned the tables that Mizuki had placed at the other end of the room. 

“This is your goal Naruto,” explained Mizuki as he pulled out a stop watch and waved a hand at the weapons, “you will be given a fixed set of time, for each table, to use the weapons. Three vital hits on the practice dummy will pass you for that type of weapon. If time runs out at the table before you get three vitals hits, you fail that table. If you miss all of your chances, you fail for that weapon. You must at least pass two of the three tables to pass the test. Are you ready?”

Naruto walked over to the senbon table first since he wasn’t as familiar with the needle-like weapon, as he said, “Yes.”

“Hajime!” yelled Mizuki, as Naruto grabbed the group of senbon and was shocked at how heavy the needles were. Trying not to waste time, Naruto threw the first needle and was surprise when the weapon never made it to the target as it fell to the ground with a loud clatter. Knowing that he had been set up, Naruto steeled his resolve as he grabbed the next needle and threw it with all his might. He watched in horror as the needle embedded itself into the wall above the dummy. Cursing Mizuki silently, Naruto threw two other senbon with the same effect before Mizuki called, “Time’s up. Move to the next station. Hajime!”

Grabbing the five shuriken Naruto slid the five throwing stars on his finger and watched as they each swung so that they realigned themselves with their heavy side swing below the blondes finger. The blue eyed boy knew that Mizuki had switched his weapons with unbalanced weapons, especially when he saw the results of the senbon test. Now that he saw how the weight was distributed on each of the star,  he began flinging one after the other at the dummy. Each shuriken hit it’s target and Naruto still had enough time to spare to give his white haired teacher a glare from the corner of his eye. The last table awaited Naruto, as he walked over to it and heard his sensei tell him to start...

****

Once again the young boy found himself staring at the ground while thoughts raced through his head. A slight breeze wafted through his hair as he kicked his leg slowly and swung himself back and forth on the swing. In front of him was a scene that he remembered all too well as each of the newly graduated children ran happily towards their family members and told them proudly that they had passed. The blue eyed child even saw the looks that several of villagers gave him as they walked by with their child in tow. 

How he hated this feeling.

The kunai test was, if anything, an almost impossible task. Naruto had judged, as soon as he lifted the first knife, that each of the weapons were unbalance in several areas. He had concluded that even if he took his time figuring each of the kunai out it would have taken too much time and he would fail. So it was with a small prayer to the higher beings that Naruto began throwing with reckless abandonment. In the end he had scored only one hit with in the time limit, and the rest were scattered all around the room.

Naruto remembered burning with anger when he saw the Hyuuga’s self satisfying smirk, as well as the itch to wipe it off the man’s face. However, he also remembered being laid into by Iruka and that he wasn’t let go until the chuunin expressed just how disappointed he was in the young boy. If anything, Iurka’s lecture was what had hurt the most. Seeing the man whom you have looked up to as a father figure berate you was something that Naruto couldn’t really forget, and that was why he was sitting on the swing thinking about what was going to happen next.

Sensing the vibrations and sound of foot steps approaching him, as well as the man’s body heat, Naruto knew only one person who would dare approach him after such a large blow to his pride. Especially since that person was looking to take advantage of his grief and hopelessness. “Don’t look so sad, Naruto-kun,” said a smooth voice as a white haired chuunin looked down at him while he sat quietly on the swing, “You know, as well as I do, that Iruka wasn’t being mean when he said those things.”

“Hn,” Naruto replied making sound like he was too angry to reply.

“You know he just wants you to become as strong as everyone else, especially since both of you share a lot in common.” Mizuki continued on, as if Naruto had asked him to. 

Dropping his head in order to hide the anger that was present in his eyes, an anger that wasn’t at all attributed to his failing his gennin exam, Naruto said in as steady a voice he could provide without tipping off the chuunin to his true intentions, “But...I wanted to graduate.”

Chuckling softly, Mizuki tilted his head back, while his eyes seemed to shine with malevolent glee as he said, “Fine. I guess I can help you this one time. Let me tell you a secret that only a few people know of...”

****

Naruto had made sure to follow the instructions that Mizuki had given him, and he found that sure enough it was way easier to obtain the scroll through the ventilation shafts than sneaking through the windows. The shafts had been trapped with chakra detection seals which would have picked up on a henged ninja, but because of Naruto’s small size and absence of chakra use those seal were bypassed easily. 

‘Now I know why that bastard was so keen on asking a student to do his dirty work,’ thought Naruto as he raced through the stretch of forest with the forbidden scroll of sealing on his back. Naruto didn’t know why, but he just couldn’t shake the memories that seemed to flood into his mind as he looked around at the eerie looking cabin while he sat down and began opening the scroll.

The faint sound of the warning bell sounded in Naruto’s sensitive ears, and he knew that Mizuki was already on his way to intercept him. “I have to work quick,” thought Naruto as he pulled out a blank scroll from his ninja pack and began looking over the forbidden scroll. Pulling out a small brush and ink, Naruto began to write a small seal on his blank scroll while lacing the characters with chakra.

“I’ve got only one chance,” though the boy as he had just finished while panting heavily from using his chakra in this way.  Rolling out the forbidden scroll a bit more, Naruto placed his blank scroll on top and began running through several hand seals. Slamming his palm on the seal Naruto said in a low voice, “Fuuin: Surikomi no Kagehouji (Seal Technique: Imprinting of Shadow Characters).”

Holding his palm to the paper Naruto winced as he saw dark, blob-like shadows slowly seep through the scroll paper. From there, the shadows formed themselves into the same characters that were found on the scroll of sealing, the only difference was that the characters were much smaller since Naruto’s scroll wasn’t as large as the real scroll was.

Quickly rolling up the scroll Naruto place it in his ninja pack as a familiar voice literally almost had him jumping ten feet in the air. “NA...RU...TO!” growled the familiar voice of his sensei. Tucking his newly required scroll deeper into his ninja pack, Naruto closing the top and secured it while giving his sensei a stupid grin and rubbing the back of his head.

“Heh, heh,” Naruto laughed sheepishly making his sensei back up in confusion. “Aw shoot! I got caught, and I only learned one technique,” said the orange clad boy as he grinned innocently, at least as innocently as he could muster in the situation, at his sensei.

“Learned one technique?” whispered the surprised chuunin, his head filled with the recent announcement that Naruto had stolen the scroll of sealing. ‘Why would he stop in the forest to learn one jutsu?’ wondered the tanned ninja as he looked at Naruto panting form and his dirtied clothes, ‘It look as if he wore himself out practicing whatever jutsu he was learning...but why?’

Almost as if knowing what the man was thinking Naruto said, while smiling brightly, “Ano sa, Iruka-sensei! I’m going to show you this unbelievable jutsu. When I do, you’ll let me graduate, right?”

“Huh!?” Iruka said while his eyebrows seemed to inch together on his furrowed brow, “Who told you that, Naruto?”

“Mizuki-sensei told me. He was the one that told me about the scroll, and he even showed me where to practice my technique. Why do you ask?” Naruto asked as he mastered his face into a confused mask, all the while his sensitive ears had already heard the sound of feet landing on a branch just beyond the forest tree line.

The next sound that Naruto heard was the whistling sound that kunai make as they take flight. Iruka, sensing the approaching weapons, attempted to save his student by giving Naruto a palm thrust to the chest. He had hoped to push the blonde away from the area where the kunai were going to land, but was surprised when Naruto grabbed his wrist and tugged harshly on his arms. The effect that tug had was that Naruto successfully pulled Iruka out of the path of the kunai as a dark chuckle erupted from the canopy of the trees that surrounded them.

“Ha, I’m really surprised that you found out about this place, Iruka.” called out the voice as Mizuki appeared on the top most branch of a tree with a large shuriken ready for an attack.

“I see...so that’s how it is,” Iruka said as he stood up and brandished a kunai in defense, while pushing Naruto behind him.

“Naruto,” Mizuki said with a wicked smile as he made sure to ignoring Iruka’s words, “hand over that scroll to me...and I might just consider sparing your life.”

Iruka looked over his shoulder and saw that Naruto’s head was bowed and his body was shaking. ‘He’s scared,’ thought the chuunin feeling sorry that the boy had to get involved in this kind of situation, “Naruto...don’t worry...I’ll protect you. Whatever you do...don’t give him the scroll!”

“HA!” laughed Mizuki, as he crouched down on the branch and said, “You!? Protect him! Don’t make me laugh, Umino! Naruto, listen up! If anything, Iruka is afraid that you have that scroll in your hands! Do you want to know why?” 

“Mizuki! It’s forbidden!” cried out Iruka as he set his stance into something that allowed him to have a slight defensive advantage.

“Twelve years ago a rule was created...it’s a rule that only you, Naruto, can never find out about,” the white haired chuunin said with ease, “Would you like to hear what that rule was? Hmmm?”

Naruto was still shaking as he stayed frozen in the same position that he was in just a few minutes ago. Iruka saw this as a bad omen and quick tried to stop Mizuki from telling the boy the truth. “Stop it, Mizuki!” yelled the chuunin teacher as he flung several kunai at Mizuki only to watch the man side step them easily.

“The rule is that we, the adults of Konoha, are never to tell you that you are the monster fox, Kyuubi!” said Mizuki slowly while a sneer appeared on his already shadowed face, making the man look more demon-like than man. “In other words, you are the Kyuubi that attacked the village and killed Iruka’s parents! Keh...all this time you’ve been deceived by the village. Didn’t you ever wonder why it was that everyone hated you?”

‘Naruto,’ thought Iruka as he watched the silent boy shake with what looked like suppressed anger.

“No one is ever going to recognize you! Iruka hates you! Just die and give everyone some peace of mind!” yelled the white haired chuunin as he threw his giant shuriken at the unmoving boy.

Naruto bit his lip as he knew what was going to happen next, in his mind he wished that he could keep the shuriken from hurting his sensei, but ultimately he knew that things had to play out this way.

“NARUTO DUCK!” yelled his sensei’s voice as he complied and once again heard the dull thud of the blade piercing both Iruka’s chuunin vest and his back.

“Sensei...” Naruto said with a mixture of emotion slowly rising up in the back of his throat.

“Na...Naruto, d-don’t listen to him...I...I too have felt lonely like you,” said Iruka as tears began to pool at the corner of his eyes, “I’m...I’m sorry that I didn’t see it sooner. If only I was a bit more aware you wouldn’t have had to...”

“Don’t make me laugh, Iruka! You’ve hated that boy ever since your parents were taken away from him. You’re just trying to get the scroll back!” yelled Mizuki as he watched Naruto slowly pull his sensei off of him.

A strong breeze rustled the leaves in the trees surrounding the area as Naruto gently removed the shuriken from his sensei’s back while saying softly, “Iruka-sensei you stay here...I’ll take care of Mizuki.”

“Na..ruto,” whispered Iruka as he saw the look in the boys eye’s which held barely contained fury.

Seeing Naruto walking towards the tree, Mizuki laughed, “I see you’ve come to your senses. Now just hand...”

“Be quiet!” growled Naruto as he stopped just a few feet away from the base of the tree. “Your lies won’t affect me! No one will recognize me? Iruka just has, you moron!” yelled Naruto startling the young chuunin teacher as he watched his student stand up to someone who was way more powerful than he was at the moment. “I’m the Kyuubi?” Naruto said as the anger in his voice seemed to seep out, “Get your fact straight, fool! That fox is sealed in me, nothing more!”

“Oh? So the demon brat has bared his fangs?” laughed Mizuki as he prepared his other giant shuriken, “What can a dead-last like you do against me?”

“There will be is no second act to this show,” said Naruto cryptically as he crouched down and readied himself. “You hurt my sensei, you cheated me on the exam, and you thought you could use me...now...now I’m going to crush your bones!”

“Die!” screamed Mizuki as he threw his shuriken and came running behind it.

Naruto threw two of his own kunai to knock the weapon off course as he crouched low to the ground as Mizuki appeared and attacked him with a kunai. Propelling his body off the ground and inside Mizuki’s defense, as the chuunin’s angry attack passed overhead, Naruto planted his knee into the white haired man’s chest and sent him careening into the same tree that he was just standing on.

“Naruto! Run!” called out Iruka as he tried to get up and found his strength leaving him.

“You punk! I’m going to tear your heart out!” Mizuki bellowed as he spat out the blood that had collected in his mouth.

“Try me, bastard! I’ll give you back a thousand times more what you could ever give me!” smirked Naruto as the wind in the forest shifted causing his blonde hair to whip wildly about as he flipped through several hand seals ended on his favorite cross shaped seal.

“You fricking demon spawn! Die!” said the enraged chuunin as he ran forward to attack.

“Taju Kage Bushin no Jutsu!” yelled Naruto so that his teach could hear the technique that he was performing. Iruka’s eyes went wide with shock at what he heard the boy yell out, and watched as the clearing was filled with ninja smoke. When the smoke from the justu faded the two chuunin blinked in surprise as the whole area was wallpapered with orange clad, blonde haired boys who turned their almost murderous glare on one single man.

“W-w-wha...what the hell? How is this...”

“What’s the matter? I thought you were going to tear my heart out? Well...if you’re not coming to me...then I’ll come to you! ATTACK!” commanded Naruto as his clone army charged forward at the confused chuunin who could only scream in panic while his very life flashed before his eyes.

****

Supporting a wounded Iruka and dragging the traitorous chuunin behind him, Naruto slowly made his way back to Konoha. The sun was slowly peaking itself over the hills as Iruka cleared his throat and said, “Naruto?”

“Hm?” Naruto said as he turned his head and looked at his sensei. 

Naruto watched his sensei take off his hitai-ate and hand it over to him, “Congratulations...you graduate!” Iruka watched they blonde handle the hitai-ate with care as several emotions play across his face. “Make sure you become a great ninja, Naruto.”

“Sure thing sensei,” Naruto said as he brushed the tears from his eyes. Iruka smiled seeing the boy gazing at the hitai-ate so happily as they finally made it to the village gates.

Chapter 4: Team Seven
Cracking an eyelid open and looking at his clock, Naruto yawned and grumbled something about ‘too early’ while sitting up in bed. Two days had passed since the forest incident and many things had happened. However, one particular incident stuck in the blonde’s head as he once again smiled at the memory of a certain jounin-sensei being knocked out by his own perverseness.

“Heh,” Naruto chuckled to himself while remembering the look of awe that Konohamaru gave him after he treated the two of them to a bowl of ramen at his favorite ramen stand. Feeling a bit more awake, Naruto slowly began to set his bare feet down on the floor as if testing the floor for traps. Anyone who would have seen this would have mistaken Naruto for acting foolishly, but the blonde had already suffered at the hands of a cold floor on his sensitive skin.

Becoming use to the floors temperature, Naruto dashed off in the direction of the bathroom where he would freshen up and begin his morning routine.

After the shower and some light exercise, Naruto padded his way to the table as he looked down at the papers that littered its surface. ‘I’m beginning to really hate paper work,’ Naruto thought while sighing deeply as he gathered all of the scrolls and papers that littered his table top, placing them in a small bundle off to the side. Just looking at the papers made Naruto think back to after the incident with Mizuki, and how Sandaime had helped him to avoid some of the question that Iruka was now asking after he had some time to calm down and process all the information that was given to him.

“Iruka,” said Sandaime while looking away from the two seated before him. Iruka turned his head slightly, even though the bandages on his body prevented him from doing much more than that, regarding the old man before him. “I know you have questions that you want answered. And I know out of all the question the one that is weighing heaviest on you mind right now is ‘how does Naruto know about the existence of the Kyuubi’. Am I correct?”

“Hai,” answered Iruka while looking at the floor in shame as he felt his students eyes on him.

“Hmm,” the Hokage mumbled, as he quickly took a small drag on the pipe that he had in his hand, as he said with in a low tone, “what you are going to hear is something that cannot leave this room Iruka. Is that understood?”

The chuunin teacher nodded his head while seeming to scoot on the edge of his seat in worry. “As far as I can tell, Naruto has become aware of the Kyuubi’s presence when the demon forced a large amount of youkai energy into his system. This, of course, has happened only recently,” explained the old man as he walked over to Naruto and placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

Naruto remembered feeling a sense of relief washing over him when he saw his sensei relax a bit and take a deep breath. It was after Sandaime explained a bit more about the situation that Naruto added his own twist on the events, and when he was done the two of them signed multiple documents before them were released. 

The blonde had been half surprised when his teacher had walked him back to his apartment, even more surprising was the lecture about ‘not taking on opponents stronger than you’ that Iruka beat over his head on the way. 

However, Naruto could help but smile as he remembered finding a few very helpful jutsu in the stolen scroll that he had pilfered yesterday. He had copied most of the better justu down in scrolls and papers that were now lying scattered all over his apartment. Rushing through a set of deep knee bends, while wearing a set of clumsy weights, he glared at the pile of papers and wondered if any of those jutsu were going to be feasible for use in the future. 

So far, from what he was able to glean from the scroll, most of the jutsu within the scroll were either jutsus that were dangerous to the user, mass destruction jutsus, justus normally would be impossible for a normal ninja to perform or jutsus that would make even some ‘sane’ S-Class missing nin’s think twice about using. 

A couple of those crazy jutsu’s that Naruto happened to still be shivering about were, the one that transforms a persons intensities into flesh eating maggots, another that transforms a large volume of water into a poison that evaporates into the air and causes a respiratory disease to who ever breathed in the poison, and the last was the jutsu that allows you to gain a persons memories and skills...by eating their brain and heart from their freshly killed corpse.

Shivering again, the blonde shook the thoughts from his head as he reach for a metal bar above his head and began to do pull ups. Finishing his warm up routine, he dropped to the ground and was about to finish up getting ready for class, when the room suddenly tilted and darkened. 

“Damn it!” Naruto yelled as he tried to catch his balance, while a bout of nausea seemed to hit him suddenly. This was followed by the room completely going pitch black as he pitched forward and fell into something...wet.

“Huh?” Naruto looked around at his surroundings, and sure enough he was back in the sewers. Getting up and wiping the droplets of water that ran down his face, he quickly followed a well known path as he stood before a large gate and yelled, “You damn fox! What the hell is going on!”

“Be quiet, monkey!” yelled back a vicious voice that seemed to be laced with a sort of misplaced hatred. “I summoned you for a reason,” stated the fox while appearing out of the total darkness in the back of its cage.

“Summoned!? SUMMONED! Screw you! You hairy piece of fuzz!” bellowed Naruto as he clenched his fists and turned to leave.

“Hn...and here I was thinking you actually had a brain in that hollow cavity atop your shoulders,” snorted the great demon while its eye clearly showed that it hadn’t forgiven Naruto for that ‘fuzz’ comment.

“What? What is it that you could possible want from me? ” Naruto finally asked sarcastically, while trying to keep himself together and not lash out at the demon that was before him.

The giant fox lashed out at the boy as he tried to break his cage while roaring, “You little whelp! I’m going to enjoy the sounds of your screams. The second transformation is upon us, brat! Try not to wet yourself when the pain becomes too much for you to bear!”

“What!” Naruto spun around shock clearly on his face. “What the hell is the ‘second transformation’?” he asked only to be met with silence. Blinking once, Naruto found himself back in his apartment laying on the floor when suddenly a searing pain tore through his arms. “Ahhhmmph!” Naruto muffled his yell as he stood up as quickly as he could only to fall back to the ground as his legs also seized up in mind-numbing pain.

“Hurrg,” growled the young boy, as he crawled over to where his ninja pack laid. Using some quick thinking he removed a blank scroll and used it to bite down hard on it as the pain seemed to intensify while large spasms rippled through his body. ‘Damn it! What the hell is happening to me?’ wondered the blonde shortly before he felt his teeth slowly sinking their way into the scroll as they lengthened and sharpened. Pain shot through the muscles in his back, while a strange sensation seemed to climb its way up his spine and ended with what felt like a burning spike being thrust into his head. For a second Naruto could do nothing but throw his head back in a silent scream as he then lost himself to unconsciousness. Falling into darkness, Naruto could have sworn he heard a dark chuckle emanate from somewhere in his room.

Naruto awoke slowly, his arms and legs feeling as if they were make of rubber and there were no bones in them to support them. Raising his head and groaning from the throbbing headache that he had, the blonde spied the time on the clock and cursed loudly, “Kuso...I’m gonna be late.”

Through sheer willpower, Naruto slowly lifted himself off the ground and grabbed his belongings. He left his apartment and began to make his way unsteadily towards the academy while feeling like he had just been through a meat grinder. ‘Damn fox,’ thought Naruto as he stumbled forward and forced himself to regain his balance, ‘When I feel better I’m going to kick your furry ass!’

****

Surprising himself, Naruto stumbled onto the academy grounds just as the first bell rang. Pushing himself, he made it into the building before he head a familiar voice call out to him. “Oi, Naruto? Are you alright?”

Turning his head, Naruto spotted the person who was talking to him and smiled. There was his good friend, Chouji, munching on a bag of chips as he looked down at the him. “Not really,” laughed Naruto trying to make light of the situation, “do you think you can give me a hand Chouji?” 

Taking but a moment to think it through, Chouji ate the last of his chips and threw the bag away. “Sure,” nodded the friendly boy as he grabbed Naruto arm and slowly lifted him up while helping him walk down to the class room.

“Thanks, Chouji,” Naruto said as he suffered a flash back of his enlarged long haired friend battling a giant snake while explosions in the background silhouetted their struggle to kill one another...too bad for the snake Chouji was no push over

Sliding open the door, Naruto winced as Iruka began to yell at both him and Chouji. However, the chuunin stop mid sentence when he saw the Akimichi boy steadying Naruto as the two walk steadily to the only open seats that were available. ‘I hate when people stare at me like that,’ thought Naruto as he sat down in the open seat next to Hinata, noticing that the girl had gained a red tinge to her face.

“So...did I miss anything, Hinata?” asked Naruto in a whispered, but cheerful, voice while he mustering the best smile that he could under the oppressive silence that had descended on the classroom.

“You didn’t miss anything, N-naruto-kun” said the girl quietly while blushing furiously in the face of her secret crush. “I...I t-thought you didn’t pass?” stated the girl in shame as she turned her head away.

“Nah, nothing can keep Uzumaki Naruto down! Right, Iruka-sensei?” said the boy in a louder voice as he smirked at his teacher, and noted Iruka nodding once before the chuunin resumed his lecture.

“Hey, Hinata. Who do you think will be on your team?” whispered Naruto as he laid his head down on the desk in front of him. The boy smiled when he saw the pink stain on Hinata’s cheeks flame red for a second. 

It had taken him a ‘very long’ while and some counseling sessions with Konoha’s so-called ‘love doctors’ (aka: Ino and Sakura), but in the end Naruto had finally realized that Hinata had a major crush on him. Of course, by the time that he had found out there was already too much on his plate to actually do anything about it; his promise to become a Hokage, bringing back Sasuke, not to mention the Akatsuki. 

It was because of those promises, and problems, that the young man never had the time to explore if Hinata really felt anything more than a crush for him. Even now as he watched the young girl fumble over her words, Naruto could – at the moment – only see her as a ‘very good friend’...a bit weird, but a good friend none-the-less.

Even though they were friends, that didn’t stop the pesky blonde shinobi from teasing the young woman. He couldn’t help it...he had admitted it long ago to himself that he enjoyed seeing the pink blush crawl onto her face whenever he talked to her. Even now he felt something warm at the pit of his stomach just knowing that the girl had a crush on him.

“Ano...w-well...I-I-I think that either Shino-kun or Kiba-kun will be with me since my bloodline limit will help either of them when tracking,” Hinata said, smiling nervously at Naruto.

“And the last member?” Naruto asked in a low and silky voice. He couldn’t help himself, it was an addiction. ‘Bad Naruto! Stop teasing, Hianta!’ he told himself, all the while smiling inwardly at the girls wide eyed reaction.

Mumbling something indecipherable, Hinata began to sink down in her chair as Naruto just tilted his head in what could have been considered confusion. ‘Why is Naruto-kun talking to me like this? He hasn’t once done something like this before...not that I’m complaining! Still...’ Hinata thought as she saw Naruto turn to her and begin to speak.

Naruto was about to say something but was distracted when he saw Sasuke glaring at him from the corner. “Meah,” Naruto said as he stuck out his tongue and made a rude gesture with his hands, as the last Uchiha frowned and then went back to acting cold, indifferent, and serious. It was only after Sasuke turned away that the Uzumaki boy noticed Ino and Sakura glaring daggers at him.

‘Just like clockwork,’ chuckled Naruto looking away, and finally paying attention to Iruka’s lecture behind the concept of their teams. Finally, after the young teacher finished his lecture,  he began calling out names of the different teams.

“Team seven...Uzumaki Naruto, Haruno Sakura...” Iruka called and watched Sakura moan loud enough so that people in the next room over would be able to hear her.

After moaning and making a scene, Sakura cast a deadly glare at Naruto but the blonde haired shinobi was oblivious to it and, instead, went on talking quietly to Hinata. “...and Uchiha Sasuke.”

Sakura jump up from her seat as she once again made a scene by crying out, “Yatta!” Inside Sakura’s mind, Inner Sakura was flipping off all the girls in the class room while saying, /Shannaro! My love triumphs over all!/ Inner Sakura’s rant was cut off by Iruka, as he told her to ‘be quiet’ while he called out the next team.

“Ah well,” Naruto said as he looked over to Hinata as she heard her name called with Kiba and Shino’s, “Maybe we can go get ramen every now and again, right?”

“Y-yeah,” said the girl as she smile again and blushed deeply while feeling dizzy. 

After calling out all the teams, Iruka informed the newly appointed gennin that they will meet back in the classroom after lunch to meet up with their jounin sensei. Slowly, all of the newly appointed teams began to gather and walk out of the room. Naruto sat cooly at his desk as he suddenly remembered something and dug into his backpack while producing two bento boxes. Getting up slowly, Naruto began walking down the main aisle towards the front of the room.  

Standing in the same aisle, Sakura had seen the bento, and as the boy approached her she said loudly, “Look Naruto...I’m not going to eat with you so don’t even...” However, the girl choked in mid sentence as she watched the boy pass her by without even batting an eyelash. Most of the people in the room were surprised that Naruto had ignored Sakura, after he had actively shown that he liked the pink haired girl ever since he was little. 

Passing by his old friend, Naruto sat down in front of Iruka and said with a foxy smile, “Hey sensei! Wanna have lunch with me? My treat?”

Iruka smiled at the blonde as he nodded his head and sat down as Naruto handed him the bento box and the blonde pulled a chair up to the desk as he began telling his sensei a story about a boy named Konohamaru.

Inner Sakura raged at the blonde, /What the hell!? You...you...you ignored me!!! Why you.../ However, in reality Sakura was not so much angry as she was embarrassed, especially  when she heard some of the girls snickering at her actions while calling her ‘stuck up’ and ‘full of herself’. She felt stupid, why did she think that Naruto was going to automatically come to ask her to eat with him. Gathering her wounded pride, she walked out of the room while watching the pair laughing at something Naruto had said.

Naruto watched the pink haired girl leave the room with her head hung, in reality he didn’t want to hurt one of his friend’s feelings, especially since she was the closest thing to a sister that he had. Though...even Naruto knew that he would have a hard time dealing with her if she stayed in her ‘Sasuke-induced’ reality. Making a promise with himself, the orange clad ninja thought guiltily, ‘Maybe I’ll cheer her up tomorrow....’

****

After lunch, some of the jounin teachers reached the class room quickly, picking up their students within minutes of the class starting again. Other’s took more time...however, when Iruka told Sasuke, Sakura, and Naruto that he was going to ‘call it a day’ both Sasuke and Sakura looked about ready to kill.

“See you later, Iruka-sensei!” Naruto called after his sensei, as he waved off the older man. With the chuunin gone, Naruto suddenly busied himself with laying down on some desks and placing his jacket over his face.

“How can you sleep at a time like this?” asked Sakura hesitantly, expecting the boy to ignore her words like he did in the afternoon. Naruto, heard the anger that her voice held barely in check and could even smell her nervousness, as she perspired slightly due to her emotions. 

“I’m tired,” was Naruto lackadaisical response.

“You’re tired?” responded Sakura with a bit of confusion, “What if our teacher comes in and sees you like that?” The girl crossed her arms thinking that she had him with that piece of logic, while inner Sakura stuck her tongue out at the boy.

“I’ll apologize and say that I got tired waiting for him. Besides, there is no reason to get all worked up because he isn’t here on time,” Naruto said again shifting his shoulders and getting comfortable on the table.

“This coming from the most hyperactive kid in our class, doesn’t mean much,” Sasuke finally spoke up not looking at either of them, “Besides, aren’t we taught that being punctual and making good use of our time is what being a good ninja is all about?”

Taking a page from Shikamaru’s book Naruto answered, “I’m too tired to give an explanation.” That said, Naruto shifted his position so that his back was to his teammates. Sasuke, having turned on his death glare, seemed to have reached ‘critical mass’. He could believe that he was being snubbed by the so-called dead-last loser of their class, he wasn’t going to stand for this...

Just as Sasuke stood up to give Naruto a piece of his mind, the three could hear footsteps walking closer as the door to their room opened and revealed a grey haired jounin who poked his head in and saw Sakura glaring at him, Sasuke shooting his blonde teammate a glare that could melt steel, and...

Naruto had his back to Kakashi as the boy put away his stuff and pull his jacket on while walking over to his sensei. “You’re our sensei, right?” questioned the blonde while eyeing his old teacher and hoping that he was giving anything away to the very talented man that stood before him.

“Hmmm, you could say that. Now...how should I say this...my first impressions of you is...”

Naruto had heard this speech the first time he and team seven had been introduced to Kakashi, so the only people who were interested in listening were Sakura and Sasuke. “You all seem...to be waiting for something...” said Kakashi as the two behind Naruto hung their head while the blonde kept his looking straight forward. “Well, come on, let’s go to the roof for introductions.”

Arriving at the roof, Kakashi sat down on a metal rail as he looked at this three students and sighed while saying, “Let’s see...why don’t you introduce yourselves.”

“Sensei! Why don’t you go first, that way we know how to do the introduction,” suggested Sakura.

Kakashi didn’t tell his students very much about himself, but when he was done he looked over at Sakura and asked her to introduce herself. Knowing what was going to come of these introduction, Naruto sat back and relaxed until he heard...

“Your turn, blonde kid.” 

Sitting up straight, Naruto replied by saying,“Hmm...I’m Uzumaki Naruto. I like ramen...and learning new jutsu. I hate the three minutes waiting for ramen...uh, and Sasuke’s attitude” It was here that Sasuke growled a bit at his teammate and Sakura looked almost ready to strangle the boy. “Also, I dislike people who judge other’s before getting to know them.”

This bit of information made Kakashi’s eye widen as he thought of all the villagers judging Naruto simply because they ‘think’ he’s the Kyuubi. However, Kakashi didn’t miss both of Naruto’s teammates flicker of emotion in their eyes as the boy continued, “My hobby is improving myself. My dream? Well, my dream is to surpass the all Hokage and become the greatest Hokage there ever is going to be!”

After that was said, Naruto and the others listened to what Kakashi had to tell them about their survival training. Sakura was gaping in shock, while Sasuke seemed angry but was controlling it as Kakashi disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

The walk home was a bit longer than expected, and Naruto was already trying to think of a way not to make himself look too suspicious in front of his teacher. ‘I swear,” Naruto growled as his legs once again almost gave out on him, ‘I’m going to beat that bastard furball into mush the next time I see him!’

“Oh really?” a deep voice sounded in Naruto’s ears as he tried to spin around and locate where the sound was coming from. However, with him already surprised at the voice, Naruto tripped on his own feet and ultimately provided himself with a expedient manner for his face to meet the dirt road that he had been walking on.

“Who’s there?” Naruto said out loud as he quickly scanned the area around him only to find the occasional puff of dust and silence. Closing his eyes and listening as hard as he could, Naruto could only barely make out the hustle of the adjacent market street. There were no sounds of fleeing footsteps or heavy breathing that Naruto thought would have been prevalent in some who was trying to get away from where he stood.

Perplexed, Naruto scratched his head as he thought, ‘I know I wasn’t hearing things...’

“You weren’t, flesh-bag,” said the voice, only this time is sounded more like a whisper than a real voice.

“Hold on,” Naruto said as his mind registered the voice that seemed to becoming from somewhere close, “the only one that calls me that is...”

“Hn, figured it out, did you? Personally, I thought it would take you a whole week to understand...but, I guess even the spawn of stupid monkeys can get lucky every now and again,” growled the whispering voice with a hint of amusement, as Naruto’s eye widened and his mouth seemed to be stuck in a silent scream.

“What the hell! Why the hell are you talking to me! How the hell can you talk to me!” screamed Naruto as he held his head and, luckily for him, made a scene in the middle of an empty street. ‘Wait! Get a hold of yourself Naruto! There has to be a good explanation for this,’ thought the gennin as he picked up his pace and began running towards his house.

Arriving at the door Naruto quickly stepped inside and sat down at his table. ‘This shouldn’t be possible...the seal...’

“Is gone,” said the whispered voice.

Naruto looked around his room, as if he was going to find someone who was playing an intricate prank on him. When he finished combing his apartment, the boy closed his eyes and called out in a shaky voice, “B-b-bastard fox.”

“Pitiful worm,” came the whispered reply and greeting, that seemed to echo from every where and no where at the same time, while Naruto suddenly imagined the fox baring its teeth in a feral smile that was anything but friendly.

“No,” Naruto swiped his hand through the air in front of him as he seemed to dispel his anxiety, “there is no way I’m letting you take over my mind!”

“Be quiet!” commanded the voice of the fox as Naruto felt his ears ring with the loudness of the demons voice. “Now, if you’d stop acting like some sort of babbling madman, I’ll explain what is going on.”
Naruto walked over to his bed and threw himself onto the mattress, as he could just picture himself talking to no one in the middle of the street or worst yet...the fox taking over when he was at his weakest.

“Those are all excellent situations, all of which I would enjoy participating in...however, because of our pact I will only be the ‘observer’ in this union,” said the Kyuubi slowly as if trying to make his words understood. 

“Observer?” Naruto said the word as if it was a strange word. “Do you mean...”

“I said silence, mortal! Do you, or do you not, want an explanation!?” bellowed the ancient fox as it seemed to take a moment to gather its thoughts. For Naruto, swallowing his anger and willing himself not to retort felt like one of the hardest challenges he had to accomplish at the moment. “I know you are wondering about the second transformation this morning,” said the great bijuu as Naruto could almost feel it smiling, “I was impressed that you were able to even partially walk after that, but I was disappointed that you didn’t scream out as much.”
Knowing that the fiend was goading him into yelling, Naruto began to grind his teeth while he laid in his bed. “Hn,” Kyuubi snorted, seeing that the boy wasn’t taking the bait and said, “every time your body absorbs a tail it will undergo at least two transformations. Each transformation with change or enhance your body to better work with the youkai that your body will be absorbing.”
“How is it that you can talk to me, then?” asked Naruto in what was as steady a voice as he could produce at the moment.

Ignoring the fact that the boy had again spoken, Kyuubi answered, “With this pact...my power will begin to merge with yours, and because of that union I will be given a measure of...power...” said the demon in a slowly and thought out manner that stuck Naruto as suspicious, “...to communicate with you.”

 “And since I was the one that broke the seal in the future,” Naruto concluded only to be interrupted by the fox.

“Ah, I see that your are using that lump of flesh that resides between your ears. As you can see the seal in this time has been absorbed into our new body and is no longer in effect,” stated the Kyuubi in a brisk manner.

“So...not only do I have to listen to your voice in my head, but I’ll have to go through eighteen of these ‘transformations’,” Naruto said stating what he had heard from the demon in his head.

“That’s a minimum of eighteen transformations,” corrected the ancient fox while it’s voice seemed to lose some of its volume.

“Great,” said Naruto rolling his eyes, “I feel so much better now that you said that.”

“There’s a draw back to this communication though,” said the demon in what seemed to be a calm voice...or maybe it was a softer voice. “It seems that even though we have absorbed the seal it still interferes with my ability to converse with you. In other words, this talk has eaten up a lot of my personal youkai reserves. So, I will only use this method of communication if you are needed.”
Naruto tightened his fist, when he recognizing that the pain-in-the-ass demon was referring to him as nothing more than a servant. “Screw you, you bastard! Gah! Thank kami-sama for small miracles!” Naruto growled at no one in particular.

The blonde waited for a reply, but after a minute there was nothing but silence. However, as he made his way to the kitchen, after he figured that the demon bastard had stopped trying to talk to him, Naruto heard the whispered voice of the demon faintly echoing in his head.

“...demon scroll...read...important...” were the only parting words that were understandable, but just when he thought the fox was gone he heard the faint insult, “...stupid monkey!”
“Gaaaaahhhhh!” yelled Naruto as he punched his dresser in frustration and stopped his way to the kitchen where he decided to make himself a large bowl of ramen. Naruto, dulling his sense of taste and smell, began to eat as he replayed the conversation that he had with he demon and noticed that the fox had masterfully cover up certain facts that had been unanswered, such as “if it was give the power to communicate then what other powers would it gain as the merging proceeded” and “would he be able to block out the fox’s voice when ever he wanted or would it always have access to his mind”. Yes, now that Naruto thought on the subject he found having the red haired fuzzball running amok in his mind was something that he could do without.

However, as the blue eyed boy finished his ramen he decided that there were other ‘more important’ issues at hand to worry about, such as the pseudo-survival test that Kakashi-sensei was going to give them tomorrow. ‘How am I going to pass this test without revealing something to Kakashi-sensei,’ thought Naruto, as he undoubtedly knew that the Copy-nin already had been made aware of his knowledge of the Kyuubi. ‘If I show up acting too powerful, he’ll know that something is really out of place, and may even involve ji-san in his findings. And I can just imagine what they would do...’ Naruto mentally said to himself, as he picture himself – in a best case scenario – being locked in his apartment until they could figure out if he was being possessed by Kyuubi while his words were all but being ignored.

“Well then,” Naruto said as he slapped his hands together and began rifling through a small stack of papers that he had on his kitchen counter with a smirk on his face, “back to the basics!”

****

The next day was filled with a suspense and entertainment, as Naruto walked into the training ground while watching both of his teammates simmer in their anger. Sakura and Sasuke both trained their death glares on Naruto, while emitting enough killing intent to toppled a rhino, but they were both ignored as Naruto sighed deeply and sat down on a dry patch of grass near a tree. Sasuke, being too cool to express his anger in a vocal manner, merely glared. However, Naruto got an ear full from the pink haired kunoichi, who was currently standing over the blonde as her eyes twinkled in a strangely ‘evil’ way.

“Naruto! Where the hell have you been! Sensei told us to be here at five and it’s already nine! Were you skipping out on us!?” yelled the young kunoichi as her inner persona screamed, /I’m gonna beat you to a pulp if you knew about this!/ Of course it was at that moment that Sakura’s stomach growled loudly while her shoulders slumped from the lack of energy in her body.

“Too hungry,” Sakura groaned, while she thought, ‘This diet is killing me!!!’

Smiling, Naruto pulled off his backpack and began digging through the contents of the yellow bag before he produced a small container and said with a genuine smile, “Here you go Sakura-chan.”

“Huh? Nani?” the girl said in confusion while eyeing the container in Naruto’s hand.

“Go on, it’s not a prank,” said Naruto while shaking the container from side to side.

“Hmm...” the girl said slowly as she took the container, “...it better not be, or I beat you so bad...” 
/That’s right!/ added inner Sakura for good measure. Slowly opening the container top, Sakura stood stock still as she gazed into the plastic bowl, while her stomach let out a loud growl of protest.

This action even got Sasuke’s attention, as he shifted his eyes smoothly over to the pair. Drool was literally sliding its way down Sakura’s chin as she gazed at the beautiful medley of fruit that was inside. Just the smell alone made the starving girl almost go insane from the feeling of hunger that seemed to twist at her stomach. 

“Gah...” was all the girl managed for several seconds.

“I over heard Ino saying that you were on a diet,” lied the blonde. “You really shouldn’t starve yourself too much, Sakura-chan. It not good for your health,” Naruto said wisely before moving his backpack closer to him and sitting back down on his patch of grass.

Naruto couldn’t suppress his grin when he heard the words “TO HELL WITH THIS TEST” as the sound of fruit being eaten, and wholly appreciated, were heard floating in the air. Sitting on the grass, Naruto leaned back and thought, ‘Your welcome, Sakura-chan.’ The young boy wasn’t surprised when Sakura walked over to him and gave him back his bowl quietly with a polite bow, before she withdrew herself and sat down with a thoughtful look on her face.

When their sensei finally appeared and greeted his team it was already eleven o’clock. Sakura, of course, yelled at him as the man gave his three students what would one day become to be known as ‘team seven’s personal excuse’, “Ha...well...you see, today I got lost on the road of life...”

Kakashi couldn’t continue with his explanation as Sakura called him on his lame excuse and Sasuke gave the jounin a disappointed shake of his head as he looked away. Naruto only chuckled while he stood up and slowly made his way over to where his team was standing.

Getting serious, Kakashi pulled out an alarm clock and set the device to go off at exactly noon. He then went about explaining the rules of this exercise, even thought he could clearly see that his students were all worried that their were only two bells and that he told them that they had one hour to get the bells from him to pass. Of course, Sakura – being the smartest of the bunch – complained that the test was rigged. Naruto, on the other hand seemed to have some sort of conflicting emotion, as his face kept switching between thinking and frustration. The Copy-nin wondered if Naruto had what it took to understand the complexity and simplicity of this test.

“Look, come at me as if you want to kill me...that is the only way you will get a bell...” said the grey haired ninja, while he spied the look of determination rising in both Sasuke and Sakura’s eyes, ‘Now I can actually say that I’m starting to like this team...huh?’ From the corner of his eyes Kakashi watched Naruto smirk. The smirk wasn’t the cocky smirk that Kakashi was looking for in the loud blonde, no...this smirk spoke volumes about something that the boy knew that Kakashi didn’t know about. This made the silver haired man very curious as to what exactly his possible student was smirking about.

“Alright! Ready? Set? Go!” there was a blur of colors as the three young gennin seemed to disappear. Kakashi smiled under his mask as he looked around and found no traces of the team, that was...until he turned completely around and found Naruto standing where he could see him. 

Sighing at the lack of ninja know how, Kakashi said in a bored voice, “You’re just a bit weird, aren’t you?”

“Ha! What’s weird is your haircut!” yelled Naruto, smirking inwardly because he liked that joke, and it had been a long time since he had used it on his teacher, as he watched his sensei pull out a familiar orange book.

“Fine...your first lesson will be in taijutsu...you ready?” asked Kakashi as Naruto nodded. “Go!”

Speeding forward, Naruto snapped his foot out a half an inch in front of his sensei’s face. Kakashi was perplexed that Naruto wasn’t really attacking him as yet another kick arch in front of him merely causing a slight breeze to waft over his face. A punch, a flying kick, an elbow...none of these attacks had even come close to touching him, until...

“Take this!” cried out Naruto, while Kakashi already held the boy’s foot in the crook of his arm from a blocked attempt as kicking at the jounin’s ribs. Shifting his weight and transferring the rest of his momentum into a kick, Naruto aim the attack at none other than the hand that held a little orange book that his sensei seemed very fond of protecting. Naruto, sent the book flying in the air and landing several meters away, as the little blonde scrambled out of his teachers grip and began running for the treasure.

‘How could he know!’ panicking, for a millisecond, the jounin turned around quickly while making several hand seals.

“Missing something? Kakashi-sensei?” taunted Naruto as he reached the book and stooped to grab his orange prize. However, before Naruto’s hand could touch the cover, the book seemed to fly into the air and return to Kakashi’s open hand. ‘Chakra strings!? Damn it! I didn’t think about that!’ thought Naruto as he sensed a presence directly behind him. It was at that moment that Naruto knew what was going to happen next.

“I’ll teach you to come between a man and his book! Konoha’s Secret Taijutsu Technique: Thousand Years Of Pain!” Kakashi roared as he shot his hands forward to teach the brat a lesson that he soon wouldn’t forget. However, the lesson never came to fruition, because when the attack hit Naruto, he disappeared in a cloud of ninja smoke. ‘He used the substitution technique with a kage bushin? That sort of combination would be hard for a normal ninja to produce...but since Naruto had such a large amount of chakra it’s not improbably that he could pull it off.’ thought the Copy-nin standing up straight and looking at the obvious path that had been made by the fleeing blonde as evident by the broken branches and tamped down grass that the jounin analyzed. ‘Maa...that’s strike one Naruto. I wonder...what are you going to do now?’ it was with this mind set that Kakashi dashed into the forest to teach his charges a lesson in ‘teamwork’.

Meanwhile...the real Naruto had already gathered Sakura and Sasuke on the far side of the training grounds and was currently dealing with Sasuke’s death glare. “Look...I know you don’t really like me, so...let’s wrap this up quickly,” said Naruto as he explained what he knew while leaving out certain bits that he allowed Sakura to fill in for herself and the group. 

Sakura was looking over at the blonde boy in surprise, mouth hanging open, she couldn’t believe that she hadn’t seen it earlier...but, then again, she was too focused on the bells to see the finer detail of Kakashi’s mental trap. Sasuke, even though he was sure that the blonde baka was correct, shook his head as he said, “I can take care of myself. Besides...I need to test my self...and I don’t need you two slowing me down.” That said he turned and began running towards where he had sensed Kakashi.

“Well?” Naruto asked Sakura as he watched his confused friend rush into certain defeat, “I’m no good with technical strategy. Do you have anything in mind?”

Sakura looked to where Sasuke had left and then looked back at Naruto. Finally, she got up and said in a apologetic voice with uncertainty dancing in her eyes, “I think I’m going to go help Sasuke. I’m...I’m sorry, Naruto.”  

That said, the pink haired girl took off in the direction that her crush had left, while a blue eyed gennin took a deep breath and began talking to no one in particular, “Damn...”

In a tree, that was directly behind where Naruto was standing, stood Kakashi looking down at the boy with a grin hidden behind his mask. ‘At least one of them understands the exercise,’ said the masked ninja as he watched Naruto follow his other teammates leads. In a blink of an eye Kakashi disappeared in a puff of smoke.

****

Naruto, rushed through the foliage as he knew that Kakashi was now targeting his teammates. Coming to a small clearing in the forest Naruto watched as Kakashi surprised Sakura and began to put the girl under a powerful genjutsu. The older shinobi was making his finishing seals as Naruto threw several kunai at him, causing him to abandon the jutsu while flipping backwards to evade the kunai. ‘Strike two, Naruto,’ angrily growled the jounin ninja in his mind, while he created a bushin and went after his last target.

“Kai!” yelled Naruto as he used the dispelling technique and watched Sakura blink several time, confused as to where she was. 

“Kakashi was putting you under a genjutsu, Sakura.” said Naruto as he kept his eyes on the man that stood only a few feet away from the both of them. He knew full well that Kakashi had already fled the scene since the person in front of him hand neither a pulse or a scent. 

Sakura blinked one last time, she had expected Sasuke to come save her, but as he eyes focused she saw that it wasn’t Sasuke that had come to her rescue. No, instead it was the dead-last loser who found her and saved her from a very gruesome nightmare. Both watched as the Kakashi in front of them slowly disappeared in smoke, while a deep scream echoed through the training area. Sakura and Naruto, took the time to look at each other before the both of them began to run towards the sound of battle. Noticing a clearing up ahead the pair broke through in time to see Sasuke fighting Kakashi. They even witnessed the boy almost grabbing a bell from the jounin only to have it disappear when the jounin used a chakra enhanced backward dash to remove himself from the fray.

Sakura was about to stand up and help Sasuke, but was surprised when a strong hand gripped her shoulder and kept her from moving from the spot that she was kneeling down at. Turning her head, the kunoichi saw Naruto shaking his head while putting a finger over his lips as if telling her that now wasn’t the time to draw attention to themselves. It was during this exchange that Naruto stopped shaking his head and pointed with his finger at the two battling. 

Sakura stared in awe as she saw Sasuke quickly used a powerful Katon jutsu to throw Kakashi off guard...but when the smoke and flame disappeared, Sasuke was left searching for Kakashi.

In the tree line Naruto stood up and began rushing towards Sasuke all the while yelling at the top of his lungs, “SASUKE! JUMP!” Not knowing why, Sasuke listened to the boys advice, watching in surprise as a pair of hands shot up from ground underneath him trying to latch on to one of his legs. From the ground bursted the jounin brandishing a kunai as he deflected the shuriken that Naruto had thrown as a distraction.

‘That’s three strikes! Your out, Naruto!’ thought Kakashi as he frowned in frustration while smiling inwardly. The blonde had save both his teammates from being defeated by their sensei and had managed to trick Kakashi into letting him get away with out a lesson. Turning his attentions towards the blonde, Kakashi decided on one thing...and it was that Naruto was annoying him ‘just a bit’. It was also decided that he was so going to pay him back for it!

Naruto only had a few seconds to be shocked when he saw his teacher give him his happy eye face, before that one eye opened to reveal a dead serious look that scared Naruto to his core. “Crap!” Naruto said as he quickly switched into a defensive stance while he thought, ‘Some how I managed to piss him off.’ Naruto had only seen that look in his sensei’s eye whenever the jounin was feeling especially sadistic, luckily Naruto had to only experience training with his sensei in that mode. Though, just the fact that the training had cause Naruto to require three days of complete bed rest spoke volumes about how serious the man in front of him was at the moment.

Naruto was surprised as his teacher went on the offense with him, and he did what any ninja would do in that situation...

...he ran while yelling, “Kage Bushin no Justu! Henge no Jutsu!” with a huge pulse of chakra the clearing that Kakashi and others were in was suddenly filled with a myriad of Sakura, Sasuke, and Naruto clones that easily totaled sixty or more. And with a cry of ‘dattebayo’, ‘shanaro’ and ‘hn’ the clones all began to swarm Kakashi who was simply amazed at the amount of chakra that Naruto possessed.

‘Sixty kage bushin and most of them using a henge, he must be pushing beyond his limit,’ thought Kakashi as he dodged the Sakura and Sasuke clones and kept reducing the Naruto clones methodically.

Not only was he impressed with the amount of chakra that the boy possessed but he was also impressed at the plan that Naruto had thought up on the spot. The amount of clones that were in the clearing didn’t give him a chance to target the real team as they attacked in waves and in different patterns. In fact, once or twice he could have sworn that he felt a tug on the bells that were attached to his belt.

However, before anything could come from the tactic, the timer on the alarm rang which was punctuated by the sound of all the clones in the area ‘poofing’ into ninja smoke. That was when Kakashi finally saw where his students had been located. Sakura was in the distance holding several kunai in her hand, ‘Probably using long range attacks to support...’ Kakashi thought and then turned to his right to see Sasuke near by, glaring angrily at slumped over Naruto who was trying to catch his breath. ‘He still thinks he could have gotten a bell by himself...’ Kakashi said to himself disappointedly.

Finally, his eyes landed on the completely exhausted Naruto, who laid back as his hard breathing stared to wane and a smile appeared. ‘In my book he passed the test,’ thought Kakashi as he gather up his three students.

‘How the hell did the dobe become so strong? Was he holding back in the academy? Why did he help me and then get in my way!?’ Sasuke was asking himself as he followed Naruto and Sakura as Kakashi led them to a place were there were three wooden stakes standing in front of a memorial stone of some sort. Within a couple of minutes, both Sakura and Sasuke were tied to two large wooden logs while Naruto sat between them quietly looking at the ground. 

“None of you got a bell,” said Kakashi as he looked at all of them and continued on by saying, “and from what I can see, only one of you understood the meaning of this exercise.” Naruto didn’t flinch at the words, but merely picked his head up and looked his teacher in the eye conveying that he didn’t need to rub it in.

“Teamwork,” finally said Kakashi letting the word take its hold on the two who were tied to the wooden stakes, “this exercise was to test how you three would work as a team. Individually, none of you could take me on, but if the three of you had banded together you might have grabbed one bell.”

“But Kakashi-sensei! You only had two bells! That meant that no matter how much we worked together one of us would have to fail anyway. Of course we didn’t work together,” said Sakura angrily.

“Is your head empty!? Are you not ninjas!? Were you not taught to look underneath the underneath!?” yelled a very pissed off jounin who strode up to Sakura looking her straight in her jade green eyes while saying, “Konoha has no need for individuals who will cause not only their teammates deaths but theirs as well!”

Huffing in disgust, Kakashi turned away and walked to the monument. Naruto saw his sensei staring at the stone with regret clearly showing in his eyes as he said, “Those people who don’t understand that their teammates are important to them, should never become ninja in the first place.”

“I will give you one more chance, but I doubt that you will pass this time...even if you do know what the goal of the exercise is,” picking up a bento box he handed it to Naruto as he crushed the other two under his foot and kicked dirt into them to make them inedible. “As punishment for your lapse in judgement, Sakura and Sasuke will not get to eat,” Kakashi was surprised when only Sasuke’s stomach growled in protested of his decision. Then Kakashi stared down at Naruto and said with the same glare that he had before, meaning that he was serious about what he was about to say, “...and if Naruto gives you any food...you all will fail automatically.”

“But...” Sakura squeaked about to protest.

“Silence!” roared Kakashi as he one eye narrowed into a cold gaze that seemed to paralyze the gennin, “Today...here and now...I make the rules! Hell, I am the rules! Do you understand me?” When both Sakura and Sasuke nodded their heads, Kakashi stood up and vanished into smoke as the ropes around the other two loosened. “Half an hour! Then we start again,” said Kakashi’s fading voice.

Sasuke sat down glaring at Naruto still asking himself when did the stupid blonde become smart. Even though the fruit in the morning had taken the edge off of her hunger, Sakura was aware that he stomach was feeling very empty at the moment. Grabbing her stomach, she eyed the bento box in front of Naruto hungrily. “Well,” Naruto said as he stood up and walked over to the smashed bento boxes. The boy began sifting through the ruined food and began pulling out the boxes wooden bottoms. Sasuke was confused as Naruto used the bottoms as make shift plates distributing equal portions of his food on the other two plates.

Off in the distance, Kakashi smile as he saw what the boy was doing. ‘Uzumaki Naruto, huh? Maybe he won’t be such a bad student after all,’ thought the Copy-nin while he kept observing the three.

Naruto set down the plates in front of his teammates and began eating his meager portion of the lunch as Sakura said, “What are you doing, baka! You’re going to get us all kicked out of the academy!”

“I am not going to do this bell test thingy with you two starving and tired...so...eat up!” said Naruto not looking at Sakura because he didn’t feel confident that he could keep his face neutral with his friend.

Sasuke understood almost automatically, as he grabbed his plate and began eating, which make Sakura look at her own food with longing. Unable to resist anymore Sakura began eating her food, and that was when a huge explosion of wind and smoke filled the area as their sensei came out eye blazing with some sort of inner light. At the moment, Kakashi look like a demon with a mask on.

“YOU THREE...” he screamed as the sky darkened and lighting clashed over head.

‘Kami-sama, such a powerful genjutsu just for us?’ Naruto commented in his head as he saw Sasuke stand ready for a fight, while Sakura was babbling something about ‘...but I didn’t swallow...’. This of course had the blonde trying desperately not to lose his composure and fall to the ground laughing.

“You broke my rules! Prepared for my punishment!” said the man as the lighting flashed over head and his hands began to burn with what looked like black fire, “Any last words!?”

“Yes!” cried out Naruto looking at both his teammates and taking a defiant stance, “These are my teammates, and I don’t care what stupid rules you made up! I’m not going to let them starve in front of me!”

“Oh? They’re your teammates, huh?” said Kakashi as he looked at Sasuke who stood next to Naruto.

“That’s right,” Sasuke said lowering his stance into a more offensive position, “We are team, we can’t help it if your rules got in the way!”

Sakura, finally understanding what was going on, stood up shakily and said with her eyes closed, “Yeah...w-we are three in one.”

“Three in one, huh?” said Kakashi as his eye flashed over each of the kids standing before him. ‘This might just work,’ he thought while canceling the genjutsu, and saying, “Well...then you all...pass.”

Sasuke and Sakura were very confused but they were happy that they passed the test. However, when Kakashi looked at Naruto, he saw that the young boy was smiling as he sat back down and chuckled to himself as he looked up at the blue sky over head. ‘Naruto...I can’t help but wonder what your are smiling about?’ thought the jounin as he told his new students that they were dismissed.

Chapter 5 - The Mission To Wave...Or Not?

“This is extremely boring!” complained Naruto, as he and his team were walking towards the Hokage tower. The complaint was really a well hidden scream of frustration as they boy was once again experiencing the hell that was D-Rank missions all over again. 

‘But it pays the bills,’ thought the blonde shinobi begrudgingly, even though he knew deep down that he was being overcharged on everything he paid for in his apartment complex. Hell, even if he were to save up his money, only a couple of shops would tolerate his presence while others would usually ask him, in a very cold manner as they called for the village authorities, to leave their store.  The only other place – other than his favorite ramen shop – that he could use his hard earned money to purchase himself some food, was a run down supply shop near the market district. It was here that an old man, named Obi, allowed him to purchase what ever he wanted, especially since the two have known each other for so long, and the man happened to be a friend of the Sandaime.

Having just completed their mission to repaint the recreational center, team seven were reporting back at the tower to receive their money vouchers. Surprisingly, the Hokage saw that team sevens teamwork was slowly becoming more and more solid. Since the failure of their first mission, which had been described as a total lack of teamwork due to the members not working together. This, of course, had landed them in hot water with their sensei, and Kakashi’s answer to this dilemma was to have the idea of teamwork ‘drilled’ into their heads with backbreaking sparing and training exercises. 

After that, the team began to solidify quickly as a group. Even Sasuke was a bit more friendly with his two teammates, though Naruto and he didn’t see eye to eye on everything. However, since their teamwork had become more and more efficient, something else had started to bother the young black haired prodigy. 

Kakashi had decided to set up another sparring session after they finished their mission. Sakura and Naruto were set together and Kakashi took Sasuke as his partner. After the brief spar with Kakashi, his sensei being the winner of course, Sasuke watched the other two and had begun to seen what his instincts had labeled ‘out of place’. 

The fight between Naruto and Sakura was winding down, but to Sasuke’s surprise the blonde didn’t even look winded. Staring harder at the pair, Sasuke noticed that Naruto wasn’t trying to engage Sakura and instead was avoiding most of her attacks. Sure, he was throwing in a few attacks here and there, but all around he was slowly exhausting the pink haired kunoichi. 

‘He must have thought this through, knowing that she has limited stamina,’ huffed the Uchiha in thought before catching himself. ‘Thought this through!? What the hell am I saying!? This is the dead last of our class,’ Sasuke said to himself as he replayed the memories of the spar in his mind. Sure enough, he saw that Naruto was purposely leading Sakura through a taxing spar by keeping away from her and making her come to him.

‘What’s going on,’ wondered Sasuke as he kept his eyes glued on Naruto, while watching the blonde, he began to see small twitches in the major muscle groups of both his arms and legs. That alone told the avenger that the blonde was keeping himself from doing something from muscle memory.

‘Crap,’ Naruto said to himself as he caught sight of Sasuke glaring at him intensely, ‘I know that look!’ Naruto could never forget the look that Sasuke was giving him at the moment. He had seen it several times in his life. Once it was during the chuunin exams, another time it was at the valley of the end, but it was the last time that stuck with him the most. He would never forget the look that Sasuke gave him when he and his best friend stood across from each other as war erupted all around them. 

‘He sees something as ‘interesting’,’ thought Naruto as he evaded another attack from Sakura making sure to leave his side open allowing the girl to score a glancing blow with a swift kick.

‘Is he studying me?’ Naruto mentally said to himself in shock, as Sasuke’s eyes follow his every step. ‘Damn it! I thought I could keep myself from being too suspicious,’ he said to himself while dipping inside of Sakura guard and planting a light punch into her stomach.

“Okay, that’s enough,” call out Kakashi-sensei’s voice as he appeared, dropping down from one of the surrounding trees. All three gennin stopped what they were doing and immediately set about cleaning themselves up before walking home. On the way back to his house and bed, Naruto hoped that nothing came of this little over sight.

****

As lucky would have it...Naruto was completely screwed. The very next day that the trio had gathered to wait for their sensei, Sasuke had turned his attention towards Naruto when he showed up at the bridge. “Kuso,” Naruto whispered under his breath as he saw that very same glare that he saw yesterday staring him down.

“Naruto,” Sasuke said with a stern voice showing him that he wasn’t playing around.

“What?” asked the blonde cooly, as his insides shook nervously, while he was making sure that Sakura was between the two of them.

“Kakashi said that we need to work on our teamwork,” said Sasuke confidently, while still pinning the blonde with dagger like eyes. “So, why don’t we spar until he arrives?” proposed Sasuke with a slight smile that only Naruto was able to determine, especially since the corner of his mouth only lifted for a fraction of a second.

‘Damn him,’ cursed Naruto as he thought though all the possibilities that could come from their spar, and most of them were situations that he did not want happening. However, he realized that if he declined the spar it would only make him look that much more suspicious. “Just don’t cry when I kick your ass,” said Naruto in a cocky tone, noticing Sakura warning growl from behind him.

Sasuke huffed loudly and lead the way over to a small barren sandlot, no more than a block away. Tamping his foot on the sand, Sasuke caught Naruto’s eyes and raised an eyebrow, almost as if he was asking the question ‘good enough for you’. Naruto, in response, nodded his head and walked to the opposite side while seeming to be in deep thought. ‘Why is it always about ‘who the strongest’ with you,’ thought Naruto as his eyes cast a sad expression over his face that Sasuke was hard pressed not to notice.

“What? Having second thoughts?” asked Sasuke, assured that this was the sure fired way to anger the blonde. What made Sasuke take a step back was the look of pain that crossed the blue eyed teammates’ features when those words were spoken. ‘What’s going on? What’s wrong with him?’ thought Sasuke as he waited for his teammate to get into a fighting pose.

‘Those words...’ thought Naruto, as the memory of a black winged monster with red eyes stared at him while saying those same words flashed in the boy’s head with the subtlety of a train wreck Shaking his head from the memories of the past, Naruto opened his eye’s -- never realizing that they had shut themselves – as he took up his taijutsu stance. “Let’s get this over with!” shouted the blonde as his face hardened.

Sakura watched the spar from the sidelines while she cheered Sasuke on, but if someone had asked her opinion about ‘who was winning’ she’d be unable to give a clear decision. Oh, in her heart, she would forever see Sasuke as the winner, but this sparring match was a bit different as Sasuke became the aggressor and was pummeling Naruto with a mixture of taijutsu and ninjutsu.

Naruto, on the other hand, seemed to be fairing decently against the barrage of attacks that the Uchiha prodigy was sending against him. Every now and again a fist, or foot, would strike Naruto, but so far Sasuke hadn’t been able to deal anything but minor damage to the stubborn boy.

Not being the so-called ‘idiot’ that many had labeled him to be, Naruto began to see that his opponent was slowly trying to test him in every manner possible. It was being masterfully done, he admitted to himself. Unfortunately, Sasuke was not fighting a novice. Naruto could easily see the boy straining to analyze his attacks and maneuvers. However, even without the Sharingan activated, the blonde remembered that his friend always had a knack at analyzing an enemies potential from just fighting or watching them. ‘Teme! Damn those beady eyes of yours!’ Naruto growled mentally while taking a hit in the face that sent him reeling.

‘So the spar is being used to see how good I am at fighting, huh? I wonder how I should deal with this,’ thought Naruto as he rolled on the ground dodging another kick and allowed Sasuke to score a glancing blow to his side. 

As the spar continued, Naruto was beginning to get annoyed. Kakashi had yet to show up, and already Sasuke was showing signs of getting tired. ‘Kuso!’ Naruto whined in his mind, ‘If I win because this bastard is too tired to fight he’ll never leave me alone!’ Coming to a difficult decision, Naruto attacked Sasuke and purposely dropped his guard while doing so.

Sasuke saw his chance and took it accordingly as he planted a vicious knee into Naruto’s sternum, and followed up with a five hit combination that looked like a flurry of punches. Slightly dazed, Naruto watched as Sasuke came in for the kill as he felt another devastating kick slamming into his side. The blow sending him sprawling onto the sand as a voice called out, “That’s enough.” 

Naruto laid on the ground for extra measures until, he felt a strong adult hand grabbing his shoulder and flipping him around. Looking into the single eye of his sensei, Naruto managed a smiled as he said in as weary a voice as he could produce, hopefully without it sounding too fake, “Did I win?”

“Hn,” was the only reply that Sasuke gave Naruto as he tried to play off his fatigue.

“No, but you have good evasion skills,” said Kakashi as he help Naruto stand up.

“What?” Naruto gapped at the jounin for a second as his mind put everything together, ‘He was here all this time watching us...’ Naruto’s mouth shut as Kakashi’s happy eye crinkled, but before his sensei could say anything Naruto said in a voice full of displeasure, “I hate you.”

“Now, now, Naruto. Is that any way to talk to your sensei?” asked Kakshi as his happy eye seemed to literally become even happier.

“Sadistic, bastard,” Naruto mumbled under his breath as he stood up and walked over to where Sakura and Sasuke were resting with the team’s sensei slowly following behind him.

“Well, now that it seems that you three have already warmed up with some sparring, I guess we should go to report in for our new mission!” Kakashi spoke up while already walking in the direction of the large red administration building off in the distance. Following the silver haired jounin was Sakura followed by the other two of the group.

“Hn,” Sasuke snorted while trying to control his already ragged breath, as Naruto walk next to him. “Your skills are pathetic, dobe.”

“Thanks for the update genius,” spat back Naruto watching the Uchiha neck muscles twitch. The boy knew that his friend hated being called ‘genius’, mainly because it was a label that had also been given to his traitor-of-a-brother. Seeing as the aches from Sasuke’s attack were diminishing as his healing ability set about its work, Naruto kept walking as he said with a smile, “You punch like a girl.”

Sasuke huffed quietly, but didn’t leave Naruto side as he seemed to be struggling with saying something. “Let’s spar again,” Sasuke said quietly, so that no one else could hear, while he turned his head away and avoid eye contact with Naruto.

Naruto shifted his eyes from the road to his teammate next to him, and saw that his old friend was having a hard time with the real words that he wanted to say. Helping his friend out, Naruto spoke up in a sullen tone, “Yeah...you weren’t half bad either.”

Sasuke’s eyes opened slightly, he realized that his teammate understood what he meant by his words. Looked over at the blonde next to him, the avenger saw Naruto glaring disdainfully at the ground while he thought, ‘Does he really understand?’ Looking forward and ridding himself of that train of thought, Sasuke smirked briefly then returned his face to its usual scowl while he walked along side his teammate. 

Naruto had noticed the play of emotions on his old friends face, and he quickly added as a tension breaker, “Don’t think for a minute that you’ll always be better than me! One of these days I’ll surpass you!”

“Yeah, when I’ve died of old age,” said Sasuke with a snort that sounded like a muffled chuckle.

****

Walking into the mission room, Naruto suddenly had a strange sense of deja vu. It wasn’t until he saw a different gennin team walk into the room with a tabby cat that had a pink bow around its neck that Naruto realized that this would be the day that Sandaime would give them their first C-rank mission. However, as the young gennin watched the proceedings, he suddenly got the feeling that something was wrong with the situation that he was witnessing.

“Good job Tokino!” said Iruka as he handed a scroll to Sandaime and went back to looking over the report.

“Tokino, your students have already done enough missions to warrant a upgrade to the next rank of mission,” said the old man as he handed the female jounin a scroll and continued by saying, “This next mission is a request by a native of the wave...”

Those words echoed in Naruto’s ears as he gapped at the old man while the sound of a door opening revealed a familiar face. A half-drunken man stumbled his way into the room and eyed the gennin team that was to be assigned to him. Closing his eye the old man shook his head briefly as he knew what he was bringing the youngsters into and said in a slurred voice, “These them?”

“Yes,” responded Sandaime with a nod, “Tokino, this is the master bridge builder from the wave, Tazuna. He’s asked for an escort back to his village, please watch over him.”

“Pleased to meet your acquaintance Tazuna-san,’ said the woman with a formal bow.

“Pfft...whatever,” said Tazuna leaving the room in a hurry, while Naruto smelled the sickly sweet smell of fear exuding from the bridge builder as he passed.

‘Why is it different? What did I do wrong?’ thought Naruto as he looked at the gennin team talking to their jounin sensei about their upcoming mission. ‘Will they survive their encounter with Zabuza? Hell...will they even continue on with the mission after Tazuna tells the truth?’ thought Naruto as he began to worry about the people of the wave.

Naruto was so deep in his thoughts that he never heard when the Hokage had called his team over and began explaining what mission they were going to do next. If it hadn’t been for the door slamming open at that moment Naruto would have completely missed the exchange between team seven and Sandaime.

“Hokage-sama!” called out a ragged looking ninja who sported severe wounds all over his body and a nasty slash across his face. The man was being supported by another ninja who wore dark paint around his eyes and a cloth mask over his mouth. “Hokage...sama,” said the man finally spotting the individual that he was looking for. Slowly with what seemed like labored breaths the man summed up the situation, “Northeastern outpost...attacked...Kaijimo village under siege...tried to retaliate...monster.” After that last words the man fell into unconsciousness as the ninja that was holding him, with the help of one of the ANBU guards nearby, dragged him away to the medical center.

“Kakashi,” said the Sandaime with a looked that seemed to be teetering on a decision, “your teams mission has changed. Your new mission will be reconnaissance and, if you deem it possible, reconciliation of this situation.”

“What if the situation is over our heads?” asked Kakashi, knowing that his students needed to know what the Hokage had planned.

“You will contact the nearest outpost, report the situation to me via messenger hawk, and return back to the village,” said Sandaime in a crisp manner, clearly looking at each of the copy-nins students.

“Hai, Hokage sama,” said Kakashi as he began to leave.

“What rank?” asked the Uchiha still standing in his spot looking at the Hokage.

Knowing what the boy was asking, the old man pursed his lips before saying, “C-rank.”

Nodding his head, Sasuke turned and joined his team as they filtered out of the mission room to prepare for the journey to the northwest.

****

Naruto was still thinking deeply about what had gone wrong while he walked up the stairs of his apartment complex. ‘Why are we going on this mission? How is that other team going to fare? Damn it! What the hell is happening?’ thought the boy as he turned the key and stepped into his tiny abode. The moment he was in Naruto felt suddenly light headed as he heard the voice the stupid fox saying something.

When the deep growls of the foxes voice started to become clear Naruto eyebrows shot up as he heard the fox saying, “Be ready brat! Another transformation is about to commence!”
“What! Wait! I haven’t gotten ready for the mission yet,” said Naruto as he began to feel a hot burning sensation at his navel around the area where his seal use to be located. Crossing the room Naruto sank to the floor an squirmed as brilliant pain shot once again through his body wracking every limb.

“Better to get it over with now than to waste time procrastinating,” the demon fox said in an almost happy voice, as it watched its sewer shake and tremble with the physical and mental pain that the boy was starting to go through.

Almost immediately he began to feel his muscles tear and rip as they began to grow and expanded to ridiculous proportions. Under the stress of the new heavy muscle, Naruto’s bones broke and then instantly begin to repair themselves. Naruto screamed out in surprise as he watched his skin bulge in places where the bone broke but the hadn’t been able to pierce the skin.

After the initial scream, he quickly muffled all of his screams to whimpers and groans as he thought, ‘I’ll be damned if I give that bastard the pleasure of hearing me scream.’ As he was thinking that, more pain wracked through his body, in turn he only growl and grunted as tears slid down his cheeks.

The fox stood up in its cage as it could already feel Naruto’s chakra reserves expanding forcefully with this new transformation. After hearing Naruto screams dying away to only become muffled groans and grunts, Kyuubi padded back into the darkness of its cage as it thought angrily, ‘Stubborn little flesh bag.”

Naruto thrashed around even more as a new influx of chakra began to go about healing him, giving him more muscle tissue and repairing his destroyed bones. As he was healing, the process of condensing the newly created muscle and bone was also taking place and it was like hell on earth to go through, because just as the foxes chakra would heal him the process would condense the bones or muscle causing more damage and more pain.

Naruto dropped to the floor, panting and aching all over. His eyes were unfocused and his senses seemed to be going haywire again as he tried to gain some semblance of control over his body. Finally, after several minutes of laying on the ground Naruto found that his eyesight was coming back into focus.

“You may want to stop grabbing your legs, fool. You might cut an artery,” said the Kyuubi in amusement as Naruto sat up right and looked down at his legs ‘almost’ screaming bloody murder. 

Naruto’s fingernails had bisected straight down the middle, where there was once a white line, revealing a new set of razor sharp claw-like fingernails extending out from them. Naruto let go of his leg while he inspected his new claws. ‘How the hell am I suppose to walk around with these on my hands!?’ yelled Naruto as he raked his claw across the wooden floor only to watch in sick fascination as the claws gouged out a large chunk of wood from the floor.

“Relax your hands and see what happens, idiot,” said the demons voice from within the blonde’s head.

Naruto rolled his eyes, but he did what he was told and forcefully relaxed the muscles in his hand as he watched, in fascination, claws-like fingernails slowly sink back into the fingertips as the fingernail closed back up leaving no trace that there was a claw present at all. ‘You blasted fox! What are you doing to me?’

“Like I said before, fleshbag...you are becoming a half-demon, and because of that you stand to gain some demon-like traits.” answered the fox with a clam demeanor.

‘DEMON LIKE TRAITS!? Are you saying that I’m going to grow tails and sprout ears?’ screamed Naruto in horror at the thought.

“Maybe,” the old demon lied, irritated at the boys reaction. 

‘What! You goddamn fox! If I grow ears and a tail I’m going to personally make your life a living hell!’ screamed Naruto still thinking about what would happen if people saw him like that.

“Your twelve years too late for that,” said the fox calmly, then continuing on before Naruto could understand and reply to that insult, “You will not grow such obvious traits...that is, unless you choose to have those traits. Besides...I don’t see what the problem is with having a tail or ears. If anything it would make a you bit more respectable and...”
‘NO!’ screamed Naruto while he heard the fox snapping its maw at him in anger. ‘I have enough troubles with the villagers thinking that I’m you. I don’t need them to see me actually looking like a miniature you!’

“Worms, I care not about what they think,” Kyuubi muttered in disdain. “Even though I said that you can choose whether or not you’ll have a certain trait, that doesn’t mean that it couldn’t happen,” replied Kyuubi as it sat back in it’s cage waiting for a reply from it’s vessel.

‘If it happens then I’ll deal with it,’ thought Naruto as he slowly began to half-drag himself to his dresser. His body still recovering from the transformation, Naruto slowly began to pack for the mission while Kyuubi’s voice seemed to disappear from his head. When he finished packing, Naruto only had enough energy to eat dried food rations that he had stored in his bedside stand as he laid on his bed and began to feel the exhaustion of the transformation catching up with him.

Before sleep claimed him, he heard the demon fox’s voice talking to him. “Begin reading that scroll you found,” commanded the fox as Naruto mentally groaned and turned in his bed as if trying to ignore the demons words. “Your chakra is no longer ‘just’ human chakra, brat!” the demon reminded him, “You will have to start training the youkai part of your chakra if you ever want to have a chance at grasping your potential as a hanyo.”
Naruto grumbled a curse at the fox before his eyelids closed and he passed out into a peaceful slumber.

Chapter 6 - The Monster of Kajimo

The next morning team seven set out for their first C-rank mission. Their destination was the border town known as Kajimo. From what their sensei had gleaned from the battered ninja, the messenger had ran non-stop to make it back to Konoha. The man’s condition was not critical, but he had been in one hell of a fight. Kakashi also learned that the outpost near Kajimo had been attacked by something in the middle of the night. Whoever the attacker was they had known to use the darkness of the new moon as cover and had killed two ninja before retreating. Not rembering much about town politics when their silver haired sensei told them that Kajimo was a ‘neutral zone’ town, Naruto asked for an explanation. Not surprisingly, it was Sakura who gave her teammate an in depth explanation — while both boys wore slightly confused and perturbed looks on their faces — on the topic of Naruto question.

“Kajimo is located directly on the boarder of both the Iron and Crystal counties. Of these two, one of them share a border with the Fire country,” said Sakura, eyes closed and a knowing smirk developing on her face as she wagged her finger back and forth. “ That country is known as the Iron country. They are currently under the protection and alliance of the fire country.” 

Both Naruto and Sasuke were trying to hide their chagrin at being lecture by their female teammate, but unfortunately it seemed only to make matters worse as Sakura continued to talk, “However, the Crystal country currently holds an alliance with the Lightning country. It is because of this strange situation that the town of Kajimo is often referred to as a neutral town...since it has no ‘real’ ties to either countries...”

“Correct,” chimed in Kakashi as he kept up a steady pace in front of the three gennin, “because of these alliances the town has become a sort of neutral zone for all four countries and their diplomats. However, there is another reason that Kajimo is an important town.”

Tilting his head sideways and suddenly feeling the need to bone up on his geography, Naruto asked, “What’s that?”

“Metal,” answered their cyclopean sensei, not missing a beat, or the frustrated look that Sakura sent him for upstaging her. “Kajimo has one of the largest metallic ore producing mines on this side of the continent, and it is because of this fact that we might just have to work with cloud-nin representatives.”

“Great,” huffed Sasuke looking down the road that they traveled, “more buffoons to interfere with our mission.”

Naruto gave the brooding avenger a silent critical look that spoke of something, but quickly released his gaze as he noticed Kakashi looking at him from the corner of his eye. “So...we’ll have to work with some more ninjas? I guess it isn’t that bad,” Naruto said, making Sasuke regard him with a frown, “I mean...they might be helpful, right?”

“Wrong,” said Kakashi as his voice lowered, turning around and stopping Kakashi looked at Naruto as he said, “the Cloud and the Leaf have had a rocky relationship ever since our last war with that particular ninja nation. It is because of this that I need you all to remember to keep your guard up at all times. Also...do not trust anyone unless they are from Konoha, or you have absolutely no other choice.”

‘I didn’t realize that Konoha and Kumo’s relationship was so strained,’ thought Naruto as he watched his sensei get back to walking the path that they were on. Silence had followed Kakashi’s words as the three young gennin suddenly all found themselves once again picking up speed to make it to their destination.

oooo

It would have take the group more than three days to travel to Kajimo, but in the end the four found that their luck was holding out when they ran into a small caravan heading for the same destination. Hitching a ride on the back of the horse dawn wagons, they rested as the caravan went non-stop towards Kajimo

It was when they were passing through the Iron country that Naruto pointed out that there weren’t many villages. This, of course, lead to another of Sakura’s explanations...and a glare from Sasuke. During the lecture, he learned that Iron country was nothing more than a ‘backwater’ country and it was only prize for its abundance of natural resources and farming land. Of course the young boy, who was no stranger to some of the smaller nuances of the politics of war, saw how important this land would be if ever war descended on the Fire country. However, he still could get the nagging feeling that something big was going to happen out of his head.

It wasn’t long before the group, traveling along a tall ridge of earth that seemed to stretch off into the distance, noticed a rather large town that seemed to be nestled between two gigantic mountains. The town plugged up a small valley that seemed to lead north. The town below, from what everyone on the ridge could see, was covered in a fine white mist. This smoke was anything but normal, and Naruto could attest to that as the strong smell of sulfur and other chemicals reached his nose and make him wince in revulsion. The smog, that hung over the town like a smelly veil, was a testament to the amount of smithing shops and iron works that littered the area. 

Barely picking up the faint sound of machinery working in the distance, Naruto knew that they were approaching the town. The smell of the smog was getting to the blonde, its acrid smell and taste seemed to make him queasy with every breath full. Not wanting to take any chances, Naruto quickly went about fishing out his handkerchief and an extra roll of white bandages. 

Placing the handkerchief over his mouth and nose Naruto went to work securing the cloth with his bandages. Sasuke, who had not said a word through almost the entire trip, opened an eye to see what was going on with all the shuffling in the small covered wagon. “What are you doing, dobe?”

“None of your business, jerk,” Naruto growled out as he found the bandages were not holding as tightly to the cloth as he would like.

“Hn,” said Sasuke as he turned his head away but was still keeping an eye out on the blonde. ‘Why do I feel like he’s hiding something?’ wondered the young Uchiha. 

When Naruto had finally fixed his bandages he sighed in relief, especially at the significantly reduced smell of the smog that his nose caught. Putting away the left over bandages Naruto reached for the cloth that covered the wagon only to find Sakura gasping in surprise and mumbling an apology. ‘Huh? What’s that all about?’ wondered Naruto, as he passed by her and jogged up to his sensei. Focusing his attention at the sight of the two mountains on the horizon he focused his keen eyesight to the fires that were lit along the mountain side. ‘A path,’ Naruto thought while following the faint yellow flickers to a gaping cave that seemed to be several meters wide.

“Soaring Eagle Pass,” commented Kakashi, thinking that Naruto was gazing at the mountains. “It leads into the Crystal country, and is — unfortunately — one of many valleys that wind its way into that particular country.”

“So, again, what are we suppose to do?” asked Naruto still gazing at the cave entrance.

“Maa...supposedly something attacked the out post and there have been rumors spreading among the villagers that a monster is lurking within the mines,” answered Kakashi turning his head and cooly registering Naruto’s new look with a bored expression. “In short, we are to first investigate the occurrences, then judge whether we’ll be able to handle the situation, and either eliminate the problem or report to the...”

“Yeah, yeah...” Naruto interrupted waving his hand in front of his face annoyed that all Kakashi was saying was what was discussed in the mission room, “...we are to report to the nearest out post and hurry home.”

“That’s right,” said Kakashi sternly, “if I consider the risk too great we are going to pull out. Is that understood?”

Though Naruto would never admit it, he had to force himself to swallow when his sensei glare at him with just enough refined ki¹ to make him understand the seriousness of the situation. “Hai, hai,” drawled the blonde while hiding his obviously shaken visage with a quick turn of the head.

“By the way, Naruto,” Kakashi said before his student had time to slink away. “Last time I check, I was the only member of team seven who wore a mask. Is there something you want to tell me?” asked the masked man quietly, almost as if he was looking for a specific answer, but instead of explaining the situation, Naruto chose only to shake his head. “Really? Mmm...” replied Kakashi as he turned his head to now see the town gates appearing in the distance.

The walk was quiet. ‘Too quiet,’ thought the blonde gennin checking his sensei with a sideways glance. Watching his sensei walking along side him, with his face deep within his book, made Naruto almost shake his head in frustration. More than a decade of working closely with the man known as the Copy-nin of Konoha had given Naruto a basic ability of telling his ex-sensei’s moods through his body language alone.

Coincidently, the jounin was at the moment giving off his ‘I’m not going to let this drop’ vibe. Sighing mentally, Naruto spoke up only loud enough so his teacher and mission leader could hear him. “The air is making me sick,” the boy finally answered watching his sensei put away his book..

Kakashi casually glanced at Naruto’s partially covered face. Adjusting his sight towards the ever growing gates of the town, he said with a mischievous gleam in his eye,  “Ahh, and here I was thinking you were trying to be more like me, since...as you know...imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.”

Almost falling on his face Naruto regained his balance while sending a searing gaze at his now happily chuckling sensei. “Humph, that’s the last time I ever try to be serious with you,” growled the blonde as quietly as he could while feeling the hairs on the back of his neck bristling in indignation at Kakashi’s words.

“Mmm? Did you say something?” asked the jounin sensei from behind his book.

Naruto quickly mastered his expression to that of a pout as he grumbled, “No...it’s nothing.”

Kakashi began scrutinizing Naruto as the caravan slowly stopped several meters away from the gates. However, his attention was quickly diverted as Sakura came running up to the pair and said in a loud voice. “Kakashi-sensei! The caravan master said that this is as far as he will travel with us.”

Taking a look around, sure enough Kakashi spotted a worn trail leading towards the town gates. Turning back to his two students he told them to prepare to move out as he went over to the caravan boss and thanked him for their generosity.

“Hn, generosity my ass,” Sasuke mutter quietly to himself, which was loud enough for Naruto to hear, “they probably would have expected us to fight for them if bandits had attacked. Plus I doubt they would have payed us for the protection.”

Nodding his head in silent agreement, Naruto decided to keep quiet as the young Uchiha strode past him and began his trek down the worn path to the town. Several hours after their departure from the caravan, the four ninja cell found themselves standing out side of the town gate. In reality the so-called ‘gate’ was nothing more than several giant logs that had been strapped together to form a sort of barrier between the town and the wilderness.

Giving the gate a calculating look, Naruto began to wonder whether this gate was actually useful or not. Knocking at the door of one of the guard posts Kakashi presented to the guard, that appeared in front of them, their papers as well as the letter that had been sent.

The young man, after scratching his head in confusion, shrugged his shoulders as if he didn’t understand why they were their. Turning around, he picked up a phone-like device that was just on the inside of the guard station, and said, “Rai-san we have four who have business with Hatsuchi-sama. Open the gate.”

As soon as the phone-like device was hung up, the sound of massive gears began to echo through the air as the large wooden gate shook. The four waited for the gate to open for them, but when the gears stopped grinding, the gate was still closed.

Of to the side of the large imposing gate, a small hidden door swung open and an old man popped his head out while yelled at the four and waving them over to the door, “What the hell are you doing staring at the gate like a bunch of weirdoes! Come on! I don’t have all day!”

Both Sakura and Sasuke seemed to almost fall to the ground in surprise, Naruto’s head tilted to the side as his shoulder dropped, his face showing that he was throughly confused and flustered. Only Kakashi seemed to be taking this all in stride as he said, “Maa, at least they have a sense of humor.”

****

Lead by the old man, who had opened the gate/door for them, the team of ninjas were lead down a small corridor. Coming out of the other side of the corridor, team seven was greeted with the sight of a huge sprawling town that seemed to have been build on rolling hills.

“Welcome to Kajimo,” said the old man gruffly as he pulled a lever and the three preteens watched a stone slab slowly cover the corridor that they had just walked through. Naruto was surprised to see that behind the rickety old gate, that had looked to be made from tree trunks was a solid stone wall that had to be at least two stories tall.

“I guess the gate really was all for show,” the blonde muttered.

“Course it is,” answered the old man who hear the boy’s comment, “who, in their right mind, would make such a shitty looking gate their first like of defense?”

Naruto had no comeback for that and so he conceded to the man as he shrugged his shoulders and gave the old man a look as to say ‘beats me’. Eyeing the young ninja, the old man laughed as he signaled them to follow him, “Hatsuchi gave me orders to guide you to the city hall. I’m guessing that he’ll meet you there.”

“I was hoping to find out a little more about the rumors of a mon...” Kakashi began to say when the man in front made a quick motion and began shushing the jounin.

“Shush! At the moment...” said the man looking around to see if anyone was listening to the conversation, “...speaking about such things is not encouraged. I’m sure that Hatsuchi will brief you with all the information. If anything, the man is good with details.” Kakashi nodded his head as their guide went back to leading them through the variable maze of streets and wooden platforms that dotted the landscape. 

All the while both Naruto and Kakashi were often found holding their noses when they passed by the several smelting shops that were on their way to the city hall. Reaching the center of the city, Naruto saw something that was very strange. There, rising out of the ground in front of the group, was another large wall. However, this time it seemed to bisect the town in two as beyond the pair of iron gates that were visible was even more houses and business. 

“On the other side of the wall is the Crystal country,” explained the man, “the wall was erected to keep the two sides of Kajimo from having disputes. Walking up a well worn path the four finally stood before a gigantic building that seemed to radiate a sense of brisk, business seriousness. Naruto noticed that the building was straddling the wall as one half layed on the iron’s side and the other on crystal’s side.

“Here we are! The city hall,” stated the old man ginning at the people following him. “This is where our leaders work together with the diplomats from both fire and lightning countries. Opening the front door to the imposing building the man ushered the ninja. Supposedly the old man disappeared to find the man named Hatsuchi, but they had been waiting in the lobby for several minutes.

Everywhere Naruto looked, he saw expensive items. A jewel encrusted vase, a silk tapestry, hell there was even an ancient looking painting that was protected by a couple of inches of glass. Whistling loudly Naruto said, “Well, it doesn’t look like they’ll run out of money anytime soon.”

“Baka,” said Sasuke as he watched Naruto turn to glare at him, “

“Ah! I see that you are finally here,” said a high pitched voice from behind the group.

Naruto turned around only to, once again, have his eyes almost jump from their sockets. Standing before them was a tall brutish looking man. He had black hair, and a well maintained goatee, but that wasn’t what made Naruto suddenly become very scared. No, it was the fact that this man was wearing a very violent pink shirt with ruffles and rhinestones, while his white pants seemed to be a size too small for him.

“I’m am so relieved that my request was so quickly accepted,” said Hatsuchi as he looked at the four ninja in front of him. “Hmm...though I thought that at least they were going to send me some strapping young men...oh well,” said the muscle bound man as he eyed both Sasuke and Kakashi with interest. “At least they didn’t send me anyone ugly. Right, honey?” Hatsuchi asked Sasuke while winking at him.

Every muscle in Sasuke’s body wanted nothing more than to leave the room at the moment, but unfortunately the young Uchiha was willing himself to stand with the others as Kakashi spoke up, “You must be Hatsuchi-san, correct?”

“Yes, but you can call me Chi-chan if you like,” said the man in earnest, not noticing Naruto’s face slowly contorting into what threatened to be a full out laugh.

“I’m sorry,” said Kakashi turning his hand up and shrugging his shoulder while lying through his teeth, “I’m bad with names to begin with. So, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll keep it to Hatsuchi-san.”

‘Smooth move, Kakashi-sensei,’ Naruto thought and grinned, while giving a thumbs up to Kakashi from behind the very feminine man’s back. To which his one eyed sensei sent back a quick ‘victory’ hand sign.

“Well, that’s fine,” said Hatsuchi with a bit of disappointment in his voice that made Sasuke shiver yet again, “Then shall we go to my ‘private’ office to discuss the details of the mission?”

“Ehh?!” Kakashi asked as he saw his students holding back their snickers.

“Yes, I’m sure that our sensei will represent us very well,” said Naruto with a full blow mischievous smirk arching across his face.

Naruto was then given a bit of extra help when Sasuke added, “Sensei is the leader of our group.” Sakura looked to be about ready to add her own two cents worth, when the three gennin began to feel the room slowly dropping in temperature.

Looking over at their sensei, the trio gulped simultaneously as they felt killing intent washing over them. “Ah,” said Kakashi in a wise tone of voice, “but I thought that I told you that being on this team meant one thing...”

Naruto cringed as he saw the copycat-nin slowly making his way over to them with his happy eye seeming to literally convey his malicious intentions. Slowly, as if time itself had bowed down to the power of the man that stood in front of the gennin, Kakashi’s eye opened revealing a dark eye that seemed to tug on the three’s very souls, “Teamwork...is what I’m referring to. Don’t you remember...a ninja that breaks the rules is trash...”

This next part was said with a voice that seemed to lack any emotion and instead promised a lifetime in hell for anyone who would say otherwise, “...but, those who would leave their friends behind are scum.”

The three understood the silent threat that Kakashi had issued to them, ‘Leave me behind with this man, and I will make your lives a living hell!’ And so, hanging their heads the three young gennin and a happy looking jounin were lead by Hatsuchi to his private office to discuss the mission.

Chapter 7 - The Monster of Kajima pt.2
Sitting on the mats of the room that was provided for them, Naruto looked out the widow at the setting sun, while he ran through what they had talked about in the meeting.

Walking into Hatsuchi’s private room, Naruto watched the mans face become filled with worry and exhaustion almost immediately. “No one will be able to hear what we do in here,” said Hatsuchi as he was met with three stunned faces. Chuckling the man waved his hand through the air while posing and asking in a teasing voice, “What? Has my beauty left you shocked?”

“Hem,” coughed Kakashi while regarding the man in front of him with a wary eye, “...about the mission?” Kakashi watched as the man’s smile faded and was replace with a serious frown that seemed to answer one of Kakashi’s question right off the bat. ‘It must be very serious if he has a face like that,’ thought Kakashi nodding for his students to take their seats.

“Yes, enough fooling around,” said the large man as he strode over to the even larger table that the room provided and sat down.

“What can you tell us about the mission?” asked Sasuke, trying to get this over as quickly as possible.

“From the reports that we have received and the first hand accounts, all that we can tell is there is someone or something in the mines that is killing off miners left and right,” Hatsuchi said with a sigh as he leaned back his chair and reached for some files that were sitting on his desk. “So far there have been over twenty reported murders, plus several ‘missing person’ reports. All of them have occurred around the mountain and all of them were either miners or related to miners.”

“Related to miners?” asked Sakura not getting what that meant.

“Children, wives, brothers, sisters, parents,” answered Hatsuchi as stared unblinkingly at the pink haired girl, “one miner lost his entire family within one month.”

“It’s not bandits,” whispered Naruto but was heard by Kakashi as the cyclopean jounin asked him to elaborate why the thought that. ‘Damn it,’ thought Naruto as he said slowly, “Well, I would think that bandits wouldn’t want to bring too much attention to themselves, right?”

Kakashi nodded thoughtfully while Sasuke looked at Naruto with calculating eyes, and Sakura said in a condescending tone of voice, “Naruto, that almost sounds like you’ve actually put some thought into this.”

“He’s right,” said Hatsuchi as he pulled out a paper and set it down on the table, “even if this was the work of bandits they would have robbed each of these people of their possessions and money. However, each and everyone of the victims still had their belongings and valuables on them.” Sitting back in his office chair the large man sighed as he said, “That’s why we think it’s the work of an animal or something.”

“Is there any other information that would help us?” asked Sakura, seeing that the information given was sketchy at best.

“Unfortunately that’s all I have, but it seems as if diplomat Kansai on the other side of the town has also looked into this matter. I’m sure that they have some information as well. If that information is useful or not, well...we won’t know unless they decide to share it with us.”

“Maa...it’s been a long journey, and think it best if we get some rest before heading out,” said Kakashi while closing the file that he held in his hands.

“Ah, yes! We have provided you a room at the local inn, just tell them you’re the envoy from Konoha and they’ll take care of it,” said Hatsuchi as he stood up and bow at the four while saying, “I can only hope that you’ll be able to figure out this mystery.” Team seven returned the gesture and then silently strode out of the office while heading to the inn.
Checking the time piece in the room, the blonde sighed as he remembered the words of a certain demon lord echoing in his head “Your chakra is no longer ‘just’ human chakra, brat! You will have to start training the youkai part of your chakra if you ever want to have a chance at grasping your potential as a hanyo” Growling in frustration, the boy went to his yellow backpack and dug to the bottom where he felt the cold embrace of metal. Pulling out the old silver scroll case, which now sported several extra binding beads and seals around its outsides, Naruto gripped it in his hand as he thought, ‘Should I really train the demon side of me?”

“You would be an idiot if you didn’t,” said a dark voice from with in Naruto head.

‘I wasn’t asking you,’ growled the boy, angered that the demon was listing in on his thoughts.

“Hn,” sneered the fox as it continued to talk, “it’s just my opinion. Take it or leave it.”

Naruto rolled his eyes as he heard the foxes voice fade, a signal that it had severed the connection between him and it. Glaring at the case the boy finally decided what he was going to do as he made a quick note saying that he went in search of ramen. He knew that not one of his teammates would be suspicious of the note, since it described something that he usually did.

Opening the window, Naruto jumped out and began racing across the roof tops of the village as he made his way to a more wooded area. Finding a spot far away from the rest of the town he stared at the scroll one last time before he began to undo the seal on it.

With the first layer of seals and beads undone Naruto felt the scroll pulse slightly, as if it had a heartbeat. He also felt a strange tingling sensation in his hands as he began to undo the other layers. Finally, with the last layer the pulse was now a definite thump and the tingling transformed into, what he could only described as, a warm breeze flowing from the scroll case. Carefully, he pried the cap off the case and was floored by the heated air that seemed to flow out of the silver case. Pulling out the scroll, Naruto glanced down at it and began reading what seemed to be a journal of sorts. The journal was written by a man named Inuchi, and it described his pact with a demon dog to make him a hanyo.

Reading on, Naruto discovered that when a person is transformed that it was almost impossible to be transformed back, as Inuchi had discovered when he had become an outcast from his village. Slowly the journal turned from outlining the man’s life to explaining how he dealt with controlling his demonic powers.

However, before Naruto could read on the ink on the scroll formed a face as the paper seemed to stretch. “Whoa!” yelled Naruto flinging the scroll away as the face of a dog seemed to be pushing it’s way out of the paper.

“Why so frightened, meat-sack?” asked a sneering voice within Naruto’s mind scape, “It’s just a sealed demon.”

“What!?” Naruto yelled at himself or more accurately the Kyuubi, “What do you mean ‘just a sealed demon’!”

“It happens,” said the ancient demon in an unconcerned voice, “some demons over step their boundaries and that is their price to pay.”

Naruto lifted a skeptical eyebrow as he said in a sarcastic tone of voice, “And I’m sure you don’t include yourself in that grouping, hmm?” the answer Naruto received was nothing but a threatening growl that seemed to rumble his head. “That’s what I thought,” replied the boy with a smug look on his face.

Turning his attention back to the flailing scroll Naruto watched as the inky face of the dog demon focused its two dimensional eye on him. “You,” came the muffled voice from the scroll. The voice had sounded garbled, almost as if the speaker had his mouth filled with cotton. “Release me,” ordered the entity.

Closing his eyes the blonde pinched his nose and simply said, “No.”

The figure in the scroll bucked wildly while howling and cursing, but nothing changed. Finally settling down, the dog once again turned his eye towards Naruto and said, “Please.”

That shocked Naruto. Never in his life both future and present would he have ever thought a demon would say that word. Now here he was looking down at a sealed demon who seemed to be pleading with him. “Release me, and I’ll enter a pact with you,” said the dog trying to appeal to the boy.

“No thanks,” Naruto said as he stretched his hands out and made his claws appeal from the tips of his fingers, “I already have one of those...and that’s all I need, thank you very much.”

“Then you are kin! Please release me!” yelled the demon dog as best as it could while still sounding muffled.

“No,” Naruto shook his head, “how do I know that you won’t attack me? Or the village?”

“A pact...” the dog growled out sounding weaker, “...anything...”

“Say yes,” rumbled the voice of the great fox in Naruto’s head.

‘Why should I?’ shot back the blonde, angry that the fox was telling him what to do.

“A pact is more than just lending demonic powers to humans you hairless dunce!” snapped the Kyuubi.

Naruto thought about this as he looked down at the inky dog, who seemed to be begging with his eyes. ‘I know I’m going to regret this,’ said the boy as he cleared his throat saying with a sigh, “I accept. How do we seal this deal?”

The dog’s face suddenly became animated as it said, “Blood shall unseal me and form a pact...but you must call...my new name...to complete the pact.”

‘New name?’ thought Naruto as he bit his thumb and watched as the blood dripped onto the scroll. Each drop of blood seemed to disappear as it hit the parchment while a white mist slowly began to roll out of the paper. ‘What is this feeling?’ wondered Naruto as warmth slowly began to wash over him.

“That...monkey...is youkai. Make sure you remember its feeling,” whispered the demon within Naruto.

Naruto ignored the demon fox as he thought of a name for the demon dog. ‘Madaro? Mmm, not tough sounding. Hakubi? No, too arrogant. Naruto Jr.? Hmm...’ The mist finally began to settle, and as it did Naruto eyes opened wide as a name seemed to echo in his head while the a steady wind whipped through the clearing making the leaves in the trees rustle while he whispered...

“Ishin.”

A loud howl came from the mist as it seemed to swirl briefly before dissipating, leaving a large man-sized dog standing where the scroll once resided. The dog’s ivory white fur shimmered in the moon light as it tilted its head back howled once again in happiness. At first glance, Naruto could believe his eyes. The demons fur was the color of bleached ivory and with the moon providing its pale light the pelt seemed to shimmer. It’s tail, though quiet bushy, was the same coloring as its body except for the tip which was a startling shade of blue. Turning it’s head Ishin slowly took in the sight of his new master as Naruto did the same. 

It was like looking into a mirror...well, not exactly...but if you just counted the dogs eyes then it would. Two sets of sapphire eyes met, and Naruto gulped gently seeing the sharp teeth the dog had suddenly exposed. On the dogs face there was silvery blue markings that surrounded its eyes and face only to trail off and curl gracefully. In a sense, the markings reminded Naruto of the depictions of wind that he had seen in some of Sai’s drawings.

A loud groan seemed to pull Naruto out of his thoughts as he saw the large demon dog’s mouth hit the ground in a comical fashion. “Nooo!” cried out the dog as he flopped his head down and began slapping his paw into the ground over and over. “Kuso!” growled out a deep booming voice, “I have the most rotten luck in the world! Why, Kami-sama! Why must you make my life a tragic comedy!”

Naruto’s eye twitched in annoyance. He knew that the ivory furred dog was referring to him. “Oi, I’m right here, you know?” Naruto yelled angrily while the dog continued on with his little act.

“Screw it! Seal me up again! Anything, but...this!” sobbed the canine, looking over at the blonde who was now staring daggers at him.

“Oi! You mangy furrball!” yelled Naruto. The small clearing became dead silent, as the demon narrowed its eyes at its supposed new master and bared its teeth in bristling fury.

“Not many in my life time have called me that, brat. And I’ll be damned, pact or no pact, to let you say that again,” muttered the demon darkly while its tail twitched menacingly.

In the deepest voice that his young body could manage, Naruto said with cold anger that seemed to come from the depths of his soul, “Be quiet.” 

Locking gazes with the large dog demon, he glared at it with everything that he could muster. From the depths of the icy blue eyes the demon dog gasped mentally as he saw the unwavering, calculating look of a mighty warrior staring back at him from deep within those sky blue orbs. Looking harder, the demon could almost see an overlapping image of what this boy would become one day...and to tell the truth, it frightened him.

“Pact or no pact, you say?” said Naruto as his sapphire eyes bored into the demons head with intensity that the demon never even thought the hanyou could possess. “From what I understand, you entered a pact with me. That means,” Naruto said while turning his back on the dog, a gesture that he understood to be a sort of insult along the lines of ‘you’re so weak I don’t even need to face you’, “that your honor is on the line, not mine.”

The blonde knew that this was the final nail in the coffin. ‘Demon honor’ was not something to be messed with, as he had found out through his interaction with the fox and the other bijuu that he had seen in his past lifetime. Ishin immediately made his anger know as he growl furiously, but even with all his posing the demon knew that the boy had it right. No demon would ever allow some hanyou to disgrace him let alone dirty his honor. Slowly the dog put away his anger and bruised ego, as his growling stopped and he asked suspiciously, “Fine. What pact will you be asking of me?” 

“I need a teacher,” Naruto simply replied turning around to face the demon again.

“I’m not a teacher, kid,” Ishin spat out in disgust before he stood up proudly and said, “I’m a warrior and a hunter. Teaching is for weaklings or females.”

Naruto allowed a smile to glace his lips as he thought about Sakura-chan and what she would do to this dog if he ever said anything like that in front of her. Shaking his head to rid himself of his thoughts, he said in response, “Hai, hai, but I still need you to teach me how to use youkai chakra.”

“How to use youkai?” asked the dog in confusion as it began looking closer at the boy in front of him. “Impossible...you’re a hanyou and yet you don’t know how to use your youkai?”

Naruto looked away with a bit of discontent lacing his voice, “I wasn’t always like this.”

The demons brows lifted in understanding as it sniffed the air and suddenly became very still. “The ninth...” whispered the dog as it gave Naruto a look that seemed to border on incredulity and fear, “...y-you bear the nine-tails, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” answered Naruto watching the dog slowly hang its head in what seemed to be thought.

“Fine, you need a teacher?” Ishin suddenly spoke up with renewed vigor, while erupting into smoke. When the white cloud parted it revealed that he had transformed into a smaller version of himself. “I will accompany you as your...tea..teach...mentor,” said the dog, obviously still having a hang up on the idea of being a teacher.

“However,” said the dog turning away from Naruto, “I refuse to enter any human villages, too many bad experiences. We will train every night. And if you need me...” Closing it’s eyes in concentration, a reddish aura enveloped Ishin as a strands of blue swirling energy appeared in the air in front of Naruto. The blonde watched in fascination as the strands wove together and became a piece of cloth similar to those that the hitai-ate were usually mounted on. Grabbing the cloth out of the air, the blue eyed shinobi noticed that it was a dark blue coloring and had silvery grey swirls, like those that Ishin sported around his eyes.

“This piece of cloth will afford you some minor protection, but its most interesting function is that it will allow you to call me from where ever I am. To summon me you need only to pour some of your youkai into the cloth and call my name. Only use this for our training sessions and in emergencies.” Walking away from the blonde Ishin called out as he reached the forest tree line, “Tomorrow we start your training, be ready...”

And with that said, the dog vanished into thin air leaving Naruto to just stare at the cloth in his hands. ‘Great,’ Naruto mentally complained, ‘now what do I do?’ Knowing that he had better get back before the others became suspicious, Naruto walked over to the scroll only to find it charred and unreadable. Sighing deeply at the loss, the adult turned boy began heading back to the town, but not before he fastened the cloth that was given to him around his right arm.

****

Making it back to the inn, as he walked down the hallway that lead to the teams room, Naruto’s acute hearing caught the tail end of a discussion that Kakashi was having with his other teammates. Knowing that Kakashi had probably already sensed him, Naruto made no move to slow down as he reached the door and opened it to find his jounin sensei eyeing him as he said, “So good of you to join us, Naruto!”

Sasuke turned his head from looking out the window and greeted the blonde in his usual condescending manner, “Hn, dobe.”

“Naruto! Where were you?” Sakura spoke up as she placed her hand on her hips and scowled at him.

“Uh, didn’t you get my note?” asked Naruto as he looked around the room for the paper that he written on.

“Oh? Do you mean this?” asked Kakashi as he pulled out said note and waved it about.

“Kakashi-sensei! Why didn’t you tell us that Naruto left a note?” Sakura said angrily, now feeling that she had acted foolishly in front of Sasuke.

“It must have slipped my mind,” said the jounin easily, only to redirect everyone’s attention by asking, “So Naruto? Did you fid any good ramen stands?”

“Ramen stands?” Sakura repeated, “Sensei? What are you talking about? Kajima is known, in this area, for its pork dumplings. I doubt there would be any ramen stands in this town.”

“Oh, really?” said Kakashi while looking shocked by opening his eye a bit wider than usual. “Then I wonder, why it took Naruto so long to come back from searching for one?”

‘You sneaky bastard,’ Naruto growled with in his mind.  Quickly looking at Sakura, Naruto couldn’t help but think, ‘And Sakura-chan...you’re playing right into his hands!’ Thinking quickly and coming up with a response that everyone would accept, Naruto shifted his expression to one of embarrassment as he ran his finger through the hair on the back of his head while whispering, “I got lost.”

“Lost? Geez, Naruto! Only you could get lost in a place like this!” said Sakura while throwing her arms into the air in frustration. 

“Sakura-chan,” Naruto said in a whiny voice, “this place is huge!”

“Stop complaining and sit down,” said Sasuke as he looked away from his team and stared out the window. Sakura nodded her head in agreement as made herself comfortable on her sleeping bag and waited for their conversation to start up again. While Sakura back was turned, Naruto made a rude gesture towards Sasuke as he flopped down next to his sensei and gave the man a smile that could give Gai a run for his money. 

Kakashi, on the other hand, was too caught up in thought to give Naruto’s antics any attention. ‘He diffused the situation quiet well,’ thought the jounin, sending an appraising look Naruto’s way, ‘a bit too well. 

Awaking from his musings, Kakashi turned his head to see the boy regarding his other teammates with ease as they talked about their mission and what was require from them. ‘Why do I get the feeling that he’s hiding something from me?’ pondered the Copy-nin as he searched for a clue in the boy’s eyes, and found nothing, ‘I need to get to the bottom of this.’

Kakashi looked away from his student after having no success, he completely missed the worried look that seemed to stretch across the boy’s face when he felt that his sensei’s eyes were off him. ‘Damn it,’ thought the boy. He knew that he’s sensei was just being cautious and protective of the team, but Naruto didn’t want the truth to come out just yet. However, he already knew that he was on Kakashi’s radar, and if he was true then it meant his teacher wouldn’t be giving up on his interrogation until he got to the bottom of the mystery that was in front of him. Sighing deeply, Naruto unconsciously placed his hand over the area where Ishin’s gift was now tied to. “Kuso,” mumbled the young boy looking at the ground in front of him while half listening to the instructions that the others seemed to be going over, before he said to himself, ‘this is getting too complicated.’
