Dark Horizon

by Ethan Darkcrow
In the deep darkness of the night, fires raged out of control while its orange light flickered and reflected off the billowing smoke that it produced. Illuminated by the fire light, there stood a gigantic statue of a humanoid demon, which seemed as if it had been summoned from hell itself, seeing as it’s upped torso, hand and forearms were the only things visible above ground. The ominous statue would have been a fearful sight, that is...if it had not been so throughly damage, that pieces of it’s head were missing, as well as several fingers on one arm, and a hand on the other.

Never before had any ninja, from the hidden village of Konoha, witnessed such a fearful amount of power, which had been on display throughout the battle. Nor could they deny that the event, that took place before their eyes, was something that none of them, with their meager strength and cowardice, could ever reproduce. This was a day that would forever be etched into the minds of all Konoha shinobi, and it will be remembered as the day that the demon vessel, who was known as Naruto, save them and their village from certain destruction.

In the middle of the raging inferno that surrounded the nine-eyed, alien statue, there laid several men. These men all had three things in common, which had resulted in their deaths

First, they all wore the black and red-cloud robes of the organization that was known as Akatsuki. 

Second, they had made it their goal to gain power by enslaving powerful demons known as bijuu(. 

The third, and last, reason why these men’s souls were no long with the living, was the simple fact that they dared to kill one shinobi who was not about to let them succeed in their plans.

A shinobi that went by the name of Uzumaki Naruto. Even now the memory of the battle that had taken place was still fresh in the mind of everyone that had either witnessed or fought in it...

No more than a young teenager, the blonde haired demon vessel knew what had to be done to save his loved ones, especially since the eminent threat of destruction by the hand of the Akatsuki was the horizon. There was no hesitation, he didn’t cry or mope...instead the young teenagers eye’s gained a steely conviction about them as he performed a technique that he knew meant certain death for him.

The eight gates preparation technique, was a technique that, if used to its fullest, would provide a normal ninja with the power of a kage for a short amount of time. However, this technique was usually used by ‘normal’ humans, not jinnchuruki, who had that almost limitless chakra supply of their demon counterparts.

Opening the last gate, Uzumaki Naruto briefly transended the boundary lines of mortality into godhood. With in a fraction of a minute, the blonde quickly dispatched the newer members of the Akatsuki, he then set his sights on those who he had personal grudges against.

Hoshigaki Kisame, a missing-nin from the mist and one of the more powerful members of the Akatsuki, was gutted just like the fist that he resembled. Kanon, the blue haired side kick to Pein, found herself ripped apart when the young god used a technique that made him disappear into nothing more than a flash of bright yellow light. The aforementioned Pein, had put up a good fight, but it was unfortunate for the man that the young blonde had not only defeated his other incarnations, but he had also figured out that the hell god stature was directly linked to his body. With that knowledge in hand, Naruto sent a small clone army to demolition the statue.  

Many watched in sick fascination as the so-called leader of akatsuki slowly succumbed to the Naruto’s devastating attack against the statue that he summoned.

The last three members were the three that had caused much strife and pain in his life, not surprisingly all three of them were related. Uchiha Itachi, Sasuke and Obito all stood looking down at the boy who was single handedly laying waste to their plans for power. Acting as if they were not even slightly bother by the blondes presence all three Uchiha men used their advanced bloodline limit and began drawing the teenager into the illusionary realm of the red moon. The trio had hoped that the strain from the three attacks would cause his mind to completely shatter and wither away, but what happen next showed them that they had grossly underestimated the boy’s strength in this state.

The illusionary realm, which was suppose to be inescapable, shattered before their very eyes as the young man appeared before his old teammate and friend in a burst of light, and said with a tear rolling down his cheek, “Good bye...brother.” A kunai entered the youngest Uchiha’s head, sparing him a painful death.

Uchiha Obito, self proclaimed leader of Akatuski and vessel for the elderly vengeful spirit of one Uchiha Madara, took a step back knowing that his death was but moments away. Unlike his elder, Uchiha Itachi didn’t move from his position. No, the elder brother of Sasuke, was instead closing his eyes and smiling as Naruto drove a kunai into the mans chest before following up with a kunai to the temple. The murdering Uchiha fell with a smile still on his lips...as if he had finally found some measure of happiness in his death.

Madara’s death was nothing like the others. No, where the others had incurred only Naruto’s wrath, this evil specter in a borrowed body had stirred up a fury within Naruto that burnt brighter and hotter than one-hundred suns. 

“The figure in black told me I would gain power, damn it! Where is he now? Huh!? Where is that black cloaked bastard!” yelled the master mind behind the Akatsuki, looking more the part of a insane psychopath instead of evil organization’s leader.

There was no warning and no talking when the blonde haired shinobi produced an overcharged rasengan, and with out giving his enemy any time to think drilled it into the evil man’s chest. Feeling the visible effects the technique, Madara never thought that the technique would leave him in such pain. 

The evil man could feel his body slowly shutting down from the aftereffects of the wind chakra slicing into him, and as sharp bouts of pain wrack his body he screamed out curses to a world that had already forgotten him. It was with one final shuddering breath that Uchiha Madara howled in primal anger as he flopped to the ground dead and unmoving.

Those events had happened over a half hour ago, and the forest on fire – which now resembled a flaming inferno – was a result of the battle that had taken place. Watching the flames burn brightly, Naruto sat on the ground as he could feel the last spurt of his tenets chakra waning. He knew on the other side of wall of fire was his friends and psudo-family, and he knew that they wouldn’t make it in time. So he made up his mind, and sat as peacefully as he could while allowing two tears to escape his heavy eyelids.

The Kyuubi had known what his jailor had done, and it had begun trying to undo the damage that the boy had done. After Naruto had defeated Madara, when he collapsed on the ground feeling the last of his natural chakra beginning to cycle through his system, the fox – in its bid for survival – compromised itself as it began purifying it’s own tainted chakra and merging it with the boys.

However, though the Kyuubi’s chakra may be godly in strength and amount, it wasn’t quiet as infinite as many believed it to be. So it was with heavy heart when Naruto began to feel the foxes chakra slowly ebbing away, even though he couldn’t have known that the beast had spent over eight tails worth of collective chakra in its attempt to keep him alive.

Seeing the world slowly lose focus, Naruto heard the crunch of soil and turned his head to regard who it was that was walking towards him. Blue eyes widened in both shock and fear, as the figure with its white tattered robes and demonic visage gave the boy a black toothy smile.

There it was...the god of death staring him down as it slowly removed it beautiful ivory handled dagger from its sheath. For some morbid reason, the blonde haired hero couldn’t look away as the death god slid it’s blade across it slimy purple-grey tongue.

Naruto felt the last of his chakra leave his body, and the fox responded with a roared of rage and fear. Having stepped over the edge of life and death, Naruto instantly felt suffocated by the presence of the demon specter. He could only watch as the grinning monster began the motion that would most likely severe his soul from his body. The blade was only inches from his head when a silvery flash of steel intercepted the blow and parried it away from him.

Although he couldn’t move, Naruto turned his head slightly and lock his eyes on the person who was crazy enough to actually take on the god of death. Standing before Naruto was a man shrouded in black and in his hands he held a strange looking katana that seemed to forge completely from silver, with a single stripe of gold running down the blunt side of the blade.

“Sorry kami-sama(,” said the man with a cheerful lilt to his voice, “but I believe that my world is in more need of this child than you are.

“You dare...” the god said in a voice that carried a darkness that could blot out any light.

“Most certainly...” was the cheeky replay that the man in black gave the god.

“I shall send you into oblivion,” said the demon god as it raised it hand and began chanting a strange chant.

“Yeah...about that...” said the man with a calm tone of voice, “...in order for that ‘oblivion-thingy’ to happen, you’ll have to catch me first.” Disappearing into nothing more that a puff of wind that kicked up some dirt the man appeared at the blonde’s side. “This won’t hurt a bit!” state the man as he butted the end of his sword into the teen’s forehead.

Naruto felt a sort of warmth overcome him as a blue sphere of light opened beneath him while it slowly began to engulf him. “Raaaaaaggghhhhh!” howled the demon death god as he shot forward to try and claim it’s prey, only to once more cross blades with the shrouded man.

“Give it up,” Naruto heard the man shrouded in black say before being completely engulfed by the white light, “a soul burial cannot be undone.”

****

Confusion was at an all time high in the twelfth squads Soul Trafficking Department. A new batch of freshly graduated shinigami(, and today happened to be the day that they were to be trained according to the departments that they were heading into. Unluckily, it seemed as if the Soul Trafficking Department had the largest influx of trainees. This was easily figure out when many saw the senior shinigami officer for that department drinking heavily before noon.

However, at the moment, complete and total chaos was erupting all over the department as many of the trainees were slowly being taught the ropes by their squad instructors. One particular trainee was waiting patiently for his instructor to go over what he learned when suddenly the screen in front of him blinked to life as a report of some sort began writing itself as it showed a strong signal being detected. The shinigami trainee blinked several times at the screen he was looking at before he rubbed his eyes and reread the message.

“Ano, sir?” said the trainee as he stood up only to be promptly ignored as the volume of everyone speaking all at once drowned out the young boys voice. “Sir?” called out the boy using a bit more force this time, but still he was ignored. “HEY I THINK I FOUND SOMETHING!” yelled young man with all the gusto that he could manage without ripping his throat apart. Nothing. Everyone was still talking, laughing and chatting as he watched the signal slowly become weaker.

“Fine, see if I care if you get in trouble for letting an unscheduled soul burial happen,” the new shinigami muttered unhappily as the whole room seemed to suddenly come to a screeching halt.

“WHAT! Unscheduled? What the hell kind of nonsense are you spouting, kid!” yelled the senior officer as he stood up and jumped over the guard railing that lead down to the small area that was designated for the on duty shinigami.

“Well,” the young adult said as he pointed out the small report that suddenly appeared.

“Da...hell is this?” growled the older man checking out the report and seeing that many of the spots where vital information was usually located were blank.

“No personal shinigami ID number, no soul burial location, no description of the sent,” said the officer as his voice seemed to get tighter and tighter, “I’ve got nothing here! It like this bastard performed a soul burial on a frickin’ rock in space! Wait a sec...”

Some of the older shinigami were about start laughing it up with their boss, but when they saw the man’s face slowly harden into a serious expression. “Kid?” asked the man, “Were the transfer energy rates higher than this before I came?” 

Thinking hard about it, the young man finally nodded his head as he said, “I think it was above a thousand or so.”

“Are you mental? A thousand? Is you head on straight?” yelled a blonde hair man with a sharp goatee, “It only takes about a hundred to successfully transfer over a soul.”

“Dao?” said the senior officer as the blonde turned to regard his boss.

“Yes, sir?”

“Shut yer pie hole,” said the man icily. Turning back to the trainee, the man said, “Are you sure that it was a thousand?”

“Y-yes, s-s-sir,” stuttered the boy his new boss sighed and said one word that suddenly threw the department into an even bigger chaos

“It look like we might have a ryoka( on our hands gentlemen,” all the older staff members began replacing the younger trainees and the senior officer began to bark out orders, “I want an investigation squad at the scene! Alert Ukitake-taicho to the situation, and have one of his men meet up with the investigation squad! I want a report on everything and anything that was happening at the moment this event took place, and I want it now people!”

“I guess this wasn’t the frickin’ day to start drinking,” the older shinigami said as he held his forehead with his hand. ‘A shinigami with out an id number, huh? As far as I know, there is no such thing...unless...’ thought older man ruffling his hair and narrowing his eyes at the thought that ran through his head.

From above, the trainees all watched in awe as they witnessed the “organized chaos” of their department. However, the young man who had found the actual problem was now looking at a larger screen as he bit his lip in nervousness and thought, ‘I wonder who it was that the unidentified shinigami sent over? I hope this doesn’t stir up too much trouble.’

oooo

( - bijuu are mythical tailed ‘beasts’ of immense power; the ‘nine’ bijuu of Naruto are the creation of Kishimoto Masashi.

( - ‘kami-sama’ is a respectful way of saying ‘God’ in Japanese.

( - shinigami, the word itself refers to the ‘god of death’. In the Naruto-universe this word is taken seriously, but in the Bleach-universe ‘shinigami’ often refers to the spirit warriors who often lead souls to the afterlife.

( - ryoka, is a term made up by Kubo Tite to described unwanted outsiders that have entered into Soul Society.
Chapter 2 - New Surroundings
A young white haired boy and his friends had been awoken from their slumber when a loud crashing sound echoed in their ears. “What the hell!” yelled the boy as he quickly stood up and brandished a makeshift knife, which was simply a piece of metal that had been sharpened and had some white tape wrapped around its base, acting as it’s handle.

“Mou(, it too early for this,” said a pretty girl who’s dark brown eyes blinked wearily, as she raise her head from the pillow that it was resting on.

One of the younger boys in the rag-tag group of street urchins ran to a window and gasped at what he saw, “Guys! The old shack near the river is gone!”

A sudden clamor picked up as all of them began either filing out the door or crowing around the window. The girl who now had her pillow over her head cried out a muffled, “Couldn’t they have at least waited until noon!? Geez!”

“Sorry Momo,” one of the girl in the group said with a light giggle. Everyone in the group knew that she wasn’t an early morning person, but they also knew that she was one of the most driven and goal orientated of them all. Plus, out of them all, she was the only one who had the patience of a saint and a golden heart to match.

“Shiro-chan?” called Momo as she waved her hand about in a half-awake, haphazard manner.

“Don’t call me that,” replied the mature sounding voice of the white haired boy, who at the moment was sliding his makeshift knife back into a homemade sheath. “I’m going to check it out,” he said after making sure his knife was secured under his clothing.

“Un,” the girl replied nodding her head into her pillow.

oooo

The young blonde ninja laid on his back as he looked up at a impossibly blue sky and thought deeply about what had just transpired. ‘The man said soul burial...so...does that mean I’m dead?’ he pondered while feeling the ache of his joints and back slowly returning from their current state of numbness. “Doesn’t feel like it,” grunted the shinobi as he tried moving and found that none of his limbs were responding to his beck and call.

‘More importantly,’ thought the boy as he looked around only seeing the dirt walls of the crater that he was in, ‘where the hell am I? And while we’re at it...why can’t I move!?’

Struggling and grunting in exertion, Naruto slowly began to flex his arms and wiggle his toes. It was when he had finally managed to lift his arm several inches off the ground when a human shaped shadow fell over his face blocking out the sunlight. “Heh,” laughed the blonde sheepishly as he recognize the white hair topping the persons head, “um, old man? Do you think you can help me?”

“Old man?” replied a tone of voice that reminded Naruto of Neji, it was deep and full of maturity but underneath the deepness was a youngish undertone that no child could ever rid him or herself of. “Who  do you think you’re talking to?” asked the person as he shifted his position so that Naruto got a better look at him.

Squinting his eyes, to better focus his eyes on the person that stood at the edge of the small crater, Naruto saw a young teen that was around his age looking down at him with a cool expression and vivid blue-green eyes. What stuck the ninja as strange was that the teen had white hair like both of his ex-sensei. Filled with the need to rub his hand on the back of his head, he smiled goofily at the teen and said, “Sorry, I saw white hair and thought...”

“Yeah? Well you thought wrong,” interrupted the boy, as he seemed to take offence when the color of his hair was mentioned.

“Ah...yeah...well...um,” Naruto babbled, not knowing what to say after he pretty much insulted the first, and only, person who had crossed his path in this world. The blonde let out a rather large sigh as he went back to trying to get his muscles to work properly. Unfortunately for the him, his chakra seemed to have been completely drained. ‘Great...I must have chakra exhaustion,’ deduced the blonde shinobi, leaning his head back and blowing out a lung full of air in a loud, lazy raspberry.

Standing at the edge of the large crater, the young white haired teen looked down at the boy and saw that he was have a difficult time moving his body. ‘The idiot probably still thinks that he alive,’ the teen thought as he rolled his eyes and took in this newcomers appearance.

Seeing the newcomer’s choice of clothing was enough to make the normally poker face teen wrinkle his nose in disapproval. His facial features were normal enough, except for the fact that he seem to have three whisker-like birthmarks, or tattoos, on each of his cheeks. From what the white haired teen could sense from the immobile newcomer there were no hostility in the blonde’s eyes and he looked to be completely and utterly lost.

‘Shiro-chan we should help him,’ sounded the voice of the white haired teen’s conscience, which, not surprisingly, sounded remarkably like his friend Momo.

‘I don’t want to. Besides, it doesn’t look like he’s just any newcomer,’ the boy thought to himself, knowing that when someone was given a soul burial they were usually sent to the Senkaimon where representatives of soul society were waiting to introduce the spirits into their new world, ‘he could be trouble.’

The young teen took one last brief look at the boy at the bottom of the crater before he closed his eyes and began to decided what he would do. In his mind his conscience took on a physical form of his longtime friend as she stomped her foot into the ground and yelled, ‘Are you that cold hearted?’ Sighing in annoyance, the blue-green eyed boy furrowed his brow while grumbling something about ‘stupid friends and consciences’. “Oi!” called out the teen as he jumped down into the crater and walked over to where the blonde was laying, “Do you need some help?”

Naruto had been watching in fascination, as the teen at the lip of the crater seemed to be talking to himself. However, that soon ended when the teen turned towards him grumbling something under his breath while asking if he wanted some help. Not knowing what else to do, Naruto gave the teen a goofy grin and said, “Yeah, thanks.”

Feeling that it was his duty to inform the blond, the pale haired teen said in a serious tone of voice, while helping the other teen off the ground, “You’re no longer alive. You do know that, right?”

Panting deeply as he was exerting all his muscle strength and will into moving his body, Naruto said between breaths, “I think I knew...but I...really didn’t want...to believe it.”

The teen who was helping Naruto turned his head to regard Naruto for a few seconds before he allowed a small smile to grace his features, while saying, “My name is Hitsugaya Toushirou.”

“Uzumaki Naruto,” the blonde replied quickly, right about now he was feeling frustrated that his body wasn’t responding, “sorry for all the trouble.”

Finally making it to the lip of the crater, Naruto dropped to the ground unable to move any further. Naruto was embarrassed that he had to rely so much on a strangers help, but at the moment his body wasn’t cooperating at all with him. On the other hand, Toushiro looked at his new acquaintance with raised eyebrows. He was surprised that the teen was able to move at all. 

The memory of his arrival was dusty at best, but one thing he never forgot was the getting use to the natural spiritual pressure, which Soul Society was seeped in, and his spirit body. In hindsight, it had taken him several days to get use to the pressure and a good two months to completely master the use of his spirit body, and he was considered a genius. Yet, here comes this blond kid, obviously falling from the sky – like some sort of shooting star, and here he is getting use to the pressure and moving his body with in minutes of entry to Soul Society.

Was he allowing a bit of his stubborn pride get in his way? Yes. Was it stupid to feel jealous over something as childish as that? Yes. Would it really be worth all the trouble that it going to cause in the future if? Hell yes! These were just some of the question that ran through the mind of the intelligent teen before he was broken out of his thought by the voice of the blonde, “Ano? I’m sorry to keep bothering you but...”

“What?” asked the white haired boy in a cold manner as his thoughts seemed to already be influencing his manners towards the blonde.

“Well...I don’t think I’ll be able to get anywhere. So...I was wondering if you could possibly give me a lift?” said the boy flushing with embarrassment before quickly yelling out, “I’ll make sure to repay you as soon as I get back on my feet!”

“Hn, fine,” said Toushirou as he felt some of his annoyance fade away at seeing the teen so helpless. Walking over to where the blonde was sitting on the ground, he helped the boy up and on to his back. After adjusting to the weight of his burden, the white haired teen began walking away from the river in the direction of a densely populated area of a town.

For some reason or another, Naruto’s mind flashed back to a mission he had in Suna where Kakashi was injured and forced to ride on Gai’s back. Just the thought of how the two men looked as the bounced along the dunes of the desert was enough to make Naruto shiver in repulsion as he hope that Toushiro didn’t live too far away.

oooo

Ten minutes after the two teens had left the area, a tall man with black hair that had a purple sheen to it arrived on the scene with several other men. All of the men at the scene were wearing the standard garb of the shinigami, and before long they had sealed up the area around the crater. Just as the seal had been set, another group of shinigami appeared. However, this group wore what looked like high collared, white robes that covered the lower part of their face. Also, each of them had small briefcases that were fill with all manor of devices.

“Kaien-sama(,” called one of the white robed men who was obviously older than all his squad members as his balding head and greying hair was a testament to that.

The black haired man turned his head and nodded at the man as he said, “Waka, I trust your men will be able to do this efficiently and quickly?”

“Hai,” answered the white robed man as he undid the clasps that held the robes together, revealing the man’s bushy beard and a ugly scar that ran along his cheek. “Though...”

“What? Is something wrong already?” asked the man with a sort of half-hidden impatience lacing his tones.

“We might already have a cause for the disturbance,” said Waka as he scratched his cheek and pointed out an old man who was looking very embarrassed as he spoke to two shinigami.

“Then that’s good news, right?” asked Kaien as he watched the old man shake his head. “So what did you find out from the old geezer?”

“Well, it seems that the elderly individual in question had gotten a hold of several Reisyukaku(...” said Waka, watching Kaien’s young face suddenly become pale with terror. 

Most of Kaien’s friends knew that he and his siblings came from the noble house of Shiba. His sister, even if she was a bit eccentric in her lifestyle, would still be respected as a lady of the house of Shiba. They knew that he along with his sibling were often held under the standards that the House of Shiba held. It was because of this knowledge that the handling of this situation suddenly became even more important than what it should have been. Just the implication that their families secrets were being sold to some nobody in rukongai( would not only put undue stress on him but his siblings as well. Not to mention, that if his sister ever caught wind that her refined technique was being sold without her permission, she probably end up destroying half of Soul Society, along with his manhood, in the bid to find the one who sold the cores.

“What was he doing with the spirit cores?” asked Kaien in a strained voice as he unconsciously winced at the thoughts that raced through his head.

“From what we have gathered he was experimenting on them, and...” it was at this point that one of the robe men walked over to the old shinigami and whispered something into his ear. “What!? Are you serious!?” yelled Waka as he stared at his subordinate in shock.

“What! What’s going on? What did he tell you?” asked the black haired shinigami

Rubbing his fingers on his forehead the old man said, “From the information that has just been given to me, we’ve discovered that he was trying to find a way to utilize reisyukaku in a different manner. He experimented to see if they could either act as a storage unit for spirit energy, or if it would act as an amplifier for reitsu(.”

“You have got to be frickin’ kidding me!” yelled Kaien as he could already picture the explosive results of some one tampering with the delicate balance of reitsu that the orb was made from. “Geez, this day is already getting crappy!” whined the seated shinigami of the thirteenth squad.

“So, what do you say?” asked Waka as he looked around the site.

“Would something like this actually set the alarms off at the Soul Trafficking Department?” asked Kaien as he began to feel the beginnings of headache coming on.

“Well,” drawled the older shinigami with a twirl of his hand for emphasis, “personally, I don’t think that something like this would register, but it’s not completely impossible. If there had been more than one cores that had a decent amount of reitsu in them...then anything’s possible.”

“Good. Great!” said Kaien as he turned his head around and shouted to his squad that they were going to finish wrapping up the scene. “Waka, if you’ll excuse me. I have something to discuss with the old geezer.

“Fine, just make sure you don’t rough him up too much, you hear! You gotta have some respect for your elders!” yelled Waka, watching the younger man stomping his way over to the suspect.

“Sir.” said a white robed shinigami as he came over to where the old man was standing.

“Yes? What is it?”

“We found a reitsu imprint in the shape of a body at the center of the crater, and a set of burdened footprints leading away from the site,” said the investigation squad member.

“Reitsu readings?”

“Unfortunately we were able only to obtain one reading sir,” said the man casting his eyes downward.

‘One reading?’ questioned the elder squad member, ‘But then why was the person encumbered when he walked away? Could he have taken one of the...nah, we would have already sensed the remaining energy trail from the explosion.’

“Sir? Should we keep the evidence?”

“Yeah,” said the elderly man as he tugged at his beard in thought, “mark it under the “mystery” category.”

“Hai,” said the young shinigami as he ran to tell the others.

‘Hmmm, two bodies. One left with something heavy on his back, but there was only one reitsu reading. Suspicious,’ Waka said to himself as looked up at the sky and sighed, “What a way to begin the day.”

oooo

‘Why...in kami-sama’s name...did I help this idiot out?’ asked Toushirou as he wondered, for the third time since pick up the blonde, if he could get away with murdering the teen 

Seeing the surroundings, Naruto could help his curious nature as he began asking all sorts of questions. Some of the more thought provoking question, unfortunately, were buried mostly beneath a mountain of idiotic questions like ‘since we’re spirits...do we still have to take baths?’ or ‘can we fly or walk through walls?’ Question after question, observation after observation. The blonde never seemed to run out of things to say or question to ask. Though, as they were nearing the small hut where he friends were staying blonde asked a question that made the w his white haired rescuer slowdown, “Ano, Toushiro? Where are we...I mean, if I’m dead then this place is like heaven, right?”

Toushirou’s feet slowed down as the question brought many painful memories to the surface while a frown began to form on the young teenagers face. “This isn’t heaven,” spat Hitsugaya as he eyed the ugly looking shacks that lined the streets and the people that milled about. “From what I’ve come to understand we’re somewhere in between heaven and earth.”

“Huh? What do you mean?” Naruto asked in confusion.

“This place is where souls go to purify and ready themselves for their next incarnation on earth. In a sense, this place is purgatory – the half way station on to the next life,” said Toushirou with a sneer.

“So, does that mean that I’ll be moving on to my next life soon?” asked the former shinobi in a small voice that seemed to be filled with worry. Naruto could feel the slight jump that was caused when his rescuer snorted loudly at the thought.

“Not likely,” said the white haired teen looking forwards and frowning deeply, “since I’ve been here I’ve discovered that people with extraordinary reitsu, or circumstances, are usually the ones who stick around the longest. It’s the souls that don’t have much reitsu who usually, over a short time, forget who they were and are allowed to move on to their next life.”

“What?” asked Naruto with a furrowed brow, “Do I have a lot of reitsu?”

Huffing in amusement Toushirou replied, “Not really. I can’t feel anything extraordinary coming from you. But the way you arrived here would definitely fit under the ‘extraordinary circumstances’ category.”

Hearing his newest friend’s explanation made Naruto’s heart drop suddenly, as the thought of ever seeing Konoha again seem like a was rapidly disappearing like smoke in a strong breeze. “And we’re here,” said the white haired boy, flinging his arm out at a cruddy looking shack that seemed to have been put together by had using scraps of wood and cloth. 

“Do you think you can stand?” asked Toushirou slowly lowering his passenger to the ground, only to amazed as the blonde wobbled once but stood up without any support.

‘Damn,’ thought the white haired boy watching as Naruto slowly took a step forward, ‘who is this kid? This is unnatural...he shouldn’t be able to move this well.’

“Shinro-chan? Is that you?” called a obviously happy voice as the door swung open and a brown haired girl flung herself out at the person who was just in front of the shacks entryway.

“Gah!” cried out Naruto as he was thrown harshly to the ground.

“I told you to stop calling me that,” growled Toushirou as he watched the play of emotions slowly flicker across his best friends face.

Momo was confused. She had heard her best friends voice coming not from under her, but from above her. Looking up she had seeing her friend giving her his patented death glare for calling him the name that she knew he hated. That’s when she felt something in her gut suddenly sink as she slowly looked down at who she had tackled to the ground.

Deep brown eyes met a sparkling ocean of blue, and also saw sun kissed locks of hair that were spiky and unkempt. For a moment, the girl was speechless, but that was soon broken when she got to her feet at a speed that defied all the known laws of the universe. “Ahhhh! Gomen! I didn’t know!” cried out the young lady as she slowly helped the blonde up from his spot on the ground. “I am so sorry!” said Momo while sending daggers at her friend across the way.

Toushirou only shrugged in reply. How was he to know that his crazy friend was going to assault the first person that crossed the entryway. “No problem,” Naruto said as he slowly regained what little breath that he had driven out of him by the girls tackle.

“Hitsugaya Toushirou,” called Momo in a cool manner. Toushirou knew from experience that Momo would only use his last name when she was serious or angry at something, and right now the boy was betting that she was leaning more towards ‘angry’ than anything else.

“Yes?”

“Why didn’t you tell me that someone was with you,” asked the girl in a soft voice looking completely embarrassed.

“That’s cause I never planned to bring him back here...it just happened,” answered the white haired teen truthfully.

“Oh,” Momo said smiling as she looking between the two of them before saying, “the others have already left. I’m going to see what I can scrounge up around the market place.”

“I’ll go too,” Toushirou stated as he help Naruto off the ground while the three made their way into the small shack. Inside, Naruto saw that the place wasn’t as shabby looking as it was from the outside. The wood of the interior was in much better shape than it was on the outside, plus the several futon in the corner looked to have seen better days but they weren’t as beat up as some that he had seen in his life time.

The former Konoha shinobi allowed his white haired friend to help him to a large green floor cushion. From there Naruto sat down on the cushion and leaned himself against the wall that was nearby the seat. “Thanks, for everything,” Naruto said as he began to feel his eyelids become heavy with sleep.

“Shiro-chan? You’re going to come as well?” asked Momo as if the boys actions were somewhat out of character.

“Yeah,” said Toushirou while giving his best friend another warning glare, which she simply shrugged off. “Oi! Naruto?” said the white haired boy as he nudged Naruto awake.

“Huh?”

“Do you feel hungry?” asked the teen as he once again nudged the blonde awake.

“Uh...no, not really,” said Naruto as a loud growling sound erupted from his abdomen. Both Momo and Toushirou looked at each other for a moment before they returned their gaze to the boy who leaning against the wall sound asleep.

“Who is he?” asked the brown haired girl as she collected a blanket and threw it over their new guest.

“I have no idea, but who ever he is...he’s like us,” answered Toushirou, since he too had been feeling the pangs of hunger since he had woken up.

“Is that why you’re coming this time?” asked the girl seeing her friend snatching a bag off a shelf.

“Yeah,” the white haired teen said once again sending a inquisitive look at his new friend, “if I don’t go, I don’t think there will be enough for just the two of us.” 

Momo giggled at the thought as she and Toushiro began walking in the direction of the market place. Little did the two of them know that this chance encounter would soon open a new chapter in their lives. One that would be filled with tragedies, new friends, adventures and even the possibility of their death.

oooo

( Mou - is an feminine expression in Japanese that is the equivalent of ‘sheesh’, ‘geez’, etc...

( -sama - this is a suffix that is attached to a persons name and it denotes that either the person deserves great respect or he/she is several years the persons senior (meaning that their much older than the speaker)

( Reisyukaku - a spirit core that resembles something like a crystal ball. By providing spiritual energy to the core, the user can create a strong cannonball. However, the cores are very delicate and if not properly handled they can explode.

( reitsu - or “spiritual energy” is the type of energy that flows throughout all of Soul Society, and it is concentrated and used by all shinigami.

( rukongai - is the place where spirits, who are not shinigami, reside.

Chapter 3 - Fires Burn, Thieves Steal, Legends Are Born

The listless white sands of a barren plain shift endlessly under a night sky that holds not a burning sun, which would have provided it’s in habitants some measure of warming comfort, but a silent moon that hung drearily above in the darkness. The silvery light, which cascaded down on the pale surface of the virtually empty world, fell upon the long blood-red locks of hair that are attached to a head with pale face. 

Slowly the human shaped creature raises itself to its knees and opens its eyes to take in the surroundings. With eyes that mirror the color of it’s hair, the person finally pushed itself to stand upright, even though it could feel a slight pressure steadily bearing down on its body. Stretching out its limbs the being allows a perfectly shaped red eyebrow to quirk in surprise as it saw fingers, hands, and arms instead of it usual forelegs, paws, and claws.

Opening and closing it hands a couple of time to get use to the feeling, the being then sniffs the air with its nose and nodded it’s head at its findings. Tilting it’s head and closing its eyes, the being seemed to be listening to something. Seeming to give up in its endeavor, the red haired human growled softly to itself, not expecting to be answered, “Where am I?” 

“Hueceo Mundo(,” said a ghastly voice that seemed to come from behind the being. Turning around it saw a form slowly pulling itself out of the pale sands that coated everything. “But worry not, you won’t need to think too much about it...after all...I’m feeling really hungry right now, and you...you smell very good,” said the thing that finally showed itself. Towering above the red haired being was a worm like creature, the head of this creature was many made up of three gaping maws that were filled with razor sharp teeth. 

Below the giant creature, the red head was looking on in boredom as it slowly clenched it’s fists. Suddenly, blood red energy began leaking out of the being and began coating its form. The energy slowly shaped itself into the outline of a tailed beast as the red head smirked, “Looks like dinner has come to me.”

The worm roared as it slammed it’s giant body into the place where the red head once stood. However, the red head didn’t wait for the creature to attack as it sped forward and thrust it’s fist out sending out a blast of red energy that took the shape of a clawed hand. The claw latched onto one of the segments of the worm, acting like a winch, pulling the red head onto the body of the monster. 

“Shinu(!” yelled the red headed man as he pulled back his arm and thrust it into the monsters body, after which he whipped his arm forward watching as another blast of energy, from that same arm, split the creature in half before dissipating completely.

The red haired human-like creature watched in amusement as his kill slowly vaporized into several sparkling orbs that seemed to slowly merge with his body leaving him feeling refreshed and a bit stronger. Looking at the energy that outlined its body the red head narrowed it’s eyes when it noticed that only one tail had manifested. Growling to itself, the human-like creature slowly began moving in a random direction, all the while mumbling something about ‘killing a blonde bastard’.

No one within Hueceo Mundo could even claim to know of the looming darkness that would soon shift the balance within their empty world. Nor could they conceive the repercussions that would ripple through the other worlds. Who would’ve guessed that one extraordinary hollow( would be the start of something that could end everything in existence.

oooo

Awaking from a strange dream where he had fought a white masked, worm-like creature, Naruto looked around groggily for a moment before everything came rushing back into his head. His death, his white haired friend that helped him, and even the brown eye girl who knocked him over.

Sitting up straight and quickly taking in his surroundings, Naruto saw four little kids looking at him strangely while they sat around a small pot in the center of the room. The young ninja noticed that each of the children were wearing a traditional jinbei(. Upon closer inspection he noticed that each of the kid’s jackets were dyed a dark grey, while their pants were dyed in different, but equally dark, colors.

“Asane.” called out the smaller boy who’s limp, black hair was parted down the middle, “he’s waking up! Call Hitsu-nii!”

“Hai, hai! Hold your horses,” said a young girl who looked no older than ten as she stood up and walked out of the room.

“Ano? Are you hungry?” asked a small voice from Naruto right as he turned his head to stare into the vacant blind eyes of a blue haired girl. As if answering the girls question, Naruto’s stomach growled loudly.

Blushing brightly, Naruto ducked his head in embarrassment while the blind girl giggled, “I guess that answers my question, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, sorry,” Naruto said and watched the girl smile.

Before the two could keep talking, Naruto heard the foot steps of several people approaching and turned his head to hear two voices talking. “This had better be right,” said a familiar voice with a huff, “last time this happened it was because he moved in his sleep.”

“I’m just the messenger,” said a calm female voice.

Naruto watched as three people entered the shack, two who he had already met and the third was the girl that supposedly went to get them. “Ah, Naruto-san! I’m glad to see that you’re awake,” greeted a brown haired girl, who he remembered was named Momo.

“Um...hi,” Naruto said uneasily as he felt the eyes of everyone in the shack on him. He had never been comfortable with the idea of people staring at him.

“Are you...” began to ask Momo, but she was interrupted when the blind girl had already poured a bowl of what looked like soup and handed it over to the ninja with a large piece of bread.

“Thanks,” Naruto said to the girl as he began eating and instantly feeling better. “Damn, I didn’t know I was so hungry,” said Naruto as he polished off the bowl and tore into the bread.

“Yeah, having a large amount of reitsu will do that to you,” answered Toushirou, as he and Momo walked over and sat down next to Naruto.

“Reitsu, but didn’t you tell me that I didn’t have any of that?” said Naruto in between slurps of soup and bites of bread.

“I did...but, it seems like I was wrong,” Tsoushirou mumbled partially to himself, “It seems like I’m unable to sense your reitsu. Which...could be a good or bad depending on how you look at it.”

“What is reitsu?” asked Naruto with a bit of confusion leaking out into his words.

It was here that Momo spoke up saying, “Reitsu is the energy that is produced from the spirit and will of a soul. This energy is gathered from all around us since Soul Society is completely created from reitsu particles.”

“Spirit and will, huh?” Naruto whispered as he looked a Momo, “Is it anything like chakra?”

“Chakra? Do you mean the seven basic energy centers of the body?” supplied Momo with a inquisitive expression.

“No, chakra is...uh...well...” Naruto stopped talking and crossed his arms while squinted his eyes as he tried remembering his old teachings from the academy, “...from what I remember, chakra is created when you mix the energy of the body and mind.”

“Really?” Momo said in awe as she suddenly became interested in what the boy was talking about.

“Yes, wonderful, great,” Toushirou said with an uninterested voice. “Can we get back to the present topic?”

“Sorry,” apologized Momo, as she tried to cover her excited expression with a more serious one.

“As I was saying, I can’t feel your reitsu even though it’s obvious that you have a huge amount judging by the way your eating,” pointed out the white haired boy as Naruto was on his fourth bowl and second piece of bread. “I remember you saying that you’d pay me back for helping you get back on your feet. Well, I think we all know how you can repay us...” said the young teen as his blue-green eyes showed a flicker of amusement within their depths.

“Shiro-chan are you sure about this?” asked Momo with a worried expression.

“All he needs to do is cause a distraction and run away,” said the white haired leader of the group of kid, all the while glaring at the girl for using that forbidden name around everyone.

Looking over everyone in the shack, Naruto settled his eyes on the white haired boy and answered, “Sure, what do you need me to do?”

Hitsugaya smiled as he stood up and said, “First we need to make sure that you move well on your own. It been three day since I found you...”

“Three days!” yelled Naruto causing the white haired teen to cover his ears from the shout that erupted from the boy who has just stood on his own and began pacing the room, “Kuso(! I’ve been out that long?”

The others watched in awe as the boy paced back and forth grumbling to himself. No one could’ve imagined that he’d be walking around like this only after three days of entering Soul Society. Toushirou had retold the story of when he had met the boy and how quickly he had been able to move around, but none of them had thought that their leader was telling the truth.

“Well...at least we don’t need to waste time teaching him how to walk,” said an older boy, who was currently slurping the last of the soup that was in the bowl in front of him.

“That’s true,” said the girl, who was the one that had fetched the groups leaders when Naruto woke up, “but those clothes have to go!”

Stopping in mid-stride Naruto looked down at his bright orange jumpsuit and asked, “What’s wrong with my clothes?” The silence that followed that question was eerie, but it was eventually broken by the sound of giggles that came from the blind girl who said, “As far as I can tell, nothing.” 

oooo

The afternoon sun beat down mercilessly on the dusty road that lead to the market place within eastern Rukongai. All manner of sound came from the large section of town, such as the buzzing of business chatter and the laughter of playing children. The eastern marketplace was the only place where one could find almost anything you needed. It was also one of the only places where work was never in short supply.

The market was also where most trouble started, and because of this it was always swarming with miscreants and lowlife that were always on the look out for a quick buck, something to steal or someone to start a fight with. In turn, the military police of Rukongai, who were headed by several platoons of shinigami that hailed from the thirteenth division, would often patrol the market places and keep the peace.

But even though the police would keep some of the more dangerous elements from erupting with in the market place. It didn’t mean that theft of goods didn’t take place every day. In fact, many shop and vendor owners would hire their own bodyguards to protect their goods from thieves.

It was a day like today that a group of seven kids slowly made their way through the crowd of shoppers and sellers. “So you understand what you have to do, right?” whispered Toushirou as he stared at the newest member of their group.

“Yeah,” nodded Naruto as he repeated softly as he could, “cause a distraction, lead any guards and police away and then regroup.”

“And if you need any help?” asked Momo as she covered her head with a hood that was sewn on her jacket.

“Use the flare that was given to me,” Naruto quickly answered. “Look, don’t worry about me. I’ll be able to handle these guys. You just make sure you don’t get caught.”

The other oldest boy in the group, who was known as Dan, snorted in disgust, “Fine, but don’t come crying to us when you get caught.” Dan nodded his head at Toushirou before he disappeared into the crowd, as did all the other kids.

“Tch, kusotare(,” Naruto cussed softly, as Momo followed the others leaving Toushirou and him.

“You sure you don’t need help?” asked the stoic boy as he lifted an questioning eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Naruto said as he slowly walked away from his new friend, “go and help them. They’ll need all they can get.” Dodging around the people in the crowd, Naruto didn’t look back. If he did he would have seen his white haired friend shaking his head while smiling.

‘Distraction, distraction, need a distraction,’ thought Naruto as he stopped in front of the place where his other friends were going to steal from. Looking down, Naruto began picking up several small pebbles. When he was finished he scanned the area and saw two ideal candidates for his distraction. The two men were leaning against a wooden beam that supported an over head canopy, both men seemed to be itching for a fight since their hands never left the handles of the knifes in their belts.

Using the stealth that was taught to him by his teachers and from years of practice, Naruto positioned himself in the small spot behind one of the sleepy guards. Smirking to himself Naruto thumbed a pebble and with the precision of a sharpshooter he flicked the small rock hitting one of the men in the head with the pebble.

“Who the...” bellowed the man gripping his knifes harder and looking around to see who hit him.

Naruto suppressed a chuckle and flicked another pebble, this time pegging the man in the forehead. Knowing the direction where the pebbles were coming from the angry man pulled his knives out and stalked over to where the bodyguard stood.

Making sure that there were several pebbles scattered around the guard, Naruto watched from a couple of feet away as the angry man yelled, “I’m gonna cut your tongue out for that!” Not knowing what was going on, the guard drew his sword and defended himself as the angry man lunged at him with his knives. The other guard rushed to his friends assistance but was deterred when he had to dodge a wooden stick that would have taken his head off.

“Don’t interrupt them...their having fun,” said another weapon wielding man. “Why don’t we have some fun as well?”

Another pair of guards came out of the shop to aid their comrades, but even with the extra help the two men were showing that they were more than a match for the hired bodyguards. Naruto nodded his head before seeing a couple of Rukongai police making their way through the crowd, ‘Okay, now all I have to do is...’
Slowly flipping through the seals for his favorite jutsu Naruto whispered, “Kage Bushin no Jutsu.” The boy definitely felt something happen, but the effect of the jutsu never appeared. ‘That’s weird,’ thought the blonde as he went through the seals again and performed the jutsu only to have it once again fizzle on him. Looking up, the boy saw that the police were almost at the scene, “Damn it!”

Knowing what must be done, Naruto ran past the brawl into the shop and grabbed a large chunk of cheese. “Stop! Thief!” cried out the owner running after the boy, as he watched his guards fighting the men in the street in horror. Luckily a small patrol of police came just in time as yelled, “Catch that kid! He stole a large quantity of food!”

Naruto watched in amusement, as the police tried to stop the fight only to have other miscreants step in. “Stop right there,” yelled a voice filled with authority. Naruto only had a second to glance behind him, but what he saw suddenly made him pick up his speed. Five men, wearing white kimono with blue hakama(, chased after him and each of them had a symbol on their kimono that designated them as members of the Rukongai police.

Naruto dodged through the crowd of people like water through pebbles. Surprisingly the boy had to slowdown at moments to allow his pursuers to catch up to him. Naruto had to wondered why Toushirou and the others were so wary of these men if he was out running them, but he didn’t have to wonder long as he turned a corner and saw another platoon of police waiting for him in the middle of the street.

“This is bad,” mumbled the ex-leaf ninja especially when the pursuing five police member caught up and blocked the other way out.

“Give up, kozou(,” said a long haired man with a thin mustache adorning his upper lip, “there’s no way out of here. Slowly, each side began closing in on Naruto while he tried keeping his eye’s on both parties.

Since his jutsu hadn’t worked, Naruto came to an abrupt understanding that his chakra wasn’t working as well as it should, and it was with this understand that he decided that running was his best option in this situation. Spotting a small pole sticking out of the building in front of him, Naruto decided to enact his escape place, while praying that it would work. Dropped the cheese in his hand, the blonde bent his knees and sprung forward with all his might. Using what he thought was chakra everyone in the street watched the teen do a vertical jump of over ten feet, only to settle gracefully on a wooden pole that jutted out of the nearby building..

Reaching the pole, years of honed ninja skills kicked in as he balanced himself and used the pole as a spring board while performing a back flip onto the roof of the building. Waving goodbye to the completely awed crowd below, Naruto took off along the roof tops and soon lost the men as he began navigating himself back to the little shack where everyone was going to meet.

oooo

Later that evening, the group of ragtag kids each laughed and filled themselves on their score. Naruto watched as the four children that were under Toushirou began removing small brown bags from their pockets and eating what looked like white candy. “What’s that?” asked Naruto.

“Confetti,” answered the small black haired boy as he happily sucked on the candy.

“Confetti? Is that like candy?”

“Yup,” answered the boy with a smile, “it’s really sweet and tasty, but usually its too expensive to buy.”

Naruto looked down at the wooden floor and sighed while saying, “I don’t get it. If this place is suppose to be like heaven...then why are there hungry people? Why do you have to ‘buy’ anything? Plus, on my way back I even thought I saw some people that looked sick. Is that normal? Are spirits even able to get sick?”

Momo and Toushirou were quiet as everyone looked over to them for answers that they, themselves, didn’t have. “For as long as I can remember,” said the white haired teen as he leaned against the wall of the shack, “it has been like this. Everyone who has come to this world usually asks the same question, but unfortunately there are no answers for it. I guess...this is just the way that this world works.”

Naruto hummed in acknowledgment as he pulled out a piece of fruit from the burlap sack in front of him and bit into it. He never got to enjoy the sweet taste of the fruit, because as soon as he began chewing a scream cut through the night air like a hot knife through butter. The scream was quickly followed by more screams as well as the rumbling sound of a large group running through the street.

Toushirou looked over at Naruto and with a silent understanding the two of them walked over to the entrance of the shack. Peeking their heads out of the doorway the two of them saw in the distance a bright glow of orange dotting the horizon as smoke seemed to rise from the city.

Stepping fully out of the doorway Naruto watched as several people ran with bundles on their back while other were unencumbered but were sobbing. Stopping a passing woman, Naruto asked, “What’s going on? Where are you going?”

“The Black Fang,” said the woman as she pointed to the fire in the distance, “they torched the market place and started a riot. The police with the help of the shinigami pushed them back and stopped them from destroying everything, but now they are attack and burning every place they pass by!”

“Who are the Black Fang?” asked Naruto while watching the little dots of orange slowly make their way closer to them.

“A organized group of men who control all illegal businesses in eastern Rukongai,” frowned Toushirou, “they number in the thousands, and usually them and the police act hand-in-hand but...”

“Shouldn’t we get out of here as well,” asked the black haired boy, as he clutched his precious confetti to his chest.

Looking at the horizon, Toushirou scowled, ‘It may already be too late.’ Nodding his head the boy ushered them into the shack but stopped Naruto before he entered, “I don’t think we’ll make it in time.”

“Yeah, those lights are moving way too fast,” whispered Naruto in agreement.

“Can you fight?”

“Can a bird fly?” replied Naruto with a cocky grin. He watched as Toushirou opened his jacket and removed a homemade knife. “We need to get out of here while we can. Naruto, you’ll protect Dan and Kiko. I’ll cover Momo, Asane and Jin. Take what we can carry, stick together and whatever you do, don’t get hurt. Got it?”

“Un,” Naruto and the others agreed as the wooden floor slowly began to tremble from the amount of passing people. Yells and shouts echoed through the air as horrible screams of people being attack could be heard by all the kids in the shack. Momo and the four younger kids stood stock still as the sounds metal meeting metal rung in their ears.

“Torch it all!” yelled a gruff voice as something smashed against the side of the shack. Within seconds the shack doorway was wreathed in flames and it walls were blackening and popping from the heat.

“Damn it! Out the back!” yelled Toushirou, as the seven children took what they could of their booty and began filing out between two loose boards that made up a part of the back of the shack. Running out of the back, the seven teens made their way through the cramped alleyway until they exited out into a open square. Too bad it seemed as if they had just gone from the frying pan straight into the fire.

Rukongai police and black fang members dotted the landscape of the square and were battling each other as the buildings around them were engulfed in the flickering orange-yellow color of flames. People screamed and panicked while trying to running from the encroaching flames or avoiding being swept up in the battle.

Momo gasped in shock, watching as several officers fell under the brutal hands of the Black Fang members. As soon as the Black Fang members regrouped, they began to press their advantage by driving back the police. However, the mood of the battle changed when one of the larger buildings in the area began to creak loudly before everyone heard something snap.

“Look out! The building is falling,” yelled on of the Black Fang, causing everyone in the square to scatter, even the group of kids had to break apart, as the building leaned over and finally started to fall. Crashing to its side with a resounding explosion that caused many of the other buildings in the area to shiver and creak, the square was once again thrown into chaos as the Police filed back into the square.

Naruto noticed that a man wearing a black kimono and hakama was leading the police. He also noticed that the man was wielding a sword that seemed to be different than the other katana in the area.

“Shinigami,” whispered Dan in a frightened voice.

“Eh? Death God? Where?” asked Naruto in fright as he looked around for white robes and demon face.

“There? Can’t you see him? The guy in black,” almost yelled Dan before he remembered where they were.

“He’s a Shinigami?” Naruto asked with an eyebrow raised in disbelief, “Are you sure?”

“Are you a...” Dan never got to finish his sentence as Kiko screamed out. Turning around, Naruto saw that the blind girl’s wrist was in the grasp of a rather ugly looking man. Grinning at the boys with yellow teeth, the man pulled on the girl’s arm and brought her closer to him.

“Looks like I found me a bunch of street rats,” said the man as he licked his lips and eyes each of the kids belongings. “It also looks like you have some food,” smiled the ugly thug as he pulled out a large knife from his waist and held it to the blind girls neck. “Tell you what,” the bastard said in a cheerful manner, “you give me your food, and I’ll...I’ll trade you this girl.”

Not even thinking twice, Naruto put down his sack and kicked it over to the man. ‘He’s too greedy. Hopefully that will give me the opening that I need,’ thought the blonde watching the man intently. The thug pointed his knife at the other boy and said, “You too tough guy.” Dan scowled even deeper as he laid his bag to the ground and kicked it over to the man.

“Now let her go,” stated Naruto through clenched teeth as the man turned his beady eyes on him and grinned evilly.

“Sure kid, but only after I show her a good time,” said the man as he placed the knife closer to the girls neck. Not in a position to do anything, the boy’s could only growl in frustration as the man slowly bent over and reached out to grasp the bags.

‘Now!’ Naruto shouted inside his brain as he shot forward like a bullet and within mere seconds gripped and twisted the thug’s wrist which held his weapon. “Kiko! Duck and run!” yelled Naruto, when the man dropped his weapon and cried out in pain. The frightened girl didn’t hesitate to follow his directions, as she duck under the man’s arms and ran into Dan’s protective hands.

“You little bastard! I’ll kill you!” yelled the man before he screamed out in pain and fell to the ground. Naruto hadn’t stopped to listen to the thug talk, instead he twisted his body around the ugly man’s arm and performed a arm lock. With a violent jerk, he broke the man’s elbow and wrist. 

Clutching his now broken arm, the man never saw Naruto gracefully roll off his arm, before standing up and shooting forward, once again, to deliver a skull shattering kick to the side of the man’s face.

Dan watched in awe as the blonde took the knife and holster from the now unconscious man. Never before had he seen such an attack, sure some of the souls that came from earth still had some of their previous skills, but usually those skills were pretty much useless until the person became used to their spirit body and even then it usually took a long time before that happened. “Naruto...what...who are you?” asked Dan in a stunned manner.

“I use to be a ninja for my village,” said Naruto as he slid the knife, that he procured from the thug, back into its holster.

“Oh,” Dan said quietly, as he looked at the boy in a different light now that he knew he was a ninja. Just as he was about to ask another question, another explosion rocked the surroundings.

“Come on! We need to find Toushirou and the others,” Naruto stated grabbing the bags from the ground and handing them to Dan. “Kiko, I’m gonna give you a piggy back ride. So just hold on tight, kay?” The blind girl nodded her head and as soon as she was situated on his back, Naruto and Dan began moving through the flaming wreckage.

“Naruto! Dan! Kiko!” the three teens heads turned as they heard the calls of their friends echoing along the far side of the square.

“This way,” said Dan as he scooted past a smoldering wall that had fallen. Naruto followed closely, all the while asking Kiko if she was okay, and every time he asked he received a tight hug and a slight nod from the girl.

Hearing the voices get louder, Dan called out to his friends when they were finally visible through the smoke and fire. Momo and Ame cried out in happiness as they came running up to the three of them. Naruto allowed Kiko to slide off his back as the two girls rushed up to her and began hugging her.

Taking one look at the white haired leade, Naruto knew something was wrong. Toushirou face was like it had been etched from stone and the faraway gaze he also wore was something that Naruto could remember several of his old friends also wearing. Sure enough, when the blonde looked closer he saw the white haired boy’s hand and clothes were spattered with blood.

Stepping forward, into Toushirou’s personal space, he was fixed with a cold stare that seemed to communicate many different emotions all at once. However, the most prominent emotion that was being conveyed through those blue-green eyes was disgust. “We were attacked,” explained Toushirou, almost as if was trying to make an excuse for his appearance, “he was going to kill Momo...”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Naruto said in a voice that held no emotions, “I understand.”

Hitsugaya Toushirou turned his head and regarded the teen who was in front of him, the blue eyes that were looking at him weren’t judging him. In their depths, the white haired teen could see that those eyes were instead supporting him in what he had done. Toushirou saw that the blonde himself looked as if he had gotten into a fight. “You?” asked the white haired boy.

“Pretty much the same think...just no blood,” said Naruto as he looked away.

“Hey!” called a timid voice as Jin appeared and said, “we’re still not out of trouble, guys. We’ve gotta keep moving!”

Nodding their heads both Naruto and Toushirou rejoined the group, and together they made their way to the city limits. On their way to safety and freedom from the flames and heat, the group had to deal with their share of black fang members and police, but all in all they were virtually unharmed by the time they final made it to the square that lead to the city gate.

Jumping over a burnt traders stand, Naruto scanned the area for danger. All around, people were pouring out of the city holding what little personal items they could hold in their hands. From what he could see, a crowd of townspeople stood just outside of the city watching burn.

“Come on, Naruto!” called Momo sharply, waking the ninja from his wandering thoughts.

The small group of youngsters sped through the burning debris and were about to make it to the exit when an explosion rocked the square. Everyone within the square watched in horror as a building, close to the gate, exploded and began toppling towards the only exit from the city. The large stone building slammed into the gate and buried it under it’s rubble. Cries of dismay and anger filled the air. Now, the only way out of the city was to climb the city wall or the burning rubble of the fallen building. Everyone knew that to do so mean that you’d have to leave behind all your possessions, and for some that wasn’t an option.

What was even more pressing was that the flames of the fire were now spreading and had already engulfed the square in fire. Turning his head to his companions, Naruto noted that Kiko was sobbing as Asane held her tightly. ‘She won’t be able to navigate a climb up that wall,’ thought Naruto as he glanced over at Toushirou who was yelling at both Jin and Dan.

“We’re not leaving her,” growled the white haired boy.

“She’s dead weight! She’s gonna get us barbequed!” shouted Dan in reply, while Jin nodded his head.

“Fine!” spat the older teen as he spun angrily on his heel, “Do what you want, but remember this...” It was here that Toushirou’s blue-green eyes seemed to glint like clear ice and his words cut deeper than any blade, “...if you leave. You can consider our friendship at an end as well.”

Not sparing the two boy any more of his time, Toushirou eyed Naruto as he walked over to the girls and began comforting Kiko. Naruto watched as Dan frown deeply before making his decision. The blonde watched the boy turn and leave with the younger boy in tow, and for some reason he knew that he would never see the two of them again.

“Naruto, come on! We have to see if there is another way out of here!” called Toushirou. All together the five kids raced through the square towards the wall that was now the only thing that was between them and safety.

“How tall do you think...” began to ask Asane.

“Too tall,” answered Toushirou sarcastically, as the yells and the clanging of metal on metal echoed from the direction that they came from.

“How thick?” asked Naruto seriously, only to be given a skeptically raised eyebrow in return, “I’m serious, how thick is this wall?” 

“About three feet thick,” answered Momo, ignoring her white haired friends expression. “Why?” asked the brown haired girl, only to be ignored by the blonde who was talking to himself out loud.

“It didn’t work last time, but maybe...” said Naruto as he rested his hand against the wall, “...I have to try.”

“Naruto! What are you talking about!” yelled Momo as the sounds of fighting closed in on them.

Finally realizing that the others had heard him talking to himself, Naruto explained, “Their may be a way to get out, but I’m not one-hundred percent sure it’s going to work.”

Momo looked over to Toushirou and watched the boy shake his head whlie saying, “It’s better than nothing.” Just as Naruto was about to explain to the others what he was going to attempt a five people came running down the street. Behind the five were several of the black fang who had given chase.

“Stand behind me!” yelled a young black haired man who brandished a katana and wore a police uniform.

“No where to run now, gaki!” said the obvious leader of the gang of men.

Throwing caution to the wind the young man performed a battle cry as he dashed forward and began attacking the men. Steel grinding on steel rang in the air as the boy wove in and out of the gang members slashing and hacking at the men.

The young man fought valiantly, but he was tired from running and his legs buckled in exhaustion, giving one of the gang members perfect chance to take him out. Rasing a spiked club over his head, the thug swung down at the man’s head only to miss when a white haired boy pulled the young man out of the path of the club.

“Argh! Why am I doing this?” growled Toushirou in exasperation.

“Uh...because it’s the right thing to do?” answered Naruto in an uncertain voice while he kicked a thug in the face.

“That was a rhetorical question, baka,” sighed the stoic teen, as he pulled out his make shift knife and took a swing at the closest thug which made the other take a step back.

“I knew that,” said Naruto while he tried to hide his confusion from the others.

“Hn, I’m sure,” replied Toushirou with a condescending smirk on his face.

“You know? You sounded just like this bastard friend that I use to know,” said Naruto as he punched one of the thugs in the groin and followed up with a knee to the face as the man bent over in pain.

“Bastard, huh? What? Is that what you call anyone who’s smarter than you?” laughed Toushirou before he was kicked in the stomach and punched in the face by two thugs that managed to sneak up on him. Naruto turned to help his new friend, but when a sword nearly gutted him he jumped back and dropped to a crouch.

“Shiro-chan!” cried out Momo as she watched the boy get kicked in the stomach as he was getting up.

‘Not good,’ Naruto grimaced when he realized that they had only taken out three of the seven thugs. With both Toushirou and the police officer out of action, Naruto already knew that the odds were stacked against him. Four-on-one weren’t the kind of odds that the boy had been expecting. However, what was even more of a shock, was that the thugs began to split up. Naruto watched in frustration, as two of the thugs blocked his path to the woman and girls.

The blonde ninja noticed that the young police office was stirring, but it didn’t seem like he’d be ready to fight anytime soon. Toushirou, on the other hand, was already steadying himself against a wall and was gripping his knife tightly as he eyed the men who were closing in on Momo and the others.

A horrible groaning sound suddenly caught the attention of everyone in the side street. So loud was the sound that it actually began to hurt Naruto’s sensitive ears, but that was nothing compared to the next sound that was heard. Later, Naruto would equate the sound that was heard to the sound a dry twig makes when someone snaps it quickly, but the sound that was heard on this night was something on the scale of one-hundred time louder.

The bottom of Naruto stomach dropped out, and he was not alone in this feeling. Every single other person present on that street suddenly adopted a look of absolute horror on their faces as they each spun in the direction of the familiar sound. This sound was familiar because almost everyone had at least heard this sound once during the night...

...since it was the sound that was made before a building fell from it’s upright position.

“AHHHHHH!” screamed the little girl in the older woman’s hand as she pointed to a building that began leaning towards them.

“Kami-sama...” said the woman in a small voice while watching the building slowly tip towards them.

“Run you fools!” yelled the leader of the gang as he began running in the opposite direction.

“We won’t make it,” cried out Asane, as Toushirou limped over to where they were and began pulling desperately on the girls urging them to run. Momo helped the fallen police officer stand up and together they were able to get the woman and child moving with them...but...

Another loud snapping sound thundered through the streets and it was followed by a rumbling, groaning sound as the building slowly began to fall towards everyone. Toushiro, Momo, Asane, and the others all watched in a sort of sick fascination, as the device of their death plummeted towards them while wreathed in crimson-orange flames.

As the building fell, Naruto closed his eyes and thought, ‘I don’t want to die again. I don’t want the others to die, either. What should I do? My jutsu don’t seem to be working...what else do I have?’ Naruto clenched his fist as he thought of another power that he’d might be able to use, but it too was a long shot. He did even know if he still be able to call upon the power he once had.

‘I’ve got nothing to lose,’ the teen mentally decided as he dug deep within himself and slowly began reaching out for the power that his former body had contained...

...the power of the nine-tailed fox!

‘You bastard fox! You’re my last chance,’ thought the former leaf-nin as he searched frantically for the Kyuubi’s power.

oooo

The shifting white sands whipped about as a stiff wind blew across the endless stretch of land. Leaning against a particularly large boulder, a red haired man stirred as he suddenly felt a familiar tug that emanated from his abdomen. Blood red eyes opened suddenly and then, just as quickly, narrowed in suspicion as a sinister smile spread across the human-like creatures face.

“So...he survived,” said the red haired man growling in both excitement and anger. The tug at his abdomen became stronger as the redhead turned his head in the direction that the force was pulling him. “Hmm...it seems that he’s trying to access my power,” spoke the man with a slight chuckle.

“I wonder...” said the creature while tapping a clawed finger against his chin in thought, “...if he’ll be able to control my power?”

oooo

Searching through the black inky darkness in his mind, Naruto was about to give up hope when suddenly he saw a glint of crimson red energy that oozed hatred and maliciousness. Stepping forward the darkness slowly receded revealing a familiar place that he usually associated with the nine-tails. However, Naruto was speechless as he eyed the scene before him. The gates that once held the great Kyuubi no Kitsune were reduced to mangled pieces of scrap metal and had been tossed aside. The prison, which once held the ancient demon, was now barren and as well as brightly lit. Since the dark spirit of the demon was no longer housed within its confines it seemed that the prison had undergone a small transformation.

On the floor of the prison was a giant blood red seal that seemed to have eight intricate rings that surrounded it. In the center of the seal was a intricate pattern that sparked a memory in Naruto...

“Ero-sennin? Whacha doin?” asked a young Naruto as he eyed a old scroll that was on the lap of his sensei and mentor.

“I’m reading,” came the short reply.

“I can see that,” Naruto said angrily when he saw a smile creep on his instructors face. “What are you reading?” asked Naruto, knowing that the bastard would never give him a straight answer unless he asked in the proper manner.

“It an old scroll that deals with storing chakra away in a seal and using a seal to limit the amount of chakra that flows through a person’s body,” said Jiraiya as he explained that Tsunade allowed him to borrow it from her private collection of scrolls.

“Why would anyone do that?” asked Naruto, not seeing the bigger picture.

“Hmm...maybe to store large amounts of chakra for later usage? Or, it could have been used as some sort of training exercise,” said the spiky haired old man as he pulled several sheets of paper out as well as a brush and an ink well. “Here,” said the old man handing the scroll to Naruto, “read through the scroll three times. After that, I want you to copy the scroll, words and art all, twice. Hopefully some of the scrolls teachings will stick with you before your done.”
“Kagiru Fuuin...’the restricting seal’...” Naruto whispered to himself as he watched the seal on the floor glow slightly at his words. The sapphire-eyed teen knew what needed to be done, but in all seriousness he had always been apprehensive about stepping into the prison that held the Kyuubi, even when he needed to utilized the power of the four tails and beyond.

Taking a deep breath and calming himself, Naruto stepped forward onto the seal and was suddenly greeted with a familiar rush of energy. Looking down the shinobi watched as the seal glowed bright red under his feet. The first ring around the seal thrummed with power and Naruto observed happily that the other rings seemed to stay inactive.

Remembering what the scroll that Jiraiya had made him read and copy, Naruto walked to the middle of the seal and closed his eyes while concentrating on the technique that he had learned from the scroll all those years ago. “I need to save everyone,” said the blonde shinobi as he slowly felt the energy of the Kyuubi slowly make its way through his veins.

Feeling himself being pulled back into reality, Naruto went with the flow. But is was when he was being brought back to reality that he felt something primal awaking inside him, as a word seemed to slide effortlessly into his mind.

oooo

Momo clutched Toushirou arm as she and the others watched in fear as the building came plummeting down at them. Toushirou could only stare his death in the face, while regrets about his friend, Momo, passed through his mind. The police officer and the woman threw themselves over the little girl, as well as Asane and Kiko.

However, as the building began it’s rapid descent, both Momo and Toushirou watched as their blonde friend slowly walk out in front of them and lifted his hand up, palm facing outward. Suddenly the very air around the seven people felt like it was crushing them into the ground. Tousirou was barely able to move but what he saw certainly stole any sort of thought or words that were forming within him. 

Naruto lowered his palm, allowing only his index and middle finger to jut out at the falling building, and it was what happened next that had Toushirou gaping like a fish out of water. Slowly, a bright white energy slowly began to form at the tip of the young blond’s fingers. This energy slowly turned from pure white to crimson red as it gathered into a large orb of energy which then condensed into an even smaller ball.

In a dark voice, that Toushirou was convinced wasn’t Naruto’s voice, the blonde spoke one word which would turn all their lives upside down.

“Cero(...”

oooo

Hueceo Mundo(1) - is Spanish for “Hollow World” 

Shinu(2) - is Japanese for “Die”

hollow(3) - is a bleach term for a monster that eats other souls. In essence a hollow is a soul that has been allowed to deteriorate, in some manner, to the point where it no longer can reason and it become more animalistic. Hollows always seek to eat souls to fill their insatiable emptiness with in them, which is usually expressed physically as a hole through their body

jinbei(4) - Japanese summer wear, which includes a light, short sleeved, jacket-like top and shorts that extend down to the knees.

Kuso(5) - is Japanese for “Damn”, this word can also be translated into several other vulgarities, but for the purpose of my fic it will be used for “damn”.

kusotare(6) - is Japanese for either “shithead” or “bastard”, I’m going for “bastard”

hakama(7) - are a type of traditional Japanese clothing resembling a wide, pleated skirt. They were originally worn only by men, but today they are worn by both men and women. Hakama are tied at the waist and fall approximately to the ankles

kozou(8) - is Japanese for “youngster”

Cero(9) - in the bleach world Cero is a powerful attack that only a Menos Grande or higher hollow can perform. The word Cero is the Spanish word for “Zero”.

Chapter 4 - Back to School?
Naruto felt a familiar power gathering at his finger tips, and before he knew it a white orb of energy formed before condensing and changing colors. Now the boy had a small, marble size, ball of red energy concentrating at his fingertips, and it reminded him of the attack that his four tail form could use.

A small amount of terror swept through the young ninja, and he was forced to once again remember why he was tapping into an energy source that he long ago decided to quit using. Seeing the scared looks on his friends faces and the faces of the others that were about to die, Naruto’s face hardened as he again heard a whispered word enter his mind.

“Cero,” the blonde calmly spoke, as the bright red ball of energy exploded into a gargantuan beam of raw energy and slammed into the falling building with an enormous force. Slowly the building began to disappear from sight as the beam of energy disintegrated it into nothing more than ashes. Everyone surrounding Naruto watched in awe, and fear, as the bright red beam cut through the air and even seemed to cleave the billowing smoke in the sky.

Still holding his fingers outstretched with the energy still crackling at his finger tips, though it was now about the size of a tiny glass bead, Naruto pointed his finger at the stone wall and once again said the word which would forever be burnt into the minds of his friends.

Another, smaller, blast of red energy slammed into the wall and carved out a ten foot hole in the wall. When Naruto’s attack ended, he turned to his friends and smiled warmly before unceremoniously falling to the ground in, what looked like, complete exhaustion.

Momo and Toushirou finally felt the pressure of the air around them let up when their blonde haired friend fell to the ground. Not wasting any time, the two of them rushed over to Naruto and quickly scooped him up as the others followed them through the man made exit. Walking quite a long distance away from the wall, Momo noticed that soon others began to use the hole to leave.

Within mere moments the area just out side of the hole was littered with people who had nothing to do except mill about in shock. Asane and Kiko were currently watching over the child of the woman and the young police officer. It seemed as if the near death experience bonded both the little girl and Asane closer together. 

Letting out a tired sounding sigh, the brown haired teen turned her attention to her other friend. Toushirou looked as if he was standing guard over Naruto’s prone body, but in reality she knew that the white haired boy was literally filled to the brim with questions that he wanted answered. In all honestly she too wanted some answers from the blonde. How was he able to obliterate a whole building? What was the attack that he used? Why did the energy he used change colors? These were but a few of the question that plagued her mind as she watched the blonde’s chest rise and fall peacefully.

oooo

Medokudo Tachibana, 3rd seat officer of the 12th division and supervisor of the Soul Energy Measurement and Regulating Department, was decidedly having a somewhat bad day. 

First, a report came in saying that a town in the eastern section of Rukongai had caught fire. Tachi knew that spirit fire would cause problems in his department. He knew that the fires would cause what is called ‘aura static’ to appear on the reitsu sensors. This aura static would cover up the more subtle readings in the town and make it almost virtually impossible to pinpoint most ‘regular’ people within the town. 

Next, came the report which told him that the Black Fang was responsible for the fire and that they were attacking people randomly. The report even went as far as to say that many of the gang members were using reitsu in some of their attacks. Suffice to say, this report pissed him off. The Black Fang probably knew that the fire would be able to cover their tracks and that was why they were torching the town.

Tachi’s subordinates were running to and fro all through out the night as more and more reports began to flood into the department asking for assistance in locating people. The department supervisor could only shake his head in exasperation as he replied to each of the requests with the same reply. He was in the middle of writing a reply to a platoon of police officers when an alarm began blaring loudly through out the department.

The shinigami’s head snapped up in shock when he realized what the alarm was signaling. Rushing out of his office, Tachi was assaulted by three of his subordinates who began babbling about reitsu readings and the like. “Who have I anger to deserve a day like this?” asked Tachi as he walked over to his empty computer terminal and turned it on.

When the screen blinked to life, Tachi’s eyebrows rose almost into his hairline. Blinking on the screen, just out side of the area where the fire was taking place, was a reitsu signature that dwarfed the aura static and brightly shined like a beacon of power in a sea of energy. However, shocked awe soon became horror as the signature slowly transformed into a familiar pattern that spelled out...

“Hollow,” whispered Tachi as his subordinates suddenly began fearfully talking among themselves. Snapping his fingers to attract their attention, Tachi quickly and efficiently began to delegate orders. “I need runners to deliver these messages to the third, eleventh and thirteenth division captains,” three young men suddenly step forward and took off with the notes that Tachi had been writing as he talked. “Touya,” said the supervisor addressing a young woman with large odd shaped glasses, “choose five from this department and analyze the reitsu signature. Something about that signature seems...off.”

“Hai,” replied the woman before choosing her friends and disappearing into a side room that was used for meetings.

“The rest of you,” yelled Tachi in his more intimidating voice, “make sure you report anything, and I mean ‘anything’, that could be considered unusual. I don’t want anything else getting by us tonight, got it?” Tachi watched as the others shinigami of his department began redoubling their effort to keep a sharp eye out for anything that could be suspicious. Pinching the bridge of his nose the man wondered if his friend in the Soul Trafficking Department ever had to deal with days like this.

oooo

“This day is one for the record book,” complained a familiar young man with spiky black hair as he and several of his fellow shinigami raced towards what looked like an glowing orange horizon.

“Kaien-sempai!” called out a excited voice from behind him making the young shinigami roll his eyes in frustration. “Shukusei-fukataicho, along with Gaan-fukataicho, have already secured most of the northern parts of the town. They also took out most of the Black Fang,” said a shinigami who, along with wearing the regular shinigami uniform, wore several thick piece of rope and a knotted bandana. It was these accessories that made Koutsubaki Sentarou look like a sushi cook more than a respectable officer of Soul Society.

‘Why did they have to send him with me?’ Kaien asked himself, as the energetic man began going on about how their Vice-Captain was so strong and how ‘one day’ he was going to have that position. Deep down Kaien knew that Sentarou was a good man, but the way he carried himself and acted sometimes reminded him of his younger brother, Ganju.

“Sentarou? Do you have the orders from Shukusei-fukataicho?” Kaien calmly asked his loud teammate as the man stopped his yapping and looked confused for a moment.

“Oh! Yeah, I got them right here,” said the bearded man as he reached into his uniform and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

Taking the paper, Kaien looked through the written commands of his Vice-Captain and nodded once as he whistled loud enough to catch the attention of the other shinigami that had been gathering around the area. “Listen up, I just got our orders! We are going to help the civilians as best as we can! Two squads will be used to prioritize the injured. How you go about prioritizing is up to the discretion of the squad leader. Four squads will handle supporting and supplying the civilians until the fourth division mobilizes. Two squads will accompany Sentarou-san and I on another mission. Is everything clear?”

None of the shinigami had any question, and soon everyone was leaving to complete their orders. “Hey, Kaien-sempai? What mission were we given?” asked Sentarou with a frown as he watched the others leave the area.

“It seems,” said Kaien as he began fiddling with a strange metallic wand that was connected to a small hand sized device which displayed numbers every now and again, “that the Soul Energy Measurement and Regulating Department caught sight of a suspicious reitsu reading during the confusion. They want us to see if we can flush out any ‘suspicious’ souls.”

Scratching the back of his head with a dumbfounded expression on his face Sentarou asked, “Isn’t this what we normally do?”

“Yep,” answered Kaien with a nod and a smile. “Though,” said the black haired shinigami officer, “we don’t usually meet much hollows in Rukongai.”

“H-h-h-hollows?!” stuttered Sentarou as he looked around as if expecting an attack and moment. “Are you saying that a hollow made it all the way into Rukongai?”

“I’m not saying anything,” replied Kaien as he finally got the device in his hands to work properly and handed it over to his teammate, “Tachibana-san was the one who deciphered the reading and he was the one that labeled it as a hollow.”

“Damn it,” Sentarou said, a frown marring his face, “and here I thought this was going to be easy.” 

Kaien smiled to himself as he began fixing and calibrating the other device that he was given. When the black haired man heard a cough from behind him he turned around looking at hesitant Sentarou. “Yes?”

“Uh...I wanted to know something,” said the bearded man with a bit more apprehension than usual.

Seeing that the man wasn’t going to speak again until Kaien gave him the go-ahead, the young shinigami said, “Alright. What do you need to know?”

Holding out the device in front of him the older shinigami asked, “What the hell is this and how do we use it?”

Kaien’s eye twitched several times before he slapped his hand over his face and prayed to god that this day would just end already.

oooo

“Uh...” groaned a blonde haired boy as he slowly rolled over where he was laying on the ground. Naruto could hear some muted mumbling at first, but as his mind and body began to get back up into gear he hear a voice shouting something.

“He’s waking up! Toushirou!”

“Where’s Momo?” asked a familiar voice as footsteps slowly padded their way towards where he lay.

“She’s currently trying to find us something to eat,” said another familiar voice.

Already feeling a dull ache from behind his eyelids, Naruto slowly cracked them open and saw only darkness. Of course, it took the boy a small moment to realized that it was still night time. Allowing a soft chuckle to escape his parched lips, Naruto winced when a soft glow of a lamp light began brightening the area. Even the low light of the lamp made his eye sing and water as the makings of a headache slowly began to make itself known.

“Are you alright?” ask the adult-like serious voice of Toushirou while Naruto’s trained hearing could also pick out a small amount of worry.

“What happened?” asked Naruto trying to remember what had happened, after the seal activated in his mind scape.

“That’s what I like to ask you,” exclaimed the white haired boy with a cocked eyebrow and skeptical look on his face. “One minute we’re about to become street pancakes, and the next...” it was here that Toushirou’s normally calm facade slowly crumbled as he threw out his arms wide saying, “...the next moment you obliterate a building without breaking a sweat. And when we want to ask you questions to find it convenient to slip into unconsciousness.”

“Never a dull day around me, huh?” quipped Naruto.

“Apparently,” said Toushirou as he shook his head out of frustration.

“Is he awake?” called a female voice several feet away.

Naruto turned his aching neck to see Asane leading both Kiko and Momo over to them. “What took you so long?” asked Toushirou as he stood up and stretched out his legs and arms, “I was beginning to think that something happened.”

“Something has happened,” Momo said urgently as she moved forward and lowered her voice, “I was looking for food, but couldn’t help but over hear that the shinigami divisions have already begun to mobilize.”

“That’s norma...” the blue-green eyed boy began to say before he was silenced with one of Momo’s hand covering his mouth.

“I also overheard that several thirteen division shinigami are specifically combing the crowds with some sort of device. Several of the townsfolk hear that they’re looking for “unusual high reitsu readings”. The gossip is that the shinigami haven’t found what they are looking for,” said Momo, as she shot Naruto a look that told him that he was probably the one they were looking for.

“You don’t mean...”Asane said with her mouth opened. 

Naruto moved his head back to its original position as he heard Toushirou curse under his breath. “Look if they’re looking for me there is no need for you guys to get involved,” said Naruto as he tightened his hands into fists and looked up at the twinkling stars above.

“It’s not that simple,” Toushirou commented, turning his back to everyone. Naruto’s eyebrows raised up in surprise, while his face showed confusion upon hearing those words uttered from his new friend’s  mouth.

Kiko wrung her hands as she looked over to her friends, “W-what are we going to do?”

“I don’t understand,” the blonde ex-shinobi questioned, as the feeling in his arms slowly returned.

“What Shiro-chan is trying to say,” Momo explained, watching her friends shoulders tense at the name, “is that everyone in our little group, with the exception of Jin, were unusually gifted with reitsu. Even if we were to walk away from you we would still be questioned...some more than others.” Momo’s last couple of words were said as she stared intensely at Toushirou’s back.

“Then...what do we do?” asked Naruto.

“Stick together,” came a gruff reply that was quickly followed by the sound of an argument. Toushirou turned his head and quickly zeroed in on where the voices were coming from. Though, what he saw made his stomach clench in nervousness.

Not more than a hundred feet away were several shinigami who were talking with a group of people, probably a family from the way they sort of resembled each other. “I said no!” came the shout which carried over the now silent crowd. “I don’t know the first thing about what you’re talking about!”

“Please calm down,” said the black clothed shinigami, as he held out his hands in a placating manner, “you son isn’t under arrest or anything. We are just conducting a search for all potential shinigami applicants, and I’ve noticed that you son has an Indigo spi reading. Normally, most of the souls in Rukongai have a Grey spi reading.”

“What?” asked the man who had shouted with an incredulous look on his face, “Shinigami? My son? Indigo?” The woman at the man’s side, who had also lent her voice in protesting, was now beaming at her older son with pride as she hugged the now throughly embarrassed boy.

“Smooth,” said Toushirou as he watched the shinigami slowly lead the boy away from his family.

“They tell them that their going to get into the academy,” Asane said with a frown before she stood up and walked over to where Momo and Teoushirou were, “and at the same time they are allowed to search freely for who ever they are looking for.”

“I wonder if any of those kids will be admitted into the academy,” pondered Kiko.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Toushirou spinning around abruptly and returning to Naruto’s side, “all we need to think about is getting out of here.”

“Oh, and why is that?” asked a deep voice that startled everyone of the young members.

Quick as a flash, Toushirou pulled out his knife and held it out defensively as he eyed the eavesdropper. “Careful where you point that thing,” said a tall shinigami with black hair, which seemed to give off a purple sheen in the light, “you might hurt someone.”

Momo and Asane quickly walked over to where Kiko was sitting and pulled the girl closer to where Toushirou was standing over Naruto. “What do you want!?” yelled Toushirou as he still held the knife out at the shinigami, his eyes narrowed in suspicion and distrust.

“Hold on,” said the tall man as he slowly showed that his hands were empty, “I saw that your friend was laying on the ground and it looked like you could use some help.”

“Thanks, but we don’t need you help,” said the white haired teen, never loosening his grip on the knife and keeping his eyes on the man.

Kaien had to admit that when he happened upon the kids and had seen the blonde haired boy laying on the ground, he was a bit concerned. However, that concern soon turned to interest as he heard the group discussing the scene that had taken place with one of his subordinates. This interest soon came to ahead when he heard the white haired boy say something about ‘getting out of here’.

Something in the black haired shinigami’s gut told him that he had hit the jackpot, but his same ‘gut feeling’ told him that if he played his cards wrong he would get more than he had bargained for. Seeing that the boy holding the knife eyed him with complete distrust, Kaien had no choice but to go about being blunt. “Well, if you don’t need my help, then I’m guessing you won’t mind if I take a reitsu reading. Will you?”

Momo shot a nervous look at Toushirou and then at Naruto. “We aren’t going to the Academy,” growled Toushirou as he still eyed the shinigami.

“Who said that you’d be going there?” asked Kaien trying to think of a way to disarm the boy without hurting him.

It seemed like the time for talking had come to an end, as the white haired boy quickly dipped low enough to wrap his blonde haired friends arm around his neck. Together the two stood up and began to back away from the shinigami. The girls were also following the boys example as they too were walking backward away from the man.

“Do you really think this is the best way to be going about this,” questioned Momo, as she and Asane helped Kiko maneuver around any obstacles that were in their path.

“This is the best that I could think of given the situation,” a frustrated Toushirou replied.

Having taken his eyes off the man for no more than a second, the stoic teen looked back and found that the shinigami could no longer be found. 

“Behind us!” yelled Naruto as he sensed someone behind them. Before Toushirou could react, his arm was twisted harshly and the knife that was in it was dropped to the ground.

“Believe me,” said Kaien as he chopped the white haired boy on the back of his neck, “I really didn’t want it to turn out this way.”

Naruto watched the attack and knew what was going to happen as both he and Toushirou dropped to the ground. Naruto was unable to support himself with out his friends help, and Toushirou had been rendered unconscious from the chop the shinigami had given him.

Momo, seeing her friend fall to the ground after the man hit him in the neck, feared the worst as she lead the other two back where the two boys sat. “What do you want from us!?” yelled the girl with angry tears after she had witnessed the shinigami attacking her friend.

“Whoa! Calm down,” said Kaien as he explained the situation to the group of youngsters. After his explanation the seated officer watched the play of emotions over each of the groups faces. Kaien knew that the teens must have known something about the spike of reitsu, but again his instincts were telling him that they were not about to start talking about it. ‘I’ve gotta think fast,” thought the shinigami, ‘these kids look like if I make one wrong move they’ll run.’ Staring at the ground the black haired man gazed at the unconscious body of white haired boy as a thought popped into his head.

“Before you leave, I’m going to need a reading,” said Kaien as he pulled out the same device the other shinigami had been using. “Look,” said Kaien trying to play the pity card, “if I don’t get a reading from everyone I could get into a lot of trouble. I promise, one reading is all that I’m asking for.”

‘One reading...’ thought the black haired man as he watched the teens each look at each other, ‘...plus the possibility of questioning later, but you don’t really need to know that, do you?’

Momo sent a worried look at Naruto, who just shrugged in a manner that clearly said “what else can we do”. Kaien smiled as he first walked over to the blind girl and passed the wand over her. The screen of the device lit up as did the face of the shinigami when he read the number out loud, “Indigo... that’s a pretty big reading there.”

Kiko took a step behind Momo as she could almost feel the shinigami’s eyes on her.

“Next,” said Kaien as he passed the wand over the brown haired girl. The reading that was given was above average but compared to other reitsu readings it wasn’t spectacular, “Violet...that’s not a bad reading at all.”

“Whatever,” said the girl as she leveled angry glare at the man almost as if she knew that he was being condescending.

“Right...moving on,” said Kaien as he walked over the pretty girl with brown hair. Passing his wand over her Kaien’s eyebrow were threatening to shoot off his forehead as the screen displayed the girls information and spi coloring..

“What the hell? Your spi color is a mixture of Indigo...and Blue! Why the hell aren’t you in the academy!” said the shinigami as he passed the wand over the girl again getting the same results.

Momo’s silence at his question was enough to warn the man, while he watched her defiantly glare at him before giving her unconscious friend a worried look from the corner of her eye.

Seeing the look that the girl gave the unconscious boy, he tried his best not to roll his eyes as the realization suddenly dawned on him. Deciding that he wanted a read from someone who wouldn’t give him trouble, the shinigami passed the wand over the knocked out boy. The device in his hands beeped twice before displaying a result that had the shinigami thinking that his machine was broken.

Clearing the number, Kaien passed the wand over himself and waited as the machine beeped twice and displayed his spi reading. Frowning, the black haired man turned the machine back to the white haired teen.

Again the machine beeped twice before displaying a number that made the man’s mouth go dry. ‘This kid is already a Green? What kind of sick joke is this?’ thought the seated officer as he looked down at the sleeping boy. Being a seated officer, Kaien was privileged to information that was usually keep secret from normal shinigami. One of those secrets was, that most seated officers could usually boast of having a spi reading of Yellow or better, depending on their abilities.

Seeing this...street kid, display a reitsu reading that wasn’t that far off from a reading of a weak “seated officer” made the shinigami’s mind go blank for a moment.

‘There is no freakin’ way that I’m letting these kids out of my sight,’ decided Kaien as he reached into his robes and pulled out a ornately carved wooden stick. Snapping the stick the shinigami discarded the pieces on the ground and thought, ‘The others should respond to the beacon and will be here within a few minutes. All I have to do is keep these kids occupied until the others arrive.’

Giving all of his undivided attention to the last member of this ragtag group of possible shinigami academy students, Kaien asked the blonde, “Are you going to give me any trouble?”

“Does it look like I can?” replied Naruto seriously.

Taking that as a ‘no’, Kaien swept the want over the blonde body and waited for the results to show. However, when the word ‘error’ showed up on the screen in bright red lettering, Kaien scratched his head in confusion as he reset the machine and once again passed the wand over the boy’s body.

Again the word appeared, and this time around it took longer for the machine to respond. Feeling that he had gotten a defective piece of junk, the man adjusted the machine once again and tried one last time while muttering to himself, “There’s no way someone in soul society can’t have a reitsu reading.”

Naruto watched as the man once again tried to take his reading. As the wand passed over him, the young ninja felt something within him stir, but just as quickly as it came...it disappeared. Watching the shinigami press the button on the machine, he was suddenly covering his ears. The device began to emit a high pitched whining sound, this was followed by several bright flashes of light, loud popping sounds, and a small puff of white smoke signaling the end of the machines usefulness. 

Sharp brown eyes were glued on the blonde ex-ninja, as the shinigami put away the machine and then began to thoughtfully rub his chin. ‘He broke the machine. Just who the hell is this kid?’ thought Kaien as he kept his eye on the boy in front of him. Deep down the seated officer of the thirteen division was subconsciously worried that if he took his eyes off the boy he would vanish without a trace. ‘Damn it where are those idiots?!” Kaien mentally shouted as he watched the kids slowly become more suspicious of the black garbed shinigami.

“You’re finished taking our readings, right?” asked Naruto as Asane began to help him up slowly, while Momo began trying to wake Toushiro.

Not knowing what else to say, Kaien nodded his head slowly, “Uh...yeah, but I really haven gotten a reading for you. So...”

“That’s not our fault,” said Asane quickly.

“I know, but...” rebutted Kaien as he felt several familiar reitsu signatures closing in.

“...but you’re stalling because you don’t want us to leave, right? At least not until your friends get here...” said Naruto as he too felt the reitsu that was slowly closing on them.

The expression of shock on the shinigami’s face was priceless and Naruto couldn’t help but chuckle when the man took a step back eyed him warily. During that moment several shinigami appeared out of, what seemed like, thin air.

“Kaien-sempai!” called out a man, that to Naruto looked every bit the sushi chef instead of sword wielding warrior. “Are those the suspicious souls?” asked Sentarou in his normal voice, which was a decibel louder than most human ears could tolerate.

Kaien slapped his face when he witnessed the confusion in the eyes of the teenagers suddenly change to a surprisingly hard, suspicious glare. ‘Damn that idiot!’ the man mentally screamed, and if that wasn’t enough...the white haired kid that he had knocked out initially was now rubbing the back of his neck and literally burning a hole through his head with his stare.

“Look,” said Naruto as he watched the play of emotions filter through the black haired shinigami’s eyes, “you took your reading. Now let us leave...”

“He can’t do that,” interrupted Toushirou with a cold sharp voice that sung of anger and irritation.

Confused and afraid, Kiko was the only one who spoke up and asked, “Why not?”

Blue-green eyes narrowed as he watched each of the men surrounding them take up guarded stances with caution. “When a soul who has a high reitsu is found, he or she is usually admitted into the academy and Seireitei. The reason behind this is simple. It all about order.” said Toushirou locking eyes with the black haired man.

“Order?” Momo whispered wondering if the hit to the neck was a bit more damaging than she thought.

“Think about it...people with high reitsu can’t be allowed to wander Rukongai, and the reasons behind it are simple. Most common people with unusually high reitsu won’t have enough money to by food, and will sooner or later have to steal to keep from going hungry. That would cause trouble with the police and could even make problems with Seireitei. Then there’s the possibility of a person with high reitsu learning a powerful technique that might be a danger to both him and those around him. So, in order to combat those problems they ship the high reitsu souls to the Academy,” said Toushiou without a drop of emotion coloring his voice.

“In the Academy, the souls learn to control their power and become a part of the Shinigami army...” said the teenage male, his blue-green eyes burrowing into the shinigami that stood in front of him, “...in turn, that same army keeps Soul Society balanced.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Kiko as she hid behind Momo.

“No, it doesn’t,” agreed Toushirou with a nod of his head. “However, that’s only true if you “wanted” to become a shinigami. What about the souls that wanted to live a peaceful afterlife? There is no choice for them. Order must be maintained, am I wrong?” asked the intelligent boy watching the play of emotions running through each of the shinigami eyes.

“Right.” answered Kaien without batting an eyelash. “Are you going to cause us trouble?” asked the seated officer as looked away from the boy and his piercing stare.

“I’m in no condition to fight,” said the pale haired boy as his shoulders drooped in exhaustion, but his words seemed to convey the meaning that he wasn’t about to give up.

“Shiro-chan,” Momo said nervously, “maybe it’s better this way.”

“Whatever,” said the boy in defeat, as he allowed the girl at his side to hold him up.

“Sentarou, you and the second squad will finish taking readings around this area. The first squad and I will escort these kids to the Seireitei,” said Kaien, he watched the other shinigami nod his head before quickly turning around and shouting orders.

In the hustle and bustle, Asane was spared from following the others into the Academy due to her relatively low reading and certain events. One of those event being...when the couple, who had survived the falling building with them, asked if she would mind being adopted by them. 

The girls cried, and the boys just shook their heads. Toushirou was adamant about not talking to Asane, and he refused to speak to her. Even though the boy’s cold exterior made the girl loose several tears from her eyes, she could see the wetness collecting at the corner of his eyes which seemed to make his eye glassy.

With one last good-bye, the last four of the ragtag band of street kids were now on their way to an unknown destination. However, one of the group seemed to be taking all of this in stride as his blue eyes clouded over in thought. ‘I wonder if this Academy is any tougher than the Ninja Academy?’

Chapter 5 - Another Academy (Unfinished Chapter)
The smell of disinfectant strongly permeated the room that the four teenagers had suddenly found themselves herded into, after they were forced to take a shower and dress in hospital robes. Naruto’s nose twitched and his face scrunched up in annoyance when ever he took a breath of the unnaturally clean air. For some reason, that he couldn’t explain, the air in this place made him feel uneasy.

“I don’t like the smell of this place,” stated the blue eyed shinobi while he warily glanced around the room.

“I think I can understand what you are saying,” Kiko agreed as she held tightly to Naruto’s shirt nervously. Being blind, Kiko’s other senses made up for the lost of her sight by becoming extremely sharp. Even now, as she breathed deeply, it seemed as if all the smells that would normally exist in the air had been erased.

“Yes...well I don’t like these robes,” mumbled Toushiro obviously talking about the robes “open back” design, he shivered uncomfortably when a cold draft skim across his nether regions.

Momo giggled at seeing her friend’s uneasiness slowly making its way onto his normally unshakeable face. 

“I’m very sorry for the smell...or lack there of,” a old, worn voice spoke up, as a wrinkled elderly woman stepped through the door way and shuffled over to a desk that was situated in the corner, “but I’m sure you can all understand the need to filter out harmful bacteria and the like, especially since this is a hospital of sorts.”

“However, as for the robes...” it was here that the woman’s eyes gleamed with mischief as she replied in a cheeky manner, “...a woman has to have something to look forward too, doesn’t she?”

Toushirou face went slack in surprise at hearing the woman’s explanation. However, when the woman began to laugh and giggle his face did a complete one-eighty and became something like stone as he tried to freeze the woman with his glare alone.

Naruto realized that what he said could be easily taken as a slight against the hospital. He cringed slightly when the thought of the three women familiar woman glaring at him suddenly popped into his head. He knew that they wouldn’t have been happy if they heard what he said. Mumbling an apology Naruto looked away from the old lady as his memories invokes a feeling of extreme sadness in his chest.

“There is no need for that,” the old woman smiled, pulling out the wooden chair at the desk and sitting down. Even though she said it didn’t matter, the old medic’s face seemed livelier after Naruto had apologized. “Now, Kaien-san says that only two of you need treatment.” she said with a skeptical look on her face while eyeing everyone in the room, “but...from what I can ascertain, only the boy with the permanent frown on his face is the one in need of some medical attention.”

Toushirou mumbled something rudely before he turned his head and began looking over at Naruto.  Sure enough, just like the old hag had said, Naruto face was no longer pale and he lacked that ‘tired look’ that he had been wearing only a couple of minutes ago. ‘How is this possible?’ the teenage genius asked himself as he watched Naruto closely as if some sort of secret would be revealed if he watched long enough.

The chair scraping along the floor was enough to break Toushirou’s concentration as the old woman walked over to where he had sat down on the edge of a bed. “Let’s see,” said the woman as she put her hand over Toushirou chest, “Heavenly eye that pierces through the veil of flesh and bone. Lord of the eastern temple, bearer of the calming zephyr and healing waters. Open thine eyes to the unseen!”

Naruto’s mouth dropped open when he felt the build up of energy that seemed to permeate the room. However, just as quickly as the energy in the room gathered it disappeared as the woman’s hands glowed a muted rosy color. The old medic placed one of her hands on Toushirou’s chest and the other one on his forehead while humming softly to her self.

“Minor wounds to the arms and legs. A severe case of exhaustion and something more...” said the woman as she grimaced, before the rosy color on her hands intensified. Nodding her head once, the woman allowed the energy in her hands to disperse before she stood up and met the blue-green eyes of her patient.

“Mmm…I see,” said the woman in a final sort of way as she walked slowly over to a cabinet and began pulling out an assortment of medication. Retracing her steps back to the teen’s bedside, the old woman tied her hair back and began to treat the young man, much to his chagrin. 

After having his injuries healed and taking some medication that had nearly caused him to gag, Toushirou looked over at Naruto and asked, “What about you, Naruto? Are you feeling better?”

Unfortunately the ex-shinobi was in deep thought when the question reached his ears. Surprised at the question that was asked Naruto turned to answer it, but unfortunately he wasn’t fully recovered from his exhaustion, and as a result he overbalanced himself and fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Face pressed in the ground with his body splayed out in an uncomfortable position, he answered, “Peachy.”

“Oh my,” the older woman said in surprise as she placed her wrinkled hand over her mouth to hide the smile that was forming, “it seems as if there really was another patient that need my attention.”

“No,” Naruto tried desperately to ward the woman off, as he used all his strength to get up and stand straight, “I’m fine. Nothing a little rest and some food won’t take care of.” Of course, as the blonde was saying this he was glaring daggers at his pale haired friend. 

Toushirou was glaring right back at the blonde, while he thought, ‘I am not going to be the only one to have to go through this embarrassment!’

Fearing what the woman was going to find about him if she used that jutsu of hers, Naruto slowly began backing away from her. Luckily for the young ninja, at that exact moment the door, on the opposite end of the room, blew open while a familiar shinigami walked in and said, “Mikoto? Have you finished patching up the recruits?”

The old woman sighed deeply as a look of annoyance crossed her face. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you to knock?” asked the woman in an angry tone that was mixed with a bit of exasperation.

“Yeah, but she also told me not to play with sharp object as well and...” answered Kaien while patting his sword.

“Whatever,” said the older woman with a dismissing wave of a hand. Naruto was thankful that she had completely forgotten what she was supposed to be doing. “The brat with the white hair,” stated the old woman as the others chuckled briefly, “was suffering from exhaustion and some minor injuries. As for the girls, some bed rest and a hot meal should be enough to recover some of their strength.”

“And blondie?” Kaien asked, careful not to sound too interested in what she might find.

The old woman’s eyes gave Kaien a sidelong glance before she said, “I didn’t check him, but I’m sure that, like the girls, all he needs is a good nights rest.”

Kaien said nothing in response to the woman’s statement; instead he looked thoughtful as he slowly bit his upper lip in concentration. “Understood,” he finally replied slowly, “I’ll be back tomorrow to pick them up.”

Turning towards his recruits, Kaien smiled brightly and said, “Tomorrow we’ll register you at the academy. So...get some sleep, you here me?”

Naruto watched the man escort the older woman out of the room, and as they were leaving he heard them whispering something about “strange reitsu” and “hollow-fication”, but try as he might as soon as the door closed he could no longer follow their conversation.

Ignoring the light chatter that came from his newly acquired friends, Naruto turned his head to look out the only window in the room. Deep down the blonde knew that the power that he had used to destroy that building was the demon fox’s power. It angered and surprised him that, even in the afterlife, he and that bastard demon were still connected in some way. And though he was mad, there was also a bit of relief that he was able to use that power to protect his new friends.

Seeing his new friends talking comfortably with each other, he smiled when he saw a glimpse of his old friend’s personalities coming out in these new friends. Toushirou reminded him of Neji with some of Sasuke’s arrogance mixed in. Momo was a mix-and-match of Tenten’s energy, Sakura’s will and Hinata’s kindness, while Kiko’s apprehensiveness reminded him of a painfully shy Hinata. However, the blind girl definitely inherited Ino’s sense of humor.

Thinking of his old friends, the blonde sighed as memories of his adventures with them flashed in his mind. Finally feeling the exhaustion hit, Naruto slowly walked over to one of the open beds. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered if tomorrow was going to be as hectic as the shinigami had said it would be.

****

The sun was slowly making it way to the apex of the sky when the chiming of a bell cut through the air. Suddenly, the air was filled with the buzzing sound of friendly chatter and activity. These sounds were all centered around a gigantic building that was made from white marble. The roof of the building was painted with a bright yellow paint, which easily set this building apart from the smaller buildings that surrounded it.

Standing just outside the two giant doors, which made up the front gate to the courtyard of this building, were five individuals. The first of the group was Kaien, who wore his black shinigami uniform and had several file folders under his arm as he yawed loudly.

“Weren’t you the one that told us to get some sleep,” asked Toushirou in an annoyed voice, as he was currently wearing a scowl while eyeing the building in front of them. Kaien only responded with a half hearted shrug.

Momo was staring in awe, as she took in the magnificence of the building in front of her. Her hands were clasped together as she turned and gave her friend a smile which made him roll his eyes and turn away grumbling.

Kiko, who was holding onto the sleeve of Naruto’s jacket sleeve for bearings, giggled lightly as she heard what Toushirou was mumbling under his breath. Kiko, however, was mentally agreeing with Momo, as the richness of sounds emanating out towards her was enough to tell her how enormous the grounds of this place were. As well as the staggering amount of people that resided within the building.

Naruto was floored. Just the sheer size of the place was enough to make him gape in awe, but despite that...there was only one thought that ran through his head. It was this thought that, for some reason or another, he felt the need to share with the others, “Man, I’d really hate to be the janitor for that place.”

Silence was suddenly upon the group, and each of the members looked at Naruto with confused looks etched into their faces. “What!?” Naruto said heatedly, when he finally realized that everyone was looking at him weirdly. “Come on! I know you were all thinking the same thing!” yelled the blonde in defense, walking forward while taking Kiko with him. The two had gone beyond the gateway that led into the compound just as the other realized that they were being left behind.

Kaien made a gesture that the others should follow and as they did the man couldn’t help but noticed that the others of the group were a bit more relaxed and focus. ‘Hn, so he cracks a joke and looks like a fool, but deep down he was laying to rest the uneasy feeling that they were all dealing with,’ thought the black haired man as he watched the blonde talk and grin brightly at the girl at his side, even though he knew she couldn’t see him, ‘This kid just gets more interesting as I learn more about him.’

After telling Kiko all the details of what he was seeing, Naruto looked back and saw that the others were now slowly catching up to both of them. Eyeing the other two of the group, the ex-shinobi of the leaf saw that their expressions were now more neutral. The tension, that had once exuded from them, was now gone and was replaced with a more relaxed aura. Nodding his head, Naruto turned around as he asked, “So where are we going first, Kai-san?”

Kaien stared at the blonde as he processed what the boy had called him, “Kai...?”

The young spirit tilted his head to the side in such a manner that the dark haired shinigami could understand, just from his body language, that he was asking silently ‘is something wrong with that’.

Giving the blonde of their group a hard glare, Kaien told Naruto in as calm as a voice as he could muster, “ Just stick with Kaien, okay?”

“Sure thing,” Naruto replied a bit too quickly for the older man’s tastes.

‘I have a feeling that he’s not going to given up on that name any time soon,’ thought the seated officer of the thirteenth squad. “To answer your first question, kid. We are going to head over to the registration hall for some placement tests and then well get you someone to give you a tour of the grounds.

“Great,” huffed the ex-gennin, “tests.”

Ignoring Naruto, Kaien lead the other through the winding hallways and through several courtyards before they finally reach their destination. Naruto eyed the building in front of him and saw that it had to have been several times older than the building that surrounded it. The roof was old and faded. The tiles, which looked to have once been very beautiful, were now cracked and grimy. The building reeked of ancient history and it was obvious that it held some historic importance since it hadn’t been torn down and was instead tucked neatly away within the academy.

Walking into the building, the four looked on in amazement as they realized that this place was probably an old dojo of sorts. The interior of the building was completely the opposite of the outside. Polished wood and well maintained floors gleamed in the morning light. Old desks which also seemed to have been well taken care of were stacked against one side of the spacious room.

“Kaien,” spoke a velvet smooth voice that held an edge of authority to it, “you’re late.”

The whole group, as one, turned their heads in time to see a man slowly step out of the shadow that was cast over the corner. The man had pale white hair that almost reached the middle of his back. His complexion was pale, but Naruto noticed that the paleness was also accompanied with waxy sheen of sweat.

To the blonde, it meant that the man was suffering from some kind of illness. The blonde had hung around Saukra enough to distinguish what a sick person looked like compared to a healthy one. Coincidently, it was because of Sakura’s help that he finally realized when Hinata’s face was red it wasn’t because she was sick. 

Toushiro noticed that the new arrival not only spoke with a voice lace with authority, but his uniform was different as well. He deduced that this man was probably Kaien superior.

Bowing deeply in the presence of the white haired man, Kaien answered, “My apologies Ukitake-taicho! We all woke up at the proper time, but signing out of the medical center was...uh...”

The white haired captain closed his eyes and shook his head while chuckling, “Mikoto, right?”

“Ah...yeah,” said the shinigami while hanging his head in semi-shame.

The truth was that signing out of the medical center was fairly easy. The problem occurred when the old woman, who had taken care of the kids the night before, appeared and begun badgering Kaien with questions about the kids. Kaien, not wanting to talk about such sensitive information in public, lead the old woman back to her office where the two could be heard shouting at each other.

“Pitiful,” sniffed Toushiro, earning a withering glare from the dark haired man.

“Well,” said the older man as he clapped his hand together and smiled brightly, “better late than never. The others are en route and will soon join us for the registration. As for now, let’s have a look at these new recruits.”

“Excuse me? Where are the other new recruits?” asked Toushiro as he kept his eye glued on the ‘so-called’ captain. “I was under the impression that there had been several other recruits other than us. So? Where are they?” asked the observant boy who saw a small trickle of sweat bead at the top of the pale haired man’s head.

Whatever Toushiro was expecting, he was sure that it wasn’t what had happened next. The white haired captain stared at the blue-green eyed boy for what had seemed like a very uncomfortably long time. Suddenly, the shinigami captain walked forward and grasped the boy’s shoulders while smiling and blurting out in a happy tone, “Look Kaien-kun! He’s got white hair like me! You know what this means, don’t you?”

“N-no,” meekly answered Toushiro who was now in a very uncomfortable position as the man threw his arm around his neck in a familiar fashion and began laughing.

“We’re almost like brothers! Of course, I’m going be the suave older brother, which makes you the bratty younger brother...”

“What!” yelled Toushiro, while Naruto and the two girls began snickering at the older man’s antics.

“Don’t be angry. You can be cool around your friends...just not while I’m around,” said Ukitake as he laughed, ignoring Toushiro desperate bid to remove the man’s arm from around his neck.

When the man had finally removed his arm from around Toushiro’s neck, he was too busy being embarrassed to keep his wits about him. As a result, the question he had asked had been completely forgotten. Naruto, however, after having his laugh, wasn’t as forgetful as his friend. In fact, he had caught the calculating look the man gave Kaien after his performance and it seemed to ex-shinobi that these men were hiding something about the other people that were registering.

“Let’s see,” said the thirteenth squad captain as he look over Momo and Kiko. Hemming and hawing he seemed to be stalling for time, but when the man began his inspection of Naruto there seemed to be a slight change in his demeanor.

‘Does he know something?’ thought the blonde as the man slowly approached him, for a moment Naruto almost felt like he was being examined by Hinata’s family bloodline limit. The captain seemed to be looking through him instead of at him. “Interesting,” said the white haired man as he took a step closer only to have Naruto mimic him by taking a step back.

“Well, well, Ukitake-taichou. By the look of things I see that you are already intimidating the young recruits,” an obviously amused voice spoke up as the door to the dojo opened up to reveal a blonde haired man. “And here I was, hoping that I would be the first to do that,” pouted the newcomer while making his way over to the small group.

“Kisuke-san? Where are the others?” asked the white haired captain as he looked at the opened door expecting several other representatives to appear.

“Funny you should ask,” replied the other man as he stared at the four children, who seemed to be getting impatient. “It seems that last nights incident isn’t over by a long shot. The old man has ordered the second, fourth, seventh, eleventh, and thirteenth squads to collaborate and bring order to Rukongai. Also there seems to be some sort of hullabaloo happening within my squad/department that has the third, fifth, eighth and ninth working with us to find out what the problem might be.

Rolling his eyes, the thirteenth’s squad’s captain shook his head in exasperation, “You could have just said that everyone else was busy.”

Tapping his long spindly fingers to his chin the captain of the twelfth squad smiled happily, “I could have done that…but where is the fun in it?” Eyes shinning with mirth, the man turned his undivided attention onto the now completely frazzled group of youngsters.

Just seeing the way the man moved, like a graceful blunderer, Naruto understood that this blonde captain had some training in hand-to-hand combat. Knowing this, Naruto naturally wondered just how much the man knew. However, that question seemed to elude Naruto since he was far from what someone would call a ‘Taijutsu Master’. Maybe if Lee was at his side he would be able to determine the skill level that the man possessed. Unfortunately, Naruto was left to decipher the man’s movements on his own, and as such he was only able to glean as pittance of information from what he was given.

‘I should have paid more attention to Kakashi-sensei when he was lecturing us on information gathering,’
